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Chapter : Darshian 1

Boiling the rind of tido palm
fruit produces a gum which is inert and non-poisonous. If a way of
strengthening it could be found which would let it be drawn into
threads, I believe it would make....

“Kei! Kei! Hurry, we need
you!”

Kei hurriedly dropped the book
he’d been reading, and oophed as he caught the wildly running child
in his arms, forcing him to stand still. Risa’s face was red from
exertion, and stained with tears, which wasn’t at all like the
stoic seven-year-old. Terror and anxiety rolled off him in powerful
waves.

“Calm down, Risa. What’s
happened?”

“Accident. Kiln exploded.” The
words were gasped out in between harsh sobbing breaths, as fresh
tears fell down Risa’s dirty cheeks.

Blessed
gods. He’d heard a loud bang, but had
been too absorbed in his papers to think too much of it. “Risa, how
many hurt? How bad?”

“My father...Misek, and
uncle... I think...Pa’s dead, Kei.”

He had to hurry, but
there was always time to calm the distressed. First thing in a crisis—keep people
calm.

“Risa.” The little boy wiped
his eyes with the back of his hand and looked at him. “I need you
to help me. Will you do that?”

Kei deliberately kept his voice
low and gentle, putting his hand out to hold the boy’s. Risa
nodded, and sniffled.

“Good. I need you to find Myka.
She’s selecting herbs in the garden. I want you to tell her to come
to your family’s workshop, and not to stop to collect anything.
Tell her I have the kit.” Risa nodded again. “Repeat, please.”

“Fetch Myka, tell her to come
to our place, not to stop, you have the kit.” Another tear trickled
down.

“Good lad. Are you hurt?” The
child’s clothing was torn, possibly from the explosion. He ran his
hands quickly over the child’s body but could see no blood, and the
boy was moving easily.

“No. Kei...Pa—”

“No, not yet, Risa. Myka, then
find me. Go.”

Risa ran out of the hut. Kei
stood and quickly checked his kit, the cleansing liquid, the soap,
sutures, and pain drugs, making sure nothing was missing from the
neat pack always kept on the workbench. It only took a minute, then
he grabbed it and the box of bandages and headed out the door,
knowing he had to expect the very worst.

As he ran towards the
site of the explosion at the outskirts of the village, his clansmen
rushed in the same direction, several people shouting at him to
hurry, though he was already moving as fast as he could. He ignored
them in favour of mentally preparing himself for what would need to
be done and who he wanted to help him. Myka, certainly. Reji—no,
wait, Reji had gone north again yesterday. Damn. He would probably need
to carry out field surgery, and was already assessing the people
running to the accident, noting who was there, and whom he could
ask to clear the area.

He grabbed the arm of a tall
brawny man as he dashed past. “Wait! Peit, I need you!”

His grim-faced cousin stopped.
“What do you need?”

“Keep everyone back when we get
there. Stick with me, and help me control things.”

“Of course.” They were
already almost at the workshop and Peit bellowed. “Everybody
back! Let
the healer through!”

Not content with using his
powerful voice, he pushed people out of his way. Kei followed in
his wake, hoping no one would be offended at the rough handling,
but he needed to get to his patients if there was to be any hope of
saving them.

There were more people inside,
but these, Kei didn’t ask Peit to move. Three men lay on the floor
inside the blasted workshop, attended by Risa’s mother, sister and
his cousin. The damaged kiln stood in the corner, metal and bricks
strewn all over the floor. Rin’s workmen were dowsing the last of
the fires that had sprung up. It was serious enough, though the
explosion didn’t seem to be as extensive as the one Kei had seen as
a child. The carnage looked just as bad.

“Meis? What happened?” he asked
Risa’s mother as he knelt by her husband. He placed his fingers on
the artery in Rin’s neck, and was relieved to prove Risa had been
mistaken, as least for now. He didn’t wait for an answer as he
scanned Rin’s body, noting someone had already tied bandages over
wounds in the chest and shoulder. Bad enough—he would need Myka’s
help, but for now, he would have to ask Meis to help her
husband.

“Here, put this dressing over
the one on his chest—no, don’t take it off!” He guided Meis’s hand
to hold the thick bandage in position.

“Rin, Ban and Misek were
working near the kiln when it blew—there must have been some kisu
in that ore,” Meis said quietly. Kei nodded—it was always a risk
with pujum, that it would be contaminated with the rare but
explosive impurity. “Kei...will he survive?”

“I don’t know, but I need to
find out who is actually hurt worst.”

“Kei!”

He lifted his head to see his
sister run though the door and over to his side, kneeling down.
“Oh, no, Rin....”

He felt as she did, seeing
their father’s best friend in this condition, but there was no time
for emotion. “Myka, you and Meis try to control the bleeding. I’m
going to assess Ban and Misek.”

His sister nodded, drawing
bandages out of the box and handing them to Meis to add to the ones
already applied. Kei hadn’t dared turn Rin over, only lifting him a
little to see if he was bleeding at the back, but it looked as if
all three men had been facing the explosion, their front sides
catching the impact of the shrapnel from the kiln. He moved to
kneel next to Misek and suppressed his shock at the sight of his
friend. Misek’s face was a bloody mess, and there was a gaping hole
in his side against which his younger sister, Pijli, pressed an
inadequate dressing. He quickly assessed Misek was still
alive—just, though he was in worse condition than his father.
Incredibly, he was still conscious. “Myka! I’ll need to operate on
Misek. Set up while I check Ban.”

Silently his sister obeyed, and
Kei thanked the memory of his mother that he had someone so
reliable to work with him.

The worst was the last. Ban was
dead—probably killed outright. His son, Banji, knelt at his side,
and lifted horrified eyes to Kei as he crouched beside him. “How?”
he whispered. “It was so fast.”

“I know,” Kei said gently,
looking past him to Peit and signalling his cousin to come over.
“Banji, I need you to go with Peit. I have to help Rin and Misek.
We will pay honour to Ban when I’ve finished.”

“Kei...Pa is dead.”

“I know, Banji-ki.” Kei wanted
to keep his clothes clean for the surgery, so he didn’t hug his
friend as he would have liked to, but he put all the sympathy he
could into his voice. “Please help me, Banji. I need room and to be
able to concentrate so I can save the other two. Can you do
that?”

Banji’s eyes were full of
tears, but he nodded slowly and let Peit help him to his feet. Kei
only waited a moment to confirm Peit was leading Banji out of the
workshop, before he turned back to Misek. He’d passed out in the
brief interval Kei’s attention was elsewhere. Probably just as
well. Myka had laid Kei’s instruments out on a clean sheet and
found him a bucket of clean water. He washed his hands with soap
and then cut Misek’s clothes away from his body. It immediately
became obvious how serious his injuries were. Pijli screamed
quietly at the sight of torn gaping flesh and the edge of bone
where the ribs were broken.

Myka put her arm around the
girl’s shoulders. “Pij, go to Rin. Help your mother.”

She almost shoved Pijli towards
where her father lay. Kinder than asking her to watch him delve
into her brother’s guts. Kei’s own stomach rebelled a little at the
thought, but he knew how to deal with that now. He drew on his
training—not only that of his masters in Darshek, but also of his
mother, so patient and clever—to centre himself and calm his
nerves, focusing his energies.

He forced himself to ignore
everything around him except his hands on Misek’s body, and the
body itself. He closed his eyes. Blood was his great enemy in this
situation, obscuring the real damage, blinding his path, and
stealing the patient’s life away. His mind’s energies narrowed down
to the hole in Misek’s side, and as they descended, he stopped the
blood pouring out of the larger veins and arteries, clamping them
down so Misek would stabilise enough to allow Kei search for the
shards of brick and metal buried in his gut.

And there they were—several
large, sharp pieces of iron which had both cut and smashed their
way into Misek’s insides, doing great harm in their passing. Each
would need to be removed with care, and the bleeding behind them
staunched. Kei opened his eyes, and found Myka waiting with needle
and gum stitches.

“I think he has a chance,” he
said in response to her unasked question. She nodded. She wouldn’t
expect him to lie or make things out to be better than they were.
“Is Rin stable?”

“We’ve slowed the bleeding. He
has a large piece of metal in his shoulder. I could try and move
it, but I think it would be better if you did it.”

“Yes. Just keep him still, the
bleeding under control, and I’ll see to him. Meis?”

“Calm,” she said briefly,
glancing in the direction of their other patient. Both Kei and Myka
had kept their voices deliberately low. “She knows what needs to be
done.”

“And so do I. I’m going to
remove the shrapnel, stop the bleeding and stitch.”

“His face?”

“Will have to wait—it won’t
kill him. Oh—wait.”

So stupid of him not to
have checked. Kei closed his eyes and looked inside Misek’s
skull—as he suspected, the man had been knocked out briefly by the
blast, and awoken again, but Kei found deeper damage, bleeding in
the brain. He carefully suppressed it. Foolish. He’d allowed
himself to be distracted by the blood, just as his teacher and his
mother had both warned him against, and Misek had nearly paid the
price for that inattention. The head wound would have killed Misek
almost as fast as that in his gut. Kei took precious seconds to
check Rin was not similarly and silently dying, but the big man
wasn’t so precarious. Kei could now give all his concern to the
patient in front of him.

It was a slow business, because
he didn’t want to cause more damage in the removal of the metal,
but there was so much he needed to do. No point in stopping Misek
bleeding to death if he died of a gut infection days later. Myka
sponged away blood, and washed away the detritus from bowel and
stomach with a distillation of nitre weed which would inhibit
infection, as Kei eased fragments of metal from Misek’s intestines
and liver, stitching, clamping and pushing organs and broken ribs
back into position, all the while keeping an ear on his breathing,
and an eye on his colour.

Kei wasn’t sure how long it
took, except that it took a long time, and he swayed a little on
his knees as he laid the last dressing over the neat stitches and
the drain in Misek’s side.

“Do you need a rest?” Myka
asked quietly, a supporting hand on his shoulder. Mind-moving
always took so much out of him.

“Later. Can you clean up his
face? I need to see to Rin. We can make Misek handsome later.”

“I think one eye is
blinded.”

“Yes, I know, but better one
eye and alive, than dead with two. You know how to deal with that.
Let me know if you can’t.”

She grimaced at his words, but
set to as he moved back to Rin’s side. Meis held her husband’s
hand, and stared at him as Kei knelt. Pijli had gone—Kei had been
too occupied to know where or why.

“Misek?” Meis whispered.

“I think he’ll live. Can you
help me with Rin?”

“Yes.” Still little more than a
whisper, but Meis was a calm, sensible woman and he could rely on
her not to have hysterics at the sight of her husband’s injuries.
Actually, when he removed the bandages, it wasn’t as bad as he
feared, the shoulder injury being the most serious, although
several other bad cuts would need stitching, and he’d lost a
regrettable amount of blood. Kei washed his hands and set to work
once more.

It took nearly as long to
attend to Rin as it had to help his son. His wounds were somewhat
less dangerous, but there were more of them, and, just as Kei was
finishing, Rin roused, and started to struggle. Meis and Kei had to
hold him down while Myka made him swallow a sedative potion. It
took some time before Rin calmed—Kei couldn’t work on a struggling
patient, so he had to wait until it took effect before
continuing. A patient in pain
fights himself and the healer, his father
had written, and it was true.

Finally Rin settled, his body
relaxed, and the bleeding his struggling had reawoken eased again.
Kei could finish his methodical repairs of the long
lacerations.

At last he was done, and he
washed his bloodied hands off as he assessed the damage to Misek’s
face. The young man would have some ugly scars as a result of
today’s mishap. Still, he was luckier than Ban, and it was possible
to adjust to the loss of an eye. Satisfied both men were stable, he
stood and stretched, feeling the ache in his back and his
knees.

His body told him it had to be
nearly three hours he’d been crouched over his patients. Now he
paid attention to his surroundings, he realised Peit had barricaded
the door. Inside the ruined workshop, it was curiously quiet. Now
he had time to regret the death of Ban, a good, honest man who had
been so very kind to him, and to spare a thought for his friend,
Banji, and how the loss of his beloved father would be affecting
him.

“Peit? We need to get Rin and
Misek out of here, back to their house.”

“Leave that to me,” Peit
commanded, throwing open the door he’d barred. “Oy, you and you. We
need two litters. And someone send for Kento, he can start on the
workshop.”

Past Peit’s broad shoulders,
Kei saw twenty or more heads, probably only a fraction of the
people waiting anxiously for news of their friends and relations—as
everyone was to everyone else here.

“Peit, we need a shroud.”

Meis spoke, her eyes wounded
but her voice firm and low, as calm as it always was. “No, I‘ll
provide that. Have my brother taken to our house.”

Of course. Ban, a widower,
still had his sister and his son to carry out his burial rites.

Peit nodded and bellowed an
order for another litter to be brought. Kei laid a hand on Meis’s
shoulder in comfort, feeling her pain at her brother’s death and
also her relief that at least her husband and son were alive.

“Thank you,” she said. “Erte
would have been so proud of you.”

“If I were a tenth of the
healer she was, I’d deserve that praise. I’ll come to your house
later, but they mainly need rest and liquids when they wake. Myka
can bring you a supply of dressings shortly and we’ll administer
pijn as needed.”

Meis bowed in acknowledgement.
Kei found a stool in the ruins and sat down heavily. Now he’d
completed the surgery, he felt weak with tiredness, his body
claiming payment for the substantial debt of energy his gift used.
Myka, long used to this phenomenon, took charge of things,
supervising the careful transfer of the three men onto the litters.
Meis covered Ban’s face with her scarf and walked behind his body
as it was carried out of the workshop.

Myka cleaned up the bloodied
bandages, storing them carefully for rinsing, boiling and reuse.
Kei could only watch. He needed to eat and to sleep now. He rarely
used his powers so intensively nor for so long, and wished yet
again he was truly Gifted, so that such task would not debilitate
him like this. His patients would appreciate the faster service
too.

Myka came to him, the kit over
her shoulder, one hand holding the bandage box, as she shoved her
shoulder under his arm. “Come on, I know you’re about to
faint.”

“No, I’m not,” he protested
feebly, but his legs were awfully wobbly as he stood.

When they went outside, they
found everyone had gone—probably headed to Rin’s house to see if
they could help. Kei was glad—he couldn’t have handled a crowd.

“Kei?”

Myka stopped, so Kei had to. He
looked down to the source of the voice. “Risa?”

“Pa’s not dead, Kei?”

Kei knelt—well, slumped to the
ground—and looked at the boy hiding at the side of the workshop. He
beckoned him closer, and took the opportunity to make sure he
hadn’t missed an injury in his earlier quick check. “No, he’s not
dead, Risa. Nor is Misek.”

“Uncle Ban?”

Kei shook his head. “I’m sorry,
Risa. I couldn’t help him.”

Risa nodded as he looked at the
ground. “I was scared. Pa looked dead and Ma was crying.”

“Yes. But he’s going to be all
right. Your Ma will be sad though.”

“Uncle Ban died.”

“Yes.”

Myka cleared her throat. “Risa,
your mother will be worried about you. Why don’t you go help her
look after your father and brother?”

“Yes, I will. Thank you,
Kei.”

Kei put his hand out and patted
Risa’s messy hair. “I wish I could have helped your uncle. Now run
along.”

Risa gave him a quick,
surprising hug and then ran along the street towards his family’s
home. Kei slumped some more, and groaned. “I can’t get up.”

“Come on, you lazy brat.”

Kei smacked her lightly on the
backside. “Some respect for your brother, woman.”

“I’ll respect you more when
you’re not kneeling in the dirt, covered with blood.” But she knelt
down beside him. “It was amazing, watching you. It always is...but
today.... Meis is right. Ma would have been proud.” She brushed her
hand along his cheek.

He leaned into her hand
briefly. “Everything I can do, I do because of her and Pa. I wish I
had finished my studies.”

Her large, dark eyes were soft
with sympathy. “Ban would still be dead. Not even Ma could bring
the dead to life.”

“I know...just...poor Banji-ki.
It’s not fair—his mother six months ago, now Ban. He was just
starting to smile again.”

“Well, one thing Ma always said
which was absolutely true. You can’t solve everyone’s problems for
them. Banji-ki still has a family.”

“And I have you, Mychichi,” Kei
said gently, using her childish nickname and laying his head on her
shoulder.

For a moment, she allowed the
embrace, and then she stood, hauling him up with the surprising
strength which came close to matching his own, for all he was a
head taller. “Now, home, to rest and to wash. You smell of blood
and shit, brother mine.”

“You’re a hard woman, sister
mine.” But he let her help him up, glad of her strength and her
presence and wondering what in hells he would ever do without
her.


Chapter : Darshian 2

“Now, if I didn’t know you so
well, young Sei Arman, I would say you were worried about
something.” Karus leaned back into his chair, his weathered face
wrinkling into a smile. “But since I know you never let your
emotions distract you to such an extent, I shall blame a bolt from
Akan, the god of mischief, for the fact you can’t play a simple
game of kezi tonight.”

Arman sighed and pushed the
kezi board away. “Apologies, Karus-pei. I don’t wish to contradict
your belief in me, but I am worried, in fact.”

Karus’s eyes grew serious. “The
new campaign? It’s not like you to fear a battle, my boy.”

“I don’t fear it, Pei. I
question—” He fell silent. They were alone in Karus’s study, but
his elderly tutor had a staff just as any well-to-do man had, and
who knew who was listening at doors?

Karus waved a dismissive hand.
“We’re alone, Arman, and you know my people have no interest in
politics. I would remove them in an instant if I thought they did.
You question...the motivation, perhaps?”

“The wisdom, more like. Her
Serenity’s ambitions are laudable, they bring glory to the race of
Prij. But....”

Karus watched him intently.
“But...?” he prodded gently.

“But,” Arman said slowly,
“fifteen hundred miles of mountains and desert are a heavy dowry to
accept with Darshek’s port and trading routes. We’ve taken twenty
years to truly control southern Darshian, Pei. It’s brought us
great benefits, and the Prij grow stronger for having this land as
their own. Will we say the same in another twenty years, when we’ve
been forced to hold the north with all our armies engaged as
invaders, and we have been stretched thin for all that time?”

Karus nodded. “You have said
this to her, no doubt?”

“Not as such. Her Serenity
doesn’t care for naysayers, not when it touches her pride.”

“Ah, yes. But to Ritus, Jozo?
You have said as much? Do they agree?”

“Ritus only wants what Kita
wants. Jozo...Jozo, I think, has some sympathy with me, but not
enough to bring it up to her. Certainly the Lord Commander isn’t
going to. No one else is bothered at all, and I am but the junior
general,” he said dryly. “I must not exceed my position.”

“Yes, true,” Karus murmured. He
cleared the pieces from the kezi board, and put them into the
leather pouch. “But you’re not afraid for yourself? That the
mission across the mountains will not succeed?”

“Of course not. Niko, lord of
the heavens, sets our span of life and I can only trust to his
wisdom.”

“Very pious, very true, my boy.
But I would be sad if that span of life were not to extend for a
few years longer.”

You’re
probably the only one. Arman scrupulously
amended that thought. Loke would mourn him, and so would Tijus.
Their father would regret losing the chance to further his dynasty,
but Arman’s death would not bereave his father half as much as that
of his brother. It was just, since Arman scarcely cared about his
father’s well-being either. It had been a long time since they had
eyed each other with anything approaching affection.

Of course, Mayl would bury him
with appropriate rituals and much obvious weeping. His mouth
twisted sourly as he thought of his wife. And then pass many happy
hours thinking of how to spend her inheritance, free of her
tiresomely stolid husband. No, Mayl would not care in the least if
he were to die on the desert campaign. Her only concern would be
extracting the widow’s allowance from the crown for his
funeral.

“You’re full of solemn thoughts
tonight, Arman—not auspicious for a general about to lead a major
mission across unknown territories.”

Which was true enough. “Again,
apologies, Pei, but perhaps I should be going. We’re leaving at
dawn and I want to be rested.”

He helped his former tutor
stand up, mindful of his arthritic hips. Karus laid a fatherly hand
on his shoulder. “At least you’re taking Loke. He’ll make sure you
eat and rest properly. My mind is much relieved by this.”

Arman couldn’t resist a smile
at the thought of his irrepressible page. “He wouldn’t hear of me
leaving him behind this time, and in truth, it will make my task
more pleasant as well as easier.”

“Then it is as it should be,”
Karus said, his eyes twinkling again. “So I will say goodnight, my
boy, but not goodbye, and I expect a more satisfying game of kezi
upon your return. In the meantime, I beg you, do not tell any one
who taught you the game. I fear for my reputation.”

Arman hung his head in mock
shame. “No, Karus-pei. I’ll do better, I promise.”

“Good. Now, farewell until our
next meeting. A safe and profitable venture, if the gods so will
it.”

“If they so will,” Arman
responded with formal correctness. Karus patted his shoulder and
then walked away, leaning heavily on his walking stick. Arman made
his way through the darkened house to the front door, noting Karus
had been right—his servants were all asleep or busy elsewhere. It
was very late, after all. Only a single sleepy footman greeted him
at the door, unlocked it and bade him goodnight, before securing
the door once more behind him. It didn’t do to be careless in
Utuk.

The lateness of the hour didn’t
mean he had to walk to his own house alone. A slight figure had
slipped out of Karus’s house with him and now took up position a
respectful two paces behind him. “Did you beat him?”

“Hardly. Did you get some
sleep?” Arman had wanted Loke to be well rested, but had also
wanted to spend the evening with Karus. Loke had been under orders
to find a quiet spot and have a nap for a few hours.

“I was going to, but then I
started talking to Matez and I forgot.”

He resisted the urge to cuff
his disobedient servant for neglecting himself this way. “I hope
you follow my orders better than this on the march, my lad, or I’ll
be forced to discipline you in front of my troops.”

“Yes, Sei Arman.” Arman didn’t
have to turn to know his page had a cheeky grin on his handsome
face. “But that would be a good thing, would it not? Showing the
stern, ruthless hand of the mighty Sei Arman, whom no man would
dare defy?”

“Loke?”

“Yes, Sei?”

“Shut up.”

“Yes, Sei.”

Arman shook his head. In truth
he would cut his hand off before he laid a finger in anger on Loke,
and Loke would cut his head off rather than require such an action,
but for some reason it sometimes amused his cheerful, helpful
friend to become a parody of an obsequious servant in public. Arman
suspected he thought it made Arman look more dignified. Arman
thought it made him look like he should spank his page.

But Arman honestly didn’t care.
No noble in his acquaintance had a squire more devoted, or a more
loyal attendant. And none he knew of could call their page a true
friend, as he had no hesitation in doing with Loke.

“We leave at sunrise, Sei?”

“Yes. So I’ll need to be up at
least an hour before then.”

Loke sighed heavily. “That
means I have to get up even earlier.”

“Yes, you will and then you’ll
be sorry you didn’t get that rest.”

“Probably. It’s a hard life in
the army, Sei Arman.”

Arman glanced at him. “You
could stay behind, lad, as I wish you would.”

“No, can’t do that, Sei. I
would never sleep wondering who was folding your shirts.”

Now Arman did stop and lightly
cuff the back of Loke’s head. “I can and do fold my own damn
shirts, you disagreeable child. I’m not some fancy boy that needs
my robes gilded before I set foot in public.”

Loke grinned and appeared to
consider. “I think a little gilt might look rather nice on you,” he
said solemnly, and danced away from Arman’s hand again. He grew
serious. “My place is at my master’s side, Sei Arman.”

“I’m not—”
Your master, Arman wanted to say, but there were people about, and
Loke invested a lot of effort into preserving the myth he was but
one of Arman’s servants. A favoured one, yes, but still knowing his
place. That Arman never thought of him as anything but a friend,
and never had done, was something known only to them and one or two
of Arman’s close companions, such as Karus. Friendships with one’s
servant did not befit the son of a senator, even if his ‘servant’
was well-born too. “I have a foreboding about this. I wish you
wouldn’t come.”

“I wish you wouldn’t go,” Loke
said in a low voice. “For I too have forebodings.”

“I have no choice but to do my
duty.” He nodded at the soldiers standing guard at his front door,
acknowledging their salute.

“And that’s my answer too, my
master.” Only Loke could make that term affectionate, as he rushed
ahead of Arman to open the door to Arman’s house, holding it open
for him.

Arman’s footman wasn’t sleepy,
but he was a good deal surlier than Karus’s, scowling at Loke for
daring to bring his impertinent self back so late. He wiped the
scowl off his face as Arman frowned at him. “My mistress said to
tell you, Sei Arman, that she is waiting for you on the southern
verandah.”

“At this hour? Surely she’s
gone to bed.”

“No, Sei Arman. She
specifically bid me tell you she would be waiting for you.”

“What in six hells—” He bit off
his oath. “Very well. Loke, you really must get some sleep now—and
be ready an hour before sunrise.”

“Yes, Sei.”

Loke walked off towards their
quarters, his step still cheerful despite a long night keeping
vigil. The boy honestly had reserves of energy that made Arman feel
twice his age, not a mere eight years his senior.

Arman turned to the footman.
“I’ll go to my lady. No one else is to be admitted tonight.”

“No, my master.” There
was no affection in his use of the words.

Arman grimaced as he stripped
off his cloak, handed it to the servant, and then walked along the
halls to the southern wing. What did Mayl want? The woman could
barely manage the courtesy of friendly conversation, and the gods
knew Arman never sought an excuse to talk to her. He left the
running of his house to her and wanted nothing more to do with it.
All he asked was that his private rooms were left strictly alone,
and that his meals—those few he was present for—didn’t contain
poison. She could—and did—do what she liked after that.

She was reclining on a couch,
facing into the garden, but at his step, she rose gracefully to
greet him. If he didn’t know what a mind her looks concealed, he’d
have found her an appealing sight this evening. She was carefully
made up, dark accents around her admittedly flawless eyes, her pale
blue gown chosen to flatter her excellent figure. Once, he had
thought her not unpleasant to look at, but that was long before
they were married. There was no chance of him feeling that way now.
“You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, husband. Would you
like some wine?” She was already pouring out a glass. He wondered
if she would dare poison it, but decided to trust his fate to the
gods, as he always did. He trusted them a lot more than he
trusted her.

“Thank you. What did you want
to see me about?”

“So abrupt, Arman. Can’t a
loving wife offer a cup of wine to her husband, on a warm, fragrant
evening before he leaves for months on a campaign?”

He bit back the instinctive
sarcasm. “I suppose.” He took the glass from her hands, but didn’t
drink from it. “Mayl, I have to depart very ear....”

“I went to the Temple of Isik
today.” Her voice took on a silky purr. “The priests told me my
fertility is high tonight.”

Arman stared at her, his heart
sinking. “Your fertility?”

“Yes, husband,” she said,
stepping closer, and rubbing her hand up his arm. “I’m very fertile
tonight.”

He was still holding the glass,
so he took a big gulp of the wine, hoping the acidity would wash
away the taste of his revulsion. “So you want to....”

“Yes.” She moved to his side.
“After all, you will be away for many weeks, perhaps, and your
father has waited a long time for a grandson.”

Arman tossed the glass
out into the garden, taking a vicious delight in the noise of its
breaking and her wince. He hoped it was one of her better goblets.
“My father is not going to determine when I have sex,” he said
coldly.

Her eyes narrowed, but then she
smiled. “Ah, but your wife can,” she said sweetly, not so subtly
reminding him that a wife—especially one publicly noted to be at
high fertility—had a right to request sexual services from her
husband, and refusal both damaged his honour and could be used
against him as a cause for divorce.

He looked at her in disgust.
“You want a child so badly?”

“It is my duty. Perhaps a
child will fill my empty arms when my husband is away on his
campaigns—or carousing with his friends.”

That stung his
conscience. However much he loathed this woman, to deny her the
chance of motherhood on that account was wrong and cruel. And
he did spend most evenings away from the house when he was
actually in Utuk, which was usually less than half of any year, and
never for more than a month at a time. “All right.”

Now her smile was triumphant.
“Come now, you needn’t look so stricken. After all, what do I lack
that you might want in any other companion?”

A pair of
smiling green eyes and an honest heart, he forbore from saying. “We’ll use your rooms?”

“Yes, husband. Everything is
prepared. My maids were very pleased at the prospect of us
fulfilling our marital duties.”

So she’s
prepared her witnesses in advance. “I
wonder you would want to talk about something so intimate with the
servants,” he said, a cutting edge to his tone even as he followed
after her.

“The birth of your heir is
something which concerns everyone here. Of course they want to know
about it.”

What it would be like to
be wanted as a partner or a son for himself, rather than for the
output of his balls? He rather wished his fertility testing at
puberty had been less emphatic. His father wouldn’t have bothered
with his dynastic games if there had been no chance of a child from
the union, and no respectable aristocratic woman would tie herself
to a sterile man, however distinguished. Should arrange to have my damn testicles permanently
damaged in a riding accident one of these days. That would teach
them. But it was already too late to
prevent the loss of four years of his life in this loveless
union.

He hadn’t been in Mayl’s
bedroom in over a year, and that only because he’d been drunk off
his feet after a state dinner and she’d persuaded him to spend the
night rutting until he passed out. He didn’t remember a lot about
that evening, for which he was thankful. She’d clearly hoped that
would be sufficient, but she hadn’t caught. He wondered if it would
be any different tonight.

The room was certainly laid out
for a seduction. Sweet incense filled the air, and the covers on
the bed were laid down, flowers on both pillows. “Overdoing it a
little, aren’t you?”

She laughed. “You never know,
Arman. You’ve never really given me a chance to prove myself a
worthy bed mate. Perhaps if you tried it sober, you might enjoy
it.”

He winced again at the accuracy
of her barb. Their few couplings, even on their wedding night, had
always been when he or both of them had been drinking. In fact,
he’d never had sex sober in his life, except with himself, and it
wasn’t Mayl to whose memory he jerked off. “Apologies. I have been
less than fair to you, and derelict in my conjugal duties.”

“Never mind,” she said, taking
him by the hand and leading him to the bed. “Let’s begin anew.
Let’s learn how to treat each other with respect, so your child
will be born under auspicious beginnings.”

The mention of a child
effectively robbed him of what little enthusiasm he could muster,
and he could only watch as she disrobed with—he had to admit
it—grace and sensuousness. Nude, she was perfect, a body any artist
would love to sculpt or paint. Many men, of a certainty, would
consider themselves blessed to have her in their bed. Unfortunately
he wasn’t one of them. He’d never been able to lust where he did
not like, and he assuredly did not like.

“Arman? May I undress you?”

He started to object
automatically, but then stilled his hands. “If that is your
pleasure, my wife.”

She smiled pleasantly at the
rare use of her title, and slid his outer coat off his shoulders,
letting it slip to the floor. He suffered having his shirt
similarly treated, and couldn’t help blushing as her fingers tugged
at the ties on his trousers. Her hand cupped his groin
suggestively, and his cock responded to the pressure, mindless
organ that it was. “My, perhaps you’re particularly fertile tonight
too.”

He pushed her hand away,
impatient with the whole thing and wishing she would stop harping
on about pregnancy. He stripped efficiently, picked up his clothes
and folded them neatly, almost grinning as he remembered his words
to Loke earlier. Pouting, she climbed on the bed and waited for him
to stop fiddling, which was only delaying matters.

He’d gone into battle with less
trepidation than he felt approaching his marital bed. But then he
didn’t usually go into battles without any idea of what was
expected of him. “Er...is there something I should do for you
first?”

She tugged his arm and made him
sit next to her. He let her kiss him. “You could try being a little
more cooperative,” she chided. “I’m your lawful wife, not a
Darshianese whore.”

“Apologies,” he said with empty
politeness, and wondered if the Darshianese whores were sweeter to
kiss. He’d never allowed himself that kind of release, always
rather pitying anyone who had to turn to the profession, but he’d
seen some of the half-naked women hanging around the docks, and
sometimes caught himself wondering what such smooth brown skin
would feel like to stroke, if the long hair would feel like the
silk it resembled. He’d once walked down a back lane in a small
town in the south and seen a woman fellating a man in the
shadows—not a whore with a customer, but lovers, by the way they
acted. He’d been horrified at their lack of shame, but as he’d
touched himself that night, the memory of the woman’s hair as it
tumbled down her back, the slick length of the man’s cock as it
slid between her lips, and the way his hands had trembled, fingers
tangling in her hair as he had cried out at his climax, drove out
the vague fantasies of imagined sex with the idealised blonde who
was all he usually had to arouse himself with. He tried not to
encourage those memories.

Mayl was as close to the
Prijian ideal of beauty as it was possible to be, yet she left him
colder than if he’d tried to have sex with a corpse. But she was
here, right now, and no fantasy. He had to participate, not just
watch, this time. She guided his hand to her nipple, and he rubbed
it as she wanted. She seemed to enjoy it, moaning a little as she
lay back on the bed and spread her legs. “Touch me,” she said in a
throaty voice.

“Where?”

“Here, silly,” she said,
pushing his fingers into her cleft.

He couldn’t really recall doing
this before, so he could lose himself somewhat in the novelty of
it, the strange silkiness of her sex. She squirmed and sighed
appreciatively, and he found that fascinating, wondering what he
had done to elicit the response. Was this it? Yes, it had to be, as
her back arched, so he did it again.

He had no desire for this act
with her, but he felt guilty at having chained his wife in a
loveless, childless marriage which surely gave her no more
satisfaction than it did him. So he resolved to make this enjoyable
for her, taking his time in learning what got the best response,
and exploring lower into her cunt which seemed to excite her
wildly.

Something about the way her
skin felt, or perhaps the smell of her excitement, or the sounds
she was making, finally wrung a response in him. To his definite
relief, he found he was hard. He fisted his own cock even while he
continued to finger and pleasure her. How long should he do this?
He had no idea what she expected in that way, but she was less
restrained than him about demanding what she needed. After only a
couple of minutes, she cried out, “Fuck me, Arman, please fuck me,”
as she writhed on the bed like someone suffering from a fever.

Somewhat taken aback at her
language, but relieved at not having to guess what he needed to do,
he climbed on top of her. She slung a leg over his shoulder, and
took his cock in her hand, guiding it to her cunt without the least
shyness. He slipped in with surprising ease—for some reason, he
expected more resistance—and then instinct took over where
experience could not guide him, her cunt slicker and more insistent
than his own hand could be, waking up vestigial memories how this
should go, and what he needed to do. He let her movements set the
pace, which seemed almost frantic, even desperate as she urged him
to thrust harder, deeper, faster, overriding any distaste he felt
at the situation, now only driven by the need to come and come hard
inside her.

When he did, he was almost
shocked, his body shaken by a climax stronger than any he could
remember. He felt weak in all his limbs, and had to remember not to
collapse on top of her like an oaf. He moved her leg and flopped
over onto his back at her side. He hoped that had been adequate, at
least for a first sober effort. It took a little while to recover
his breath. At last, he remembered his manners and turned to her.
“Was that...all right?” He couldn’t remember if she had received
satisfaction—or even how he would tell. It hadn’t been a very
skilled performance.

She raised herself up on one
elbow and gazed down at him. “That was exactly what I wanted.”

Something in her voice was off.
He pushed himself back and looked at her, her smug expression, the
way her skin glowed and the subtle roundness of her stomach. He
suddenly realised what he was looking at. His eyes narrowed in
anger.

“Did the priests say for
how long you had been ‘highly fertile’? And how were you planning to
pass the child off if I hadn’t fallen for this charade
tonight?”

She made no attempt to deny it.
“There’s nothing you can do about it. The child will bear your name
and be seen as the fruit of our union.”

“I could renounce you as an
adulteress.”

“But you would still have to
raise the child, Sei Arman,” she said coldly, rising from the bed
to find a robe to cover her nakedness. “Somehow, I doubt you really
want to expose yourself as a cuckold.”

He got up too, grabbing his
pile of clothes and clutching his boots in one hand. “Then I wish
you joy of your baby, Sei Mayl. This is the last time I fall for
this, statement of fertility or not. I won’t keep more than one
bastard of yours here, and if you make a move to divorce me for
dereliction, I’ll send you away and expose the child to the gods’
mercy. My father can have his grandson, you can have your pet. But
come near me again, and I’ll make you pay for it, have no fear of
it.”

She sneered. “Perhaps it’s for
the best. After all, a man who would screw his serving boy isn’t
much of a prize as a father or a husband, is he?”

He took a step towards
her, and despite his ludicrous state, she cringed, as if she feared
being hit. As well you might,
you scheming slut. “What are you talking
about?”

“Loke. Everyone knows you’re
fucking him. Even my maids pity me having to endure the shame of a
husband who would stoop to a servant for his pleasure, rather than
do his duty to his marriage and his line.”

He raised his fist. Only by a
supreme act of will, did he restrain himself from striking her.
“You go too far, woman, and you don’t know the least thing about
it. But if I ever ‘stooped’ to fucking Loke, rest assured, I could
never feel as filthy as I do right now. His soul is pure, as is his
body. You, on the other hand, are nothing but a whore in heart and
mind. Your cunt is just higher priced than the ‘welcome’ girls in
Urshek-si.”

She hissed and for a moment, he
thought she would jump at him, which would let him release some of
the savage physical need to avenge her treachery. But she
restrained herself. “Get out.”

“With pleasure. But first—who
is he?”

“No one you will ever discover.
You’ll never find out from the servants—they’re totally loyal to
me.”

He badly needed to drive that
smug smirk from her face. He leaned forward, and she retreated a
little. “Ah, yes, but I have only to call on Her Serenity’s
spymaster to make enquiries for me. It is, after all, of some
security significance if the wife of one of the Serenity’s generals
is screwing around with a faceless stranger. Of course, that might
make things awkward for you at court.”

“You wouldn’t! Everyone would
know!”

“Yes. They would, wouldn’t
they?” he said calmly, not giving a damn about his personal
reputation, and at this point in time, not caring much about his
family’s either. “So you would do best to keep this man hidden very
well indeed, Mayl, dear. Because if this ever comes to light, be
assured I will destroy him and I’ll destroy you. You’ll lose far
more than I will.” He turned his back on her, not bothering to
dress—if he shocked the servants, then it was all their disloyalty
deserved. “Sleep well. I hope you think it was all worth the
price.”

He left to the sound of her
spitting fury, and forced himself to saunter carelessly, nude,
through his home, carrying his clothes and his shoes like an
escapee from a brothel. Fortunately, he encountered no one, and
closed the door of his bedroom behind him with relief.

“By all the gods, Arman! What
happened to you?”

Loke—who should have been
asleep. Arman wondered if his friend had a sixth sense like the
Darshianese myths claimed some of their people had, at least when
it came to him. Impervious to his surprise, Loke relieved him of
his clothes, tsking over his state, and offering him his robe.
Arman refused it with a shake of his head. “No, I need a bath. I
need to wash the stink off me.”

“It’s midnight. There won’t be
any hot water.”

“Then cold will do.”

Loke frowned at him. “Give me a
few minutes. Honestly, you want me to let you go on a campaign on
your own, when you can’t even look after yourself in your own
home.”

Home, he thought sourly.
Hardly. He
sat in a chair, impatient to get the taste and feel of his bitch of
a wife off him, and reluctantly admiring how well he’d been played.
Yes, he could expose her and even rid himself of the cuckoo child,
but she was right about it causing him a good deal of embarrassment
and trouble. In the end, he didn’t care. He wouldn’t get a child on
her, not now, not ever, so what did it matter if the blood in the
brat was his? Only his father cared about such things, and only so
long as his elder brother failed to produce a son of his own. The
second he did, Arman’s son would be of no interest. Arman had a
sufficient sense of fairness that he would not make the child
suffer for the failings of either parent, legal or otherwise. There
might be some sense of satisfaction in raising it to be a decent
honourable person against its heritage, but he doubted Mayl would
let him interfere with its training.

He was suddenly weary, soul
sick and tired in body. “It’s about time,” he growled at Loke when
his page reappeared, hauling a bucket of steaming water.

“Now hold your tongue, and be
grateful I’m not making you freeze your balls off,” Loke chided. He
poured the hot water into the hip bath, and fetched the ewer to top
it off.

“You say that as if I could
possibly have a use for them.”

Loke stilled, obviously struck
by the bitterness of his tone. “What happened?” He indicated Arman
should get into the bath—it was shallow, but he had bathed in far
less water before.

“Mayl’s pregnant. She was
trying to secure my attention to the child after the fact.”

Loke was no fool. “She’s trying
to pass it off as yours? So tonight...?”

“First and last time I’ll ever
go to her bed as a willing and sober participant. I feel
dirty.”

Loke knelt, and took a dipper
to pour water over him. “I can imagine,” he said in a low voice.
“I’m sorry.”

Arman shrugged. “I suppose it
was inevitable. I don’t exactly pay court to her, and she’s an
attractive woman.”

“If you like reptiles, yes, I
suppose she is. Who’s her lover?”

“No idea. I only care if it
threatens more than my pride. You never heard a hint about
this?”

Loke poked him in the chest
with the dipper. “You think I would have heard something like this
and not told you?” he said indignantly. “Of course not. I don’t
gossip with her people—they don’t like me and I don’t care for
them. You know that,” he added in soft reproach.

Arman laid his hand on Loke’s
blond head and tousled his hair. “Sorry, yes, I do know that.
Gods.” He scrubbed at his skin, and Loke passed him a soapy cloth
so he could wipe the stain from his person. The water wasn’t all
that warm, and much as he would have relished a long soak, he had
to be up in a few hours, a long sea journey ahead of him.

Loke handed him a towel so he
could dry off, and then his sleeping robe. “You won’t let this
depress you, will you?” he asked, his expression earnest. “I mean,
it’s done with, unless you intend to divorce her and I can’t
imagine you will.”

The lad knew him too well. “No,
I won’t, and no, it won’t depress me. It’s...just one of those
things. I’ll do my job, she’ll raise the bastard, life goes on. So
long as she doesn’t interfere with me, I don’t care what she
does.”

Loke gave him a warm smile.
“That’s good. Now, shall I brush your hair?”

“I can brush...oh, all right,”
Arman agreed with an indulgent sigh. Loke really enjoyed being a
body servant, however much Arman insisted he could do for himself,
and he couldn’t deny the young man’s hands on him soothed his
spirit in a way a thousand Mayls could never hope to do. He sat
back on the bed and let Loke’s skilled fingers tease out the
tangles of his unruly hair, and relaxed as Loke brushed the long
locks into order.

He was falling asleep, and
before he knew it, Loke was easing him down to the bed and stealing
away. Arman caught the sleeve of his robe to stop him. “No, sleep
with me tonight. I could do with not being alone.”

“If you like,” Loke agreed
easily, delaying only to blow out the lamp before climbing back
onto the bed and under the covers next to Arman. Arman put his arm
around him and hugged him close, enjoying the clean warmth, the
honest smell of his friend. Loke got comfortable, used to Arman’s
occasional need for company at night, and his own from time to
time. “Still wish I didn’t have to get up so early,” he
grumbled.

“Apologies,” Arman said with
less than total sincerity. “You can rest on the boat.”

“I’ll be too busy puking,” Loke
said mournfully.

“Aye, I know, but then you’ll
sleep when we get to Urshek. Now be quiet, my friend. And thank
you.”

“No trouble, Arman,” Loke said
with a yawn. It was mere moments before his breathing evened out.
Loke had always slept like a baby, easily and completely and
anywhere he could. He was the least troubled and troublesome person
Arman had ever encountered. It was one of the many reasons Arman
loved him utterly. If Arman’s marriage were not such a joke, he
supposed he would be lying with his wife in his arms, and his body
would respond in a different way, but he didn’t need that as much
as he needed the comfort of Loke’s pure trust.

He thought about Mayl’s
vicious, spiteful words over the gossip concerning the two of
them. If only you knew the
truth of it, Sei Mayl, you would cringe at how you fail in
comparison, in virtue and in beauty. But
she could not ever damage his friendship with Loke. They had
something few husbands and wives ever had—and if he had to endure a
bastard masquerading as his own child, and a wife with a stone for
a heart, just to keep Loke at his side, then he would. It was a
small enough price to pay for perfect companionship.


Chapter : Darshian 3

The nitre herb is a deadly
poison to humans and to other animals, but drives away infection
from any wound. It is reasonable to postulate that such infections
are caused by animals too small for us to see, and that they, as
we, are poisoned by the nitre. If this is so, if a poison which
affects these small animals can be found, which does not poison a
larger creature, it might be possible to cure internal disease.

Kei frowned, reading his late
father’s words yet again. The reasoning had never convinced him.
His teachers in Darshek held to the view that disease and infection
was caused by different poisons, and the cure lay in finding
antidotes to those. The problem with the poison theory was in
determining how such poisons got into the body, and affected
different people differently, or not at all. The problem with his
father’s theory was that invisible animals was a crazy idea.

It hadn’t stopped his father
devoting much of his experiments to finding his ‘benign poison’ as
he called it, and his diaries were full of notes on his having
sampled this or that tincture, sometimes with unfortunate results.
Not that it was his experiments which had killed him in the end.
This room, with the jars of dried herbs and bags of obscure
minerals, his books and his diaries, was deeply redolent of his
father and his ever curious, ever questioning mind. Kei missed his
Pa all the time, but never more than in this room. No wonder it was
here, rather than in their shared bed, that his mother had chosen
to die. She must have felt close to him here, just as their son
did.

If Kei could find a treatment
for bej, then he could redress at least a little of that cruel
loss, but he was no closer to an answer than his father had been,
for all he’d puzzled over it on and off for years. It was a
capricious and deadly disease. A baby might survive it, a grown man
in the fullness of his powers, such as his father, might be dead in
two days. It struck without warning, wasn’t infectious the way
common diseases such as colds were, and no herb or drug known in
Darshian affected it. All a healer could do was try to alleviate
the excruciating pain and fevers, and hope the patient’s body would
not fail. His mother had known that, but even so, her grief and
guilt had overcome her duty to her children and her clan.

Kei shook his head. Dwelling on
this did no one any good. He bent to his father’s notes again,
extracting his own from the neatly written pages. As he glowered at
some symbol his father had used which he didn’t recognise, a ball
of flame appeared under his nose. He reared back in shock,
scrubbing at his face, though he hadn’t been burned in the
least.

“Did I frighten you?” a lazy
voice drawled from the doorway.

“You know you did,” Kei said
crossly, but couldn’t hold back a broad smile as he turned and saw
Reji, all dusty and travel stained, his hand still outstretched
from having evoked his little flame sprite. “You’re back sooner
than expected.”

“Yes, I know. And I’m badly in
need a drink.”

Kei got off his stool and
walked over. His handsome visitor immediately enveloped him in a
crushing hug and kissed him, thrusting his tongue without any
invitation into Kei’s mouth. Kei grinned and met the challenge,
rubbing himself against Reji’s hard, lean body. “Hmmm, just a
drink?” he said, arching an eyebrow.

Reji kissed him again.
“Maybe...for now, healer. But later, I might need your help.”

“Oh? For a medical
condition?”

“Yes. I have this really
hard....”

“Hard...?” Kei murmured,
teasing Reji’s nipple through his shirt.

Reji’s voice cracked.
“Leg.”

“Oh. Your...leg. And what might
your...leg...need?”

Reji cleared his throat, but
his voice was still a little hoarse. “A rub...might need a
rub...later.”

The way Reji ground against
him, ‘later’ might not be all that long. His lack of control amused
Kei no end. It had been two months since they’d seen each other,
and while he had no doubt Reji had taken his pleasure where he
could in Darshek, his friend’s lustiness needed the edge taken off
it after over three weeks on the road. He nudged Reji’s thighs
apart with his knee, and slid his leg up inside Reji’s, pressing
against his groin. “I don’t just rub legs,” he said huskily.

“Gods, stop or I’ll embarrass
myself.”

“Not just him,” Kei heard
someone say in a dry tone. “Reji, you have no sense of propriety in
the least.” Myka came over to stand in front of them, and Reji
abruptly abandoned Kei’s so his little sister could be kissed
enthusiastically, and hardly more appropriately. “You stink,
Rei-ki.”

“Ha, and so would you,
Mychichi, if you had been on an urs beast’s back these three and a
half weeks past. My balls feel like they’re made of wood, they’ve
been banged about in the saddle for so long.”

She smacked him for the
indelicacy, gave him another kiss, and then stood back to look at
them. “A meal and a drink, then? Kei, I bet you missed lunch.”

“I was just—”

“Buried in Pa’s notes again,
yes, I know.” She sighed. “Come and eat, you two.”

The three of them prepared an
early supper, Reji confessing he’d not eaten since breakfast and
that he felt quite hollow. Myka plied him with bread and cheese and
plenty of beer, which made him tipsy and even more relaxed. Kei
idly wondered if Reji would be up tonight for more than a bit of
companionable fumbling and cuddling, which was very nice in itself,
although he had to admit his body could do with the release of more
strenuous activity. It had been a busy couple of months, what with
the kiln explosion, and then there had been an outbreak of lung
fever, not to mention two births and a host of injuries and minor
illnesses among the children of the clan.

“How is Misek?” he asked
Myka.

“Very low, Kei. I’m still
worried about him.”

Reji glanced at Kei. “Ah, yes,
Fedor told me about the accident. These are the injuries he got
when Ban was killed? Does he feel guilty about that, perhaps?”

Kei shook his head. “Not
really. He’s been in a lot of pain, especially from his eye, but I
haven’t let him have as much pijn as he could have. I don’t want
him addicted. I think it’s just everything, the severity of his
injuries, Ban dying.... He hasn’t been able to help rebuild things.
At least Banji’s had that to occupy himself.”

Reji nodded. “I can see it
would frustrate him. Perhaps I’ll visit him tomorrow.”

Myka set a bowl of gike plums
in front of them. “I think that would be good, Reji. So, what news
from Darshek? Did you bring our medicines? And the journals?”

He laughed and held up his
hands. “All safe, Mychichi.” He got to his feet a little
unsteadily, and went to the front door of the house where several
large packs were tidily stacked. Kei helped him drag them over to
the table where Myka, eager to get her letters and the new
ointments, rapidly unpacked them. “You know, I spent three hours
unloading and settling accounts, and then all I could think of was
who made the best beer in Ai-Albon. If your esteemed father hadn’t
kept me so long wanting to know the latest gossip, I’d have been
here an hour earlier.”

Kei still had to remind himself
not to correct people who referred to his uncle as his ‘father’.
Strictly speaking, it was true now, but he couldn’t even bring
himself to call Fedor ‘Pa’ to his face. Nothing would ever stop the
unpleasant jolt when people referred to his father and didn’t mean
the man Kei had loved, honoured and still grieved for.

“Never mind Fedor,” Myka said
impatiently. “What’s happening in Darshek?”

Reji sprawled in his seat, his
long legs stretched out under Kei’s chair. “Well, the big news is
that Lady Nera is finally pregnant.”

Myka’s eyes grew big. “Really?
Oh that’s wonderful. It’s been so long, I thought perhaps she was
infertile after all.”

“Or her husband was,” Kei
pointed out. Being an infertile himself, he found it hard to
rejoice overmuch at other people’s fortune in that respect. Still,
it was good news.

“I also heard there are
whispers of an army build up in Urshek again,” Reji said, his
expression solemn. “It’s got people worried.”

Myka looked at Kei, and reached
for his hand. “Perhaps the southern clans are restless again. They
won’t come across the mountains. They would have done it by now, if
they could.”

“Perhaps not, Mychichi. It’s
not like we can stop them if they do get across. The cannons of
Darshek are all aimed towards the sea, “ Reji pointed out somewhat
sourly.

Kei didn’t want to think about
the Prij, because thinking would make him anxious. “If they didn’t,
they would still be no use, and there is no sense in worrying if
there is nothing we can do,” he said, reaching across and topping
up Reji’s cup. He went to pick up one of the satchels which held
letters and the latest writings from the masters in Darshek, but
snatched his hand back as it was slapped. “Ow, Myka! What was that
for?”

“You’ve had your head buried in
books long enough,” his sister scolded, wagging a finger at him.
“Why don’t you walk Reji home? I could do with some peace and
quiet.”

Kei nearly rolled his eyes at
Myka’s unsubtle matchmaking. As if she ever had to encourage Kei to
spend time with Reji, especially after he got back from a trading
trip. “Maybe Reji’s comfortable where he is. He hasn’t finished his
beer, after all.”

She got up, picked up
their cups, filled them to nearly overflowing and walked to the
front door, holding the cups out like bait. “Come take your beer,
and then you and Reji can have a nice evening catching up with each
other while I
read my letters, wash my hair, and have some
time to myself.”

Reji lifted an eyebrow. “Do you
get the sense of being unwanted, lover?”

“A mere suspicion, my friend. A
gentle hint, nothing more. Perhaps we should ignore it. It might go
away.”

“Kei! Do you want to be wearing
this ale?”

“Now, now, Mychichi, that would
be a terrible waste of your finest brewing,” Kei said, grinning as
he hauled Reji to his feet. Reji immediately put his arm around his
waist. “What do you say, Reji? It’s pretty irresponsible of a
brother and a healer to leave his sister all on her own.”

“I think you’re pushing to
smell like a brewing vat.” Reji tugged him to the door, picked up
his saddle bags over one arm, and collected his cup with the other,
somehow managing to contrive a deep, courtly bow without spilling a
drop. “Thank you, lady Myka, for your good drink and kind
company.”

There was enough
sincerity in his words to wring a blush from Myka, and she smiled
as he kissed her cheek. “And I don’t expect you back tonight,
Kei.”

“No, my lady Myka,” he said
with an even deeper bow, and then a brotherly kiss on her cheek,
before he collected his own drink, and took a swallow from it to
stop it spilling. “Should I stop in and see Misek?”

She hesitated. “Perhaps
tomorrow. Banji was with him when I left.”

“Banji was helping or making it
worse?”

“Um, better, I think. I think
Misek was being brave for him, and I think that was good.”

“Well, you know him best. If
you need me, you know where to find me.” He pulled her close
briefly. “And if you need me to come back tonight, I will,” he
whispered.

“You’ll be at the end of the
street and I’m eighteen years old!”

He grinned. No point in pushing
it, or, as Reji said, he would shortly smell of beer. “Come on,
Reji. The gods only know what perverted things she’s planning to do
in our absence, but I suppose if I’m not here to be
scandalised—”

“I’ll take a broom to you!”

She actually laid hands on the
besom before Reji hastily shoved the door open and dragged a
laughing Kei outside. “She’s got a temper on her, I don’t know who
she got that from. Your parents were so mild-mannered.”

“Oh, Ma had a temper in her too
when she got really worked up. She just picked her battles.”

Reji lit a small fire sprite to
guide their way. People were mostly inside, setting down to their
own suppers, the smell of cooking fires and food heavy in the
evening air, the low calls of the urs beasts settling down in their
pens, and the harsh cries of the krak-krak birds over the trees as
they flew down to roost, the only sounds in the village.

“Have Rin’s family rebuilt?”
Reji asked quietly. His concern was natural. Rin was well-liked,
and his family brought a steady income into the village, although
the ore was little use directly to the village itself.

“They’ve started. It was one of
the lesser kilns, one they were thinking of knocking apart and
rebuilding anyway. Meis originally thought it was kisu
contamination, but now Rin believes the kiln was ready to give out.
If any one blames himself for Ban’s death, it’s Rin.”

“It’s ill luck. This talk of
blame gets no one anywhere,” Reji said with some impatience.

“People can’t help it,” Kei
said, stepping through Reji’s front door into his small house. It
seemed scarcely big enough to hold such a tall and brawny man, but
Reji always said it suited him fine. Kei took their cups of beer
and set them on the small table. “Someone they love dies or get
hurt, of course they feel guilty.”

Reji took Kei into his strong
arms, and Kei nestled against him. He’d missed the feel of Reji
against him, the way his long, dark hair felt under his fingers,
how they fit together, two tall men almost of the same height, hip
to hip and firm thigh to thigh. “Yes, and then two people I care
very much about are left without their parents, for no good reason
I’ve ever been able to see.”

Kei pushed him away a little.
“Ma was sick. Sick in mind and heart and she had no healer but me
to help. I should have been here, don’t blame her. I don’t want to
listen to this again.”

Reji sighed. “I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have said that.” He pulled Kei close and pressed a kiss
on his forehead. “Sorry, little brother.”

“Huh, not so much with the
‘little’, you big oaf. You know, Myka was right about one
thing.”

“Oh yes?” Reji asked, slipping
his hands up inside Kei’s shirt, making him shiver.

“You do stink,” he said,
grinning, ducking away from Reji’s grasping hands. “We could wash
each other’s backs.”

“Maybe I want to bathe alone,
since I’m so offensive,” Reji said, his quirked mouth making a liar
of his tone.

Kei insinuated himself close
again and looked soulfully into Reji’s eyes. “Would you deny me
this little pleasure, Rei-ki? I mean, it’s been two months since I
was able to run my hands here,” he slid his hand up under Reji’s
shirt and along the fine skin over his ribs, “or touch you this
way,” his other hand cupped Reji’s groin carefully, applying a
little pressure, “or lick your—”

“Enough!” Reji growled as he
crushed his mouth on Kei’s and kissed him hungrily. “Gods, were you
always this infuriatingly desirable, or have you been
practicing?”

“Just...ah...missing you...oh,
yes, do that again....”

And then Kei gave up teasing,
because he needed to concentrate on the wonderful things Reji was
doing with his mouth and his hands, and talking was by no means
what he wanted to be doing for the next few hours with his
lover.


Chapter : Darshian 4

“The winds
are with us, Arman. A good omen,” Jozo said, coming to the rail of
the ship.

“That it is. I hope the weather
holds until we cross the mountains.”

“I hope this blasted secret
route is as good as the mapmakers claim,” Jozo replied, his lips
pursed. “I don’t fancy being on top of an urs beast on a mountain
pass if there’s a rock slide.”

“Trust in the gods, Jozo,”
Arman said calmly, slightly amused by Jozo’s anxiety. Jozo far
preferred to travel by boat or on foot to riding an urs beast,
disliking the hairy animals intensely—but there was no doubt they
were supremely well adapted for the Darshian terrain. The smaller,
lighter jesigs were fine on Kuplik and the rest of Kuprij, but
would make heavy going of the sand and long mountain passes. Arman
rode either as and when they were needed, and rather enjoyed the
higher seat and rocking motion of the beasts. They made an imposing
impression en masse, which was often useful in suppressing
rebellion.

“I’d rather trust in decent
maps.” Arman frowned at his impiety, even though he too, like any
decent military man, wanted good intelligence and maps to guide him
as much the will of the gods. “I hope those idiots in Urshek have
the supplies right this time. We can’t go scampering back there
from mid-Darshian because they haven’t calculated the weight of lem
flour properly. Morale is going to be hard enough on this campaign
as it is without the men going hungry.”

“We’ve spent months on this.
Ritus will have impressed on the granary merchants the importance
of the task to Her Serenity.”

Jozo barked out a laugh. “And
if that doesn’t put the fear of the gods into them, nothing
will.”

“General Jozo? Sei General
Arman?”

Arman turned and saw his staff
sergeant waiting politely. “What is it, Staff?”

“The priest is ready for the
sacrifice, and begs your attendance on the quarter deck.”

Arman nodded, and the staff
sergeant left. Jozo groaned. “Ugh, the smell of burning blood
always makes me want to vomit. Maybe I’ll go join Loke and his
bucket.”

Arman grinned and clasped his
fellow general’s shoulder firmly. “I thought you were made of
sterner stuff. That’s not much of an example to set the men.”

“Half of them are puking too.
Why aren’t generals allowed to be sea sick?”

“Because it would harm the
dignity of the crown, that’s why. Come on.”

Their troops and most of the
ship’s crew were assembled on the deck, where the ship’s captain
waited with the elderly priest for Jozo and Arman to join them.
They took their place behind the priest on the poop deck behind his
portable altar, and waited for him to begin.

The priest lifted his hands to
the sky, and spoke in a high, quavering voice. “Lord Niko, ruler of
the heavens, we ask your blessing on this mighty venture, so your
people may spread the glory of your name, and crush the
ignorant.”

Arman winced as the man’s voice
cracked unpleasantly on the last words, and hoped the gods would
not take offence.

Rather more certain in his
actions than in his voice, the priest took a black feathered fowl
from the basket next to him, and, holding it over the brazier, slit
its throat neatly, the blood hitting the coals with a sizzle and a
sickening stench. The dying bird struggled briefly, then was still.
The priest dipped his finger into a bowl of sacred oil sitting on
the altar and smeared it along the cut in the bird’s neck, before
nodding to the three military leaders, who came closer and knelt in
front of him, heads bowed. “Bear the mark of this offering to Lord
Niko, and let your deeds be also an offering to him, so that he
will bless and guide them,” he said to each in turn, using his
thumb to make a bloody smudge on their foreheads.

Arman murmured, “May he bless
them,” as he received the mark.

They remained kneeling as the
priest cast the corpse of the fowl across the railing, into the
water. “Lord Quek, ruler of the seas, also bless this endeavour for
the glory of your brother Niko, and all the gods. Preserve this
ship from harm.”

The sailors among the assembled
men quietly chanted the name of the god Quek, needing a special
contract with him since their very lives routinely depended on his
mercy. The priest muttered a few more prayers and then doused the
brazier with the last of the oil, making it flare up and spatter,
clouds of acrid smoke briefly billowing up, before he quenched the
fire with a dipper of water.

That was their signal to stand.
Arman was glad of the god’s mark on his face, but it itched rather
unpleasantly. Reminding him of the bargain—a continent’s
subjugation for the glory of the gods.

The priest bowed to them and
withdrew. Arman also bowed to the captain. “A propitious beginning,
Ard Peku.” It was always good to show proper respect to the man who
held your life in his hands, at least while they were on the water.
Besides, the captain was the best and most senior in Her Serenity’s
navy. Nothing had been left to chance on this campaign.

“That it is, Sei Arman,” Peku
rumbled. “A fair wind, a clear sky. Lord Quek smiles on this work,
and on your journey.”

“I can only hope he does,”
Arman agreed. “Right, Jozo, I’m going below to get some rest. I’ll
join you for lunch if you haven’t tossed your guts by then.”

Jozo was looking a little green
around the gills, it was true, and he gave Arman a sour look. “Do
you have any weaknesses at all? You don’t get hangovers, you’re
never sick, and you love the sea. It’s unnatural.”

Arman laughed and clapped his
shoulder. “It can’t be unnatural if the gods have willed it thus.
Go, drink some wine, it will clear the stink from your mouth.”

Jozo grumbled, but headed
in the direction of his cabin, very likely to follow the advice.
Poor Jozo. He was more set in his ways every year. Arman was very
fond of the older man, who had been his mentor and who had pushed
for his promotion to the rank of general at a ridiculously young
age. Arman’s family background had helped him win the sovereign’s
favour and thus promotion, but that hadn’t been all there was to
it. He worked hard not to dispel Jozo’s faith in him, or to show
any weakness that might make an observer question his fitness for
the role. Seems I do too good
a job, he thought wryly,
if Jozo thinks I have no
flaws. He had plenty. He just didn’t
believe in giving ammunition to his enemies.

He knew well enough what to
expect by now when he reached his cabin. Fortunately, he wasn’t
revolted by the smell of sickness. Loke, poor lad, had missed
breakfast, but still hadn’t held onto the little that was in his
stomach. The odour of vomit hung in the air. Arman covered the
bucket with a drying cloth, which cut down the smell, then poured
out a small glass of wine and moistened another cloth with clean
water. He sat down on the bed next to his suffering page, stroking
back his sweaty blond fringe off his pale face. Loke’s eyes told
him eloquently of the misery he suffered, and he shivered as Arman
wiped his mouth and face clean. And this was on a good trip. Loke
on a ship in foul weather was possibly the most pathetic creature
that could ever be seen, but there was nothing any physician could
do about it. Arman had discovered letting him ride it out and rest
was the best thing for him, and he usually recovered quickly enough
after the journey.

“Here, rinse your mouth with
some wine.”

Loke gave him a queasy look but
let Arman help him up long enough so he could rinse and spit into
the bucket. Arman urged him to take another swallow, because he was
convinced it would help settle him a little, and then got Loke to
put his head on his lap so he could stroke his hair and keep the
cloth on his face. “My sad little landlubber.”

“Sorry,” Loke whispered, thick
misery in his voice.

“Don’t be a fool. Even General
Jozo gets sick on a boat. Just rest and we’ll have you on dry land
soon enough.”

Loke stared back with a bleary
confused expression, clearly not entirely himself at that moment.
Arman made him close his eyes and began a careful massage at the
base of his neck which he hoped, at least on past experience, might
let Loke sleep out the worst of his seasickness. It seemed to work,
the tense unhappiness in Loke’s face easing and his body going
limp. Arman got comfortable, leaning against the back of the bunk.
He had nothing else to be doing right now, nowhere else to be for
the next few hours, and he’d had little sleep. The stuffy warmth of
the cabin soon had him dozing too, but his dreams were troubled,
and his rest less than restful. He hoped this didn’t bode badly for
the rest of his journey.

~~~~~~~~

Kei reached out to wave his
fingers close to the little fireball floating above his bare chest,
using his gift to see if he could make it change direction. He
could, but only a little—he had more luck altering its shape
slightly, forming a long bright peak above the main orange ball. “I
wish I could do that,” he said drowsily.

“Make fire? Damn useless power.
I can light my path, or start the stove, or a pipe. That’s about
it. Not like you, healing people.”

Kei got his fingers a little
too close to the flame, but Reji snuffed it out before he could get
burned. Immediately, another sprite formed, this time over his
belly, and was joined by another which orbited it gracefully,
merging and splitting from it in a unrepeating pattern. Kei didn’t
mind being the stage for the dance of fire. The warmth from it was
curiously pleasant, and he trusted Reji not to set fire to anything
important. “It’s so beautiful, Rei-ki,” he murmured. “No one can
see what I do inside a body. This...this makes people happy.”

Reji floated the sprite up
Kei’s body until, with a slight whoof of air, it popped out of
sight right in front of his nose, making him laugh. “So I see,”
Reji said. Kei felt too lazy to shift and look up at Reji’s face to
check, but he knew he was smiling. “But is it worth the price?”

Now Kei did twist, and found
Reji looking back at him with an odd expression. “Huh?”

“I saw you when I mentioned the
Lady’s pregnancy, little brother. It still bothers you, being an
infertile, doesn’t it?”

“And it doesn’t bother
you?”

Kei felt Reji’s shrug as much
as saw it. “I’ve got used to it. Not having ties has its advantages
too, you know.”

Kei kissed his lover’s broad
chest, and licked off a little of the salty sweat raised by their
lovemaking. “Why do you come back? I mean, to Ai-Albon. There’s so
much more for one like us in Darshek.”

The matter was even stranger
when one considered Ai-Albon was only Reji’s adopted home. He’d
moved from his birth village even before he’d reached his majority,
offering to himself as apprentice to the traders in Fedor’s clan
with whom his own family was loosely related by marriage. He’d
never gone back home after that, and had in time, become the main
trader for the village, the older ones having decided to settle
down and farm quietly after thirty years of travelling.

Reji tangled his hand in Kei’s
hair and tugged him up for a kiss, and then to settle him more
comfortably in the crook of his neck. “More what? More of this? Any
more of ‘this’, and my balls would fall off from overuse.”

Kei pinched him and made him
yelp. “Don’t be a fool. But that’s along the lines of what I mean.
There are more of us, more chances for...love, more companionship.
Here, there’s only you and me.”

“Is that not enough,
Keichichi? You and Myka, my dearest friends, a task I’m good at,
the chance to kick up my heels every few weeks in Darshek—what more
do I need? The crying shame is you are not there, my friend. You
belong at the academy.”

Kei sighed. “I’m needed here.
I’m happy here with Myka.”

Reji tilted his head up. “If
Erte had not died, you wouldn’t be here,” he said in a low, serious
voice.

Kei pulled his chin out of the
gentle grasp. “If Ma were alive, I wouldn’t be needed. I can’t
leave Ai-Albon or Myka. I don’t know what your point is.”

“None, except every argument
you make to stay, I can make to stay. This is my home, I have a
necessary function, and I have people I care for. Darshek is fun,
but it’s not my home. Ai-Albon is, more so then ever Ai-Darbin was.
So, have you finished with this silly line of questioning?”

Reji was always wiser and more
quick-witted than him. He doubted it was just the extra seven years
of experience that made it so. “Sorry. I suppose I’ve been thinking
today how much I wished I had access to the academy library, but
knowing I need to be here. I was projecting my own impatience onto
you, and seeing discontent where none existed.”

Reji chuckled and hugged
him closer. “That’s all right. If you were always sweet-tempered
and logical, I would find it boring and then I might have to flee to
Darshek for my fun.”

Kei put an exaggerated pout on
his lips, as he slid his hand under the blankets to see if there
was any chance of another round before they fell asleep. Ah, and it
looked like the extra seven years wasn’t slowing Reji down at all.
“Shall we make sure you’re not bored, old man? I wouldn’t want you
to up and abandon me, after all.”

Reji growled suddenly and
pounced, making it very clear that ‘old’ and ‘bored’ were not words
he wanted applied to him any time soon, and in a very short time
Kei would feel very ‘abandoned’ indeed.

 



Chapter : Darshian 5

It was a habit Arman never
mentioned to his fellow generals, but he liked to walk through the
camps of an evening. Wearing a cloak to cover his hair and his
uniform, he passed unobtrusively through the lines to measure the
mood of his troops, to see what concerned the common soldier, what
were their fears, their hopes, their complaints. Aware he was
treading close to actual spying, he made it a point of honour to
never hold a grudge against a man he heard grumbling about the
generals, or to treat them any differently. He had certainly heard
enough comments about his own person to keep his ego in check,
although he didn’t mind particularly being considered a ‘tough
bastard but fair, mind you’. He’d discovered Jozo was well-liked,
and criticised only for his occasional conservatism. Ritus suffered
more harshly, being described variously as ‘a silly old ditherer’
and ‘an old maid’, neither of which was particularly fair to the
seasoned general. Arman liked the old man a good deal, but his good
points admittedly weren’t appealing to the ordinary foot
soldier.

Tonight he passed silently
through the rows of tents as his men sat around campfires, eating
their supper. He heard several soldiers complain they had not kept
any food down at all that day. He hoped any effects of seasickness
would not linger, for they had a long, hard march ahead of them
tomorrow. Most were simply concerned about filling their bellies,
too hungry and tired to talk much, but Arman came up in the shadows
behind a small group who had finished their food, and were smoking
a last pipe before retiring to their tents to sleep.

“I hear them Darshianese got
men who can fry your eyeballs when they look at you,” he overheard
one say. “I heard they got men who can throw stones through the air
bigger than a jesig, and throw fire like the rest of us would toss
water from a bucket.”

“And where did you hear this
rot, eh, Rokus? Been listening to that woman of yours with her
imagination again?”

“She heard it from her sister,
who owns a bakery right here in Urshek, you bastard. Them
Darshianese are wizards, everyone knows that.”

“Some wizards,” an older,
deeper voice rumbled. “The Prij took them over pretty quick, and
they don’t fight back hardly at all.”

Not, Arman thought wryly,
strictly true, but these soldiers were perhaps apt to dismiss the
now-quelled rebellions in some of the minor towns and rural areas,
although they were bloody enough at the time.

“Yeah, but look what they did
at Kurlik Pass. Blocked it for an eternity. That’s wizards for
you.”

His companion cuffed Rokus’s
head. “They triggered a landfall, you fool. And that was the
lot—they never did anything to get south Darshian back, did
they?”

“Maybe they don’t want it.
Maybe they’s hoping we’ll cross them mountains and fall into a
trap. I heard the desert is full of ghosts, and them desert folk,
they can talk without moving their mouths.”

The rest of them scoffed.
“You’ve been drinking green beer again, Rokus.” The apparent leader
of the group stood. “I’m for bed, had enough of wives’ tales,” he
said with a stern look at the unfortunate Rokus. “One thing’s for
certain. Them Darshian folk are heathens and the gods protect the
Prij, not them. I never seen no ghosts, or people throwing fire and
until I do, my lad, I’ll trust my own eyes and no one else’s. As for
the rest of it, Lord Niko minds Her Serenity, and Her Serenity
minds us, and that’s all I need to know.”

There was a rumble of
agreement, and although Rokus’s expression was discontented, he
didn’t argue with the speaker. Arman drew back, and slipped away
before they noticed him lurking.

Interesting. He’d heard these
rumours of men with supernatural powers before, of course. The
Darshian myths were part of their primitive animistic religion, and
Arman had long dismissed them as unfit for an intelligent person to
pay any attention to. So, apparently, did the Darshianese, who had
readily adopted the religion of their masters as self-evidently
superior. Arman was only concerned if these myths were to affect
morale in any way, but he found it encouraging that his soldiers’
common sense overruled the fanciful.

However, he knew
something they did not. The blocking of Kurlik Pass had
not been a
simple rock fall. The pass had been mined with powerful explosives
and when the Prij had invaded and taken over Urshek, the mines had
been triggered by the retreating northerners, sending thousands of
tons of rock into the narrow pass, effectively cutting northern
Darshian off from contact with the south, save by sea, which
traffic the Prij dominated with ease.

The loss of the land route had
been a blow, but the temporary setback had proved in the end most
beneficial to the Prij in closing and defending the border.
Nonetheless, it had irritated Her Serenity’s father, then
sovereign, that the Darshianese had a weapon the Prij did not. He
had ordered, as had his daughter after his death, that all efforts
be made to discover the nature of the mysterious explosive, one far
more powerful than the uko powder the Prij used in small bombs and
their ship cannons. In the twenty years since the pass was blocked,
the Prijian armourers had not been able to recreate it. It was
thought to be the same explosive which powered the huge cannons
which overlooked Darshek’s harbour and which, together with the
natural mountain barriers to the sides and behind Darshek, made the
northern capital impregnable while at the same time allowing it to
dominate the trade to the north, especially with Andon.

At least until now, Arman
thought grimly as he walked back to his tent, keeping to the
shadows. The discovery of a previously uncharted route through the
southern range had suddenly made Her Serenity’s long-held ambitions
possible, and a plan had been drawn up by the Lord Commander to
choke off Darshek’s supply routes from the interior to its south
and from the sea. Arman’s forces were the first phase of the attack
to secure control of the main inland trade route and the seven
large settlements along it which acted as trading centres for the
surrounding farming lands. Rare mineral ores were mined at Albon,
Darbin and Vinri which were important to Darshek. Through these
settlements and the access through the Kislik range to Darshek
plain, the Prij would control both grain and mineral trade, as well
as communications between north and south. Once these had been
taken into Prijian hands and the supplies diverted south to Urshek
and beyond that, to Kuplik, a siege would commence seawards, with
the Prij navy creating a blockade outside the range of the mighty
cannons, preventing goods and boats from Andon and other ocean
trade routes entering the territory.

It was a long-term strategy,
but a sound one so far as it went, and Arman’s qualms were for
after the success of the siege and Darshek’s capitulation, rather
than the possibility of that capitulation. He had his orders and he
would obey them. They were to sweep forward through the trade route
to Kislik, the last village before the northern mountain range some
hundred miles from Darshek, where a defence fort would be
established under Jozo’s command as a northern barrier against
incursions from Darshek itself. Troops would be left at the
villages between there and the southern border, and thus
communications and supply lines would be crucial as they would be
stretched over thirteen hundred miles. They had a thousand men to
command and to control initially. Once defence posts were set up,
more would follow, and yet more would sweep across the continent to
bring the law of Kuprij, once Darshek fell.

Even the first thousand
soldiers needed a lot of lem flour, equipment, and pack animals,
all of which had to be squeezed through this new pass through the
mountains. Arman wondered if it would not have been better to put
that manpower to clearing Kurlik pass, even if their engineers were
unable to divine a method of doing so at this moment in time, but
the army were committed now to the present course of action. Time
and the will of the gods would tell if Her Serenity’s judgement was
correct.

He pulled back the hood of his
cloak before approaching his tent and got a perfectly ordinary
salute from his watch. Inside, all was orderly and quiet, his
pallet tidily made and ready for occupancy, his papers stacked
neatly on a travelling desk, Loke waiting patiently for him in
welcome. He had to admit that despite his misgivings, having his
page with him was a wonderful luxury. He felt much more at home in
this rough army tent than he ever would in a house run by Mayl, and
here he had warm eyes and a welcoming smile to greet him. Here he
was wanted for himself.

Supper waited for him too. Loke
took his cloak from him, and gave him a cloth to wipe his hands and
face before he sat down to a meat stew, fresh bread and a mug of
the local honey beer which smelled inviting and tasted even better.
Loke, serving himself and sitting cross-legged on the rug to eat,
had colour in his cheeks and fell on the food with a good appetite
too, apparently none the worse for the long day on the boat and his
seasickness. At least they would all eat well for the next few
days, until the fresh meat and vegetables were replaced by hard
rations for however long it took to obtain new supplies from the
villages and farms on the other side of the mountains.

“So, are the men ready for the
march?”

“They seem in good heart. Some
fanciful notions about the Darshianese, which you might expect.
Tell me, if I said I’d seen a man throwing fire, would you believe
me?”

Loke grinned and put his chin
on his hand to look at him. “No, but I would believe you believed
it. I would then be forced to find Lord Blikus and ask him to have
you taken into custody for your own protection.”

Arman grunted, amused by the
cheeky but honest response. “The foolish things people believe
never fail to surprise me. Gods are the gods, men are men. As if
Lord Niko would permit a man to steal the power of the gods,
especially a heathen Darshianese.”

“It’s just the superstitions of
the simple-minded. I’d be more worried about falling off an urs
beast into a ravine than whether someone was going to cast fire
from their fingers, or make the winds carry me away.”

“Don’t,” Arman said, his voice
gruffer than he meant it to sound, not even liking to joke about
Loke being hurt. He just couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding
he’d had about this march ever since Loke had said he would go with
Arman this time and that was the end of it. “You should finish up
and get some sleep. It’s another early start. Better get used to
it.”

“Yes, Arman,” Loke said
mournfully.

“I warned you.”

“Yes, Arman, you most certainly
did.”

~~~~~~~~

It rained during the night, and
the gentle patter on the roofs, and the trickling of the water into
the deep storage cisterns was a restful sound for Kei, lying
comfortably in Reji’s arms. Somehow it always made him feel more
cheerful, knowing their water supply was being fortified, the crops
assured. Not that having noisy, enthusiastic sex with a willing,
talented lover wasn’t guaranteed to make him sleep like a baby to
begin with, but the rain was a nice addition to his morning. It had
stopped by the time he stretched extravagantly, and turned to find
Reji watching him with lazy, heavy-lidded eyes.

“‘Morning.
Sleep well?” Reji asked.

“Hmmm, like a rock. I’m
starving.”

Reji grinned at him and poked
him on the nose. “I’ve nothing in my pantry, Keichichi, so we’ll
have to go and beg breakfast from someone.”

Kei yawned, not really wanting
to move, but he couldn’t lie abed all day. “I said I would visit
Misek today—why don’t we go to Rin’s house and beg there? I know
they’ll want to see you.”

“What an excellent idea. You’re
not only good-looking, but also clever. Why don’t you marry
me?”

“Because you snore and hog the
blankets, that’s why,” Kei said with a grin, jumping out of the bed
before Reji could exact revenge for the insult. He pulled his
clothes and boots on while Reji still struggled out of bed—he
wasn’t someone who appreciated mornings when he had a proper bed to
leave, which was rare enough for him—and splashed water on his
face, before tossing Reji’s shirt at him. It was a fine morning,
and as they walked out into the ever bright sunshine, the village
looked newborn, dust washed away in the rain, the droplets of water
yet to be burned away in the day’s heat sparkling prettily. It was
a day to make a person feel good to be alive, and Kei felt the most
light-hearted he’d been in months. Possibly as much as he’d felt in
the year and a half since his mother had taken her own life.

“You’re looking cheerful.”

“Yes, I am, aren’t I. Life is
good, don’t you think?”

Reji put his hand on his
shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Yes, it is. Like I said, there’s
not much more a body could want but good friends, good food and a
useful role to fill.”

“True, very true.”

Their legs carried them in
short order to Rin and Meis’s front door. Kei knocked and walked in
without waiting for a response, sure of his welcome. The family
were at their food, but Meis got up and clasped her hand to her
breast. “Oh my, Reji. I’m so glad you’re back.”

Reji swept Meis into an
embrace, and she buried her face in his chest. Kei looked at Rin in
sympathy. He and Meis were as devoted a couple as one could wish,
but Meis had suffered a heavy loss with the death of her much loved
brother, and her emotions were still troubled. Rin clearly found it
hard to deal with sometimes. That was why Kei had sent Myka in his
place as often as not—Meis’s grief rubbed him raw. But this morning
Reji’s calm and cheerful mood buffered her distress, and Kei felt
less guilty at having avoided a family who were among his oldest
and closest friends. He pulled up a stool and sat down next to
Misek, whose face still bore the hideous marks of the
explosion.

“How do you feel, Mis?”

“Better, Keichichi.” His friend
gave him a brave smile. “I slept well. The rain helped.”

“So it did.”
Surreptitiously, Kei used his gift to check the way Misek’s eye was
healing, concerned at the prolonged pain. There was still some
inflammation, but it shouldn’t explain.... Wait, there
was something. Had he overlooked the solution all this time?
“Mis, I want to check your eye. Are you finished
eating?”

“I suppose so. Is something
wrong?”

“Not sure. It won’t take
long.”

Rin gave him a piercing look
from under bushy eyebrows, worried and a little fearful at this
fresh threat to his family. “Do you need help, Kei?”

“No, it’s fine, Rin. I think
there’s something I can do to help the pain. It will take but a
moment, but I’d prefer the privacy. Would you all excuse us?”

“Kei, shall I come with you?”
Meis asked, her voice trembling ever so slightly. Pijli and Risa
listened in silence, big eyes wide, their worry for their big
brother clear.

Kei smiled his most reassuring
smile. “Calm down, everyone. It’s a very minor check I’m doing,
nothing more.”

“Ma, don’t fuss,” Misek said,
getting to his feet, and indicating Kei should follow him up the
stairs to the room he now shared with Banji.

Banji was still in bed, most
unusually, but he sat up and rubbed his eyes as they came in. “Kei?
What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, except you missing
your breakfast.” Kei couldn’t feel any indication from his friend
that he was ill or depressed particularly, other than the
ever-present sadness over the death of his parents. “I just want to
look at Mis’s eye.”

“Oh. Shall I leave you
alone?”

“No, no, I only want a little
peace while I do it. Mis, just sit, relax.”

“What did you see?”

Despite Kei’s reassurances,
Misek’s anxiety rose. Exactly what Kei did not want. “Not sure.
Nothing that’ll make it worse. I need you to relax. Close both
eyes, and slow your breathing. The way I showed you, you
remember.”

Banji had got out of bed and
padded closer. “Let me,” he said quietly, sitting behind Misek.
“Lean on me, Mis. Breathe with me.”

Kei was astonished—he hadn’t
realise Banji had taken on Misek’s rehabilitation to this
extent—and grateful, because as Banji’s chest came in contact with
Misek’s back, Misek’s anxiety dropped right off. “Well done,” Kei
murmured, and Banji gave him a pleased, shy smile.

His patient was as ready as he
could wish. “I think there is a chip of bone pressing on a nerve. I
couldn’t really sense it before because of the swelling, and I need
to check, but if I can move it away from the nerve, it might stop
the pain.”

“Please. It’s enough to make me
want to gouge a hole in my head.”

The quiet desperation in
Misek’s voice made Kei even more determined to get the bottom of
this puzzling pain. “Silence now. Let me concentrate. Banji, keep
doing what you’re doing.” As Misek’s good eye closed, Kei could
mouth at Banji, “This might hurt.”

Banji nodded, and put his arm
around Misek’s chest as if in comfort. Kei closed his own eyes and
then concentrated. The damage had been savage—Misek was lucky the
metal shard that had destroyed his eye had not gone a different
path and drilled into his brain and killed him. Myka had done a
good job cleaning and dressing the blinded eye. On the surface, the
healing was proceeding well, but underneath.... Kei took his time,
knowing he was causing no pain in his careful investigation.

And there it was, what he had
sensed earlier. He’d once tried to describe what he ‘saw’ with his
powers to Myka, but had given up—there were just no words. Perhaps
it was how a blind potter would know the shape of a pot from the
information in his fingertips, the way Kei could imagine the shape
and position of the fragment, deeply buried in the nerves at the
back of the eyes.

“Right, Mis. There’s a bit of
bone as I thought. I’m going to move it. It might ache a bit, but I
need you to keep still. Be brave now, my friend.” He reached for
Misek’s hand, now a little damp from worry, and held it tight.
Banji nodded again, expression calm, his attention all on their
friend.

It was equally impossible to
describe to Myka how he moved things. It wasn’t like using his
hands, or his body at all. He just...wanted it...and the small
thing would shift infinitesimally. The trick here was in not doing
more harm removing it than leaving it where it was.

A grunt from Misek, and his
hand jerked. So it did hurt. Kei stopped and let his friend catch
up. Then, a tiny bit more, and then again.

Slowly, the tiny fragment moved
out of the nerves and into newly formed scar tissue, along soft
flesh. “Now, Mis,” Kei said, and made a single last effort. Misek
gasped, Kei having to hold his hand down, Banji gripped the other.
A tiny spurt of blood at the corner of Misek’s eye, and he cried
out as the tiny chip flew out across the room, landing who knew
where.

Kei immediately grasped his
head and kept it still. “Wait, just wait. Ride the pain, it will
get better.”

Misek’s breathing was no longer
calm, as he panted against the hurt. Banji held him all the while.
But in a surprisingly short time, Misek relaxed, and he opened his
good eye. “It...stopped. Oh gods, the pain.” He twisted to look at
Banji. “It doesn’t hurt any more.”

Banji hugged him. “I’m glad. So
glad.”

Kei never loved his title of
healer more than when he saw the joy that came when a patient
stopped hurting, when they finally truly realised they would one
day be well. The smile on both his friends’ faces was worth all the
wealth in Darshian. “I’m glad I came by to beg for breakfast after
all,” he said with a grin. “And now, Banji-ki, you can tell me why
you’re still in bed. I know you’re not sick.” For some reason,
Banji blushed, a wave of pleased embarrassment flowing off him, and
Misek grinned like a conspirator. “All right, what are you not
telling me, you two?”

“Nothing,” Banji said, standing
up in a rush, and grabbing his trousers. “Mis, is there any food
left?”

“If Reji hasn’t eaten it all,
there should be.”

“Reji? You never said he was
here!” Banji grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head as he
stalked across to the door. “Reji! You there?” They heard him
calling as he stomped down the stone stairs.

Kei looked at Misek in
surprise. “What in hells...? Mis?”

“Sorry, it’s his secret,” Misek
said with a shrug. “Thank you...gods, I feel so much better. You
don’t know what it was like, never being free of pain.”

“No,” he admitted, now looking
over Misek critically, “I don’t, thankfully.” But he could
guess—the marks of sleeplessness, the untidy way Misek had braided
his hair, the lines around his mouth, all spoke of the way the
chronic agony had eaten at his soul. Another task for research, Kei
vowed. Some kind of non-addictive pain relief that could help with
such things. Perhaps something that might treat the cause of the
pain, as well as the pain itself. There must be something they
could use.

“Feh, here I am chattering,
with all you’ve done for me, and you’ve not had your own breakfast
yet. Come on, or Reji will have eaten us out of house and
home.”

His lover’s appetite was as
legendary as his good temper, and with as much justification, so
Kei really feared there would be nothing left for him, but Meis
shooed him onto a stool and put hot cakes, butter and honey in
front of him—a veritable feast, which made his stomach gurgle in
anticipation. Reji reached out a hand to steal one of the cakes,
but Meis slapped his hand even before Kei could open his mouth to
protest.

“No. Healer’s fee,” she said,
her worn face now split by a smile. “Thank you, Kei. Your family
are a blessing on mine.” She bowed deeply in thanks, and from his
seated position, so did Rin.

“The blessing is in being able
to serve,” Kei said in formal response, but with heartfelt
sincerity. Yes, life was good.


Chapter : Darshian 6

He hadn’t expected trees. He
hadn’t expected green at all. In fact, the landscape was so little
like southern Darshian, Arman wondered if he was on the same
continent at all. The mountains had been difficult, far more
rugged, far higher and more dangerous than any on Kuprij. Men had
been lost, regrettably, but with good discipline, he and Jozo had
managed to keep the deaths to less than ten. It had taken them
three tortuous days to get across, sleeping on narrow trails,
sitting huddled together for warmth, wrapped in blankets, shivering
in the chill air. At least they hadn’t tried it in winter, he
thought, shuddering at the idea of trying to traverse those sharp,
hostile peaks when they were deep in snow. They would have to
return in the rainy season, but by then, he hoped the engineers
would have tamed the pass a little. If not...they would lose more
men, of a certainty.

Loke had trudged at his side,
holding on to his saddle, refusing to ride behind him as Arman
offered, claiming he had enough vertigo without being raised a urs
beast’s height in the air. There were many times when even Arman
had had to dismount too, and walk, trusting to the sharp,
sure-footed hoofs of his animal to lead him safely through. If Her
Serenity imagined this hidden passage was the new route through
which trade goods would flow back and forth between the two halves
of Darshian, she was much mistaken. But once Darshek was under
their command, and the secret of the explosives was learned, it
might be possible to re-open Kurlik pass. Or maybe the northerners
knew another route. In any event, they had to press on.

Morale had lifted as they began
their descent. Once they had reached the plains, with much
rejoicing and a sacrifice to Lord Niko in gratitude for allowing a
relatively safe march, the men were visibly heartened. A base camp
for the receipt of the hostages was established near woods at the
foothills. A hundred soldiers were left there to build barracks, to
form what would become a fort guarding the new pass. Jozo’s
engineers were already planning ways of making the journey less
dangerous, with ideas for bridges and tunnels that would
doubtlessly give cheer to Her Serenity and lighten the public purse
a great deal.

Jozo marched on with Arman and
the regiments. The first village offered no resistance, and the
hostages were already on their way back to the base camp to await
the return of the main force. Five days later, the next village had
been slightly less passive, but with farmers and farm implements
against seasoned soldiers and swords, the outcome was entirely
predictable, and after a few cracked skulls, a second group of ten
men and women were sent back to join the first group. It might
indeed be possible to hold this vast territory as Her Serenity
hoped. He hadn’t thought the Darshianese would give up so easily,
or be so defenceless.

Loke spent much of the day with
the supply train, riding occasionally, more often walking. Arman
felt a little bad about that, leaving an educated, well-born lad to
muck in with the cooks and the common soldiers, but Loke never
complained when they caught up with each other in the evenings, his
nature as bright and irrepressible as ever, his attention to
Arman’s needs not at all diminished by his inevitable fatigue. The
supplies would normally be a point of vulnerability but with the
lands behind them suppressed, and being a good way distanced from
any possible fighting at the head of the line, Arman judged Loke
was safe enough there. They all were safe enough. It looked as if
this campaign would be one of the most peaceful in Prijian
history.

Arman was almost, he was
ashamed to say, enjoying the march. The landscape was flat but
hardly stark, with enough variety, enough trees, and fields of
crops, and waterholes, to give rest to the eye. The hunting was
good, and between that and the sequestered harvests, the supply
situation was no longer a concern. It was one of the reasons the
push had been made at just this time, when the crops were in, and
the granaries still high. It would mean a lean year for the
villages, but if it drove some of the people towards Urshek in
search of food and work, that was no bad thing. They didn’t need
the population maintained at its present level to keep the
productivity high, and it would make the domination by the expected
Prijian colonists with their higher fertility, all that much
easier.

Four weeks after the start of
the campaign, Jozo called a day’s halt to give the men a rest, to
allow them to fix broken equipment, wash themselves and their
clothes, and do all the many small tasks that accumulated when an
army was on the move. They were ahead on time, having taken the
territory to this point much more quickly than expected—the third
village on the route would be reached in a day’s march, so they
would surprise the villagers at dawn. For now, the army camped out
near a large waterhole near one of the rare high features in the
landscape, a huge sandstone outcrop weathered by the wind and
carved by it into strange shapes and hollows.

Arman examined it thoughtfully
as he sat out of doors to eat his breakfast—eggs of a type
unfamiliar to him, and hard camp bread, which was unfortunately
not. “I’ve a mind to climb that,” he said to Loke, nodding at the
outcrop. “Fancy a challenge?”

“Why not? It makes a change
from smelling urs beasts’ farts.”

Arman wagged his knife at his
page. “No complaints. You asked for it.”

“Yes, I know. I don’t mind,
honestly. I think I’m an inch or two shorter than I was, though.
Worn off at the ankles.”

Arman grinned at the idea. “I
think, if anything, you’re an inch or two taller. You’ve not
finished growing.”

“I’ll never be a giant like
you. I wonder you don’t take a nosebleed sometimes when you stand
up.”

Arman flicked a crumb of bread
at him. “Enough of that, lad. You’ll be near as tall as me when
you’re my age.”

“If I live so long, I may do,”
Loke said with a smile as he gathered up the plates, washing them
up quickly so they could make their excursion.

Arman dropped in on Jozo to let
him know where they were going. “Do you want to come with us?”

Jozo held up his hands. “No,
thank you. My knees would never forgive me. Is it wise? We’re in
enemy territory.”

“I think I feel more in danger
walking the streets of Utuk. The army has the place secured, and
it’s not like the Darshianese have some hidden skill at guerrilla
warfare. They don’t make much of a foe.”

Jozo grunted. “Maybe they send
all the feisty buggers up to Darshek, and the placid ones stay to
work the land. All right, but if you fall off that thing and break
your foolish neck, I’ll weep no tears for you.”

“The gods forbid. I’ll be back
in a few hours. The thing isn’t that big.”

He found Loke waiting
patiently, sensibly carrying a pack which doubtless held water
canteens, with a rope looped over his shoulders. “I can’t believe
you talked me into climbing something again,” Loke muttered.

“Urs beasts' farts? Remind you
of anything?”

“Ah. Yes, now I recall.”

It was another hot day, even
though they were supposedly coming into winter. It had rained in
the night a couple of times, but the ground had not stayed wet for
more than an hour or so, and hadn’t inhibited their progress in the
least. The earth here soaked the water away like a sponge. Arman
wondered where it went. There was a lot more vegetation than the
rainfall and the surface waterholes could apparently sustain.
Calling this land a ‘desert’ was inaccurate, to say the least.

It wasn’t like climbing the
basalt and granite mountains on Kuplik—something Arman had done a
few times for amusement and with serious intent. The curves of the
sandstone were almost womanly by comparison, but unlike a woman’s
body, they offered few handholds. He was forced to recall
long-unused skills to find places for his feet, to anchor himself
so he could haul Loke up. With the help of a few scrubby bushes,
wind-scooped holes here and there, Loke’s rope used judiciously,
and a good deal of grunting and sweat, they finally hauled
themselves over the crest, where they found a flat platform on
which twenty men could comfortably camp.

Arman squinted at the horizon,
and the long expanse of dusty brown terrain, broken liberally by
green that was probably trees along waterholes and streams. He
supposed if they had come a few weeks earlier, there would have
been the gold and rusty reds of grain fields too. It was very
unlike the land in which he’d been born, with its high peaks, lush
narrow valleys, and racing, vigorous rivers. The area around Utuk
was less mountainous, but nothing like this.

“So, was it worth the climb?
What do you think of the view?”

Loke sank to the ground, legs
crossed. “It’s flat. Very flat. And look, over there—more plains,
which are also flat.” He grinned. “But it’s nice enough. How far do
you think we can see?”

“Oh, forty miles or more. Look,
I think that might be Darbin there...see? The smoke?”

Loke squinted. “Yes, I think I
see it.” He sighed. “I can’t help but feel sorry for them. We’re
about to turn their lives upside down.”

“In the short term, yes, we
are. In the long term, if they’re sensible, they’ll benefit from
being part of the empire. We don’t want them to stop doing what
they do, only to whom they send the fruits of their labours. It’s
Darshek we want.”

“Yes, I know. You don’t need to
explain,” Loke said in faint reproach. “Still...I’m glad I’m of the
Prij. Those Darshianese hostages weren’t expecting their lives to
take this turn. I hope they will forgive us, in time.”

“They likely will. People
want stability. If we give it to them, they’ll forgive the trouble
now.” Well, we
hope. Loke’s earlier remark came back to
Arman now. “And what of you, my friend? What do you want from
life?”

Loke looked at him in
confusion. “Want? Why, nothing more than this. To serve you, to
help you enjoy what time you have to yourself. Is that not
enough?”

“Aye, at seventeen. But at
twenty-seven? Would you wish to marry?”

“No, Sei Arman.”

The emphatic response surprised
him. “No wish at all?”

“None.”

Loke was uncharacteristically
unforthcoming, so Arman left it aside for now. He would tease a
reason from him later, perhaps. “Well, there are other things. I
could pay for you to study again, if you wished. You could become a
tutor in a nobleman’s home, build a reputation and a fortune the
way Karus has.”

Loke twisted around to look at
him. “Do I displease you, Arman? Do you want me not to serve you
any more?”

His expression was wide-eyed,
and slightly hurt. “Not at all, my friend,” Arman reassured him
quickly. “But it’s selfish of me to keep you as a servant, when you
could do something else if you wished.”

“Your family gave me and my
mother a home and a role when my father died. I’ve never had a
moment’s regret over that. I have blessed the day I was set to
serve you. Please don’t ask such questions. I’m happy with you, and
will be until you no longer wish me to stay.”

Arman put his arm around Loke
and hugged him to his side, regretting the inadvertent hurt he had
caused. “Apologies. I was only trying to be a friend.”

Loke rested forgivingly against
him, his slight body a comfortable weight to hold. “As you ever
are. A true and kind friend, the best I could ever wish for. Please
don’t send me away.”

“I won’t,” Arman murmured, his
lips against Loke’s hair. “I’m sorry, lad. Forget I spoke, and
don’t let the fate of the Darshianese concern you either. The Prij
are just rulers, as you know.”

“Yes. It’s a fair land, but I
think I like Kuprij better, for all the sea does such cruel things
to my guts. It’s disquieting, being so far from water, is it
not?”

Arman supposed it was. He
didn’t tend to become attached to his surroundings in that way, and
was still curious enough to enjoy new sights, new adventures. One
day, he supposed, he might be like Jozo, and see it all as a
necessary evil, liking nothing more than to retreat to the comfort
of the tent and his house at the end of his campaigns, but the lack
of hospitality in Arman’s home made him less wedded to his
comforts. Being candid as he tried to be with himself, he admitted
to himself he could be content because he had his home with
him.

But he said nothing of this to
Loke for fear of being seen as sentimental and putting a burden of
responsibility on young shoulders that already carried so much.
Still, if Loke was waiting to be sent away, he would be waiting a
very, very long time.

~~~~~~~~

It had been a good harvest this
year and the surpluses across the outlying areas would feed Darshek
well. The clan had spent a furious week bringing in their own grain
from the local farms, and another week threshing and storing.
Already the winter crop of beans was being planted, ready for the
rains which would come in a month or so. Peit and the hunters had
returned with several good-sized wild jombeker carcasses, many
desert hisks, valuable for their meat and their fur, and cages of
live wildfowl, so the harvest feast would be a rich one. There
would be plenty of other contributions, not only for the
celebrations, but to tide them over the coming season. Tido trees
had been stripped of their fruit, baskets of gike plums and refik
berries collected, some for the feast, most for drying. Hives were
robbed of their honey and their wax, and any big oroj cricket
crossing a child’s path was likely to be pounced on with glee and
stuffed in a cage, since they made good eating and were delicious
roasted.

For days now, there had been a
flurry of baking and brewing, houses being cleaned, clothes being
mended and new ones made for the night of the ancestors. Kei was
glad Reji would be here for it this year, even though he would
leave shortly after, taking grain and dried medicinal plants to
Darshek. No pujum ore this time, although having just taken a load
north, it wouldn’t be expected. By the time he returned after the
rainy season, Rin’s family should have a good supply ready for
Reji, with their kiln now rebuilt.

Kei had done his bit towards
cleaning the house, but had kept out of Myka’s way as she cooked,
since she tended to become rather irritable when she was baking.
Instead, he worked with Reji, helping him make minor repairs to his
house, checking his larders, and making love as the mood took them.
He’d miss Reji more than usual this time. It had been a happy
month, no serious illness in the clan, the successful harvest
putting everyone in a good mood, and with the anticipation of the
feast a cheerful occupation. For the first time since he had
returned from Darshek after his parents’ deaths, Kei felt entirely
comfortable in his skin and in his role in life.

This morning, he and Reji took
a walk, spending a last day together being idle before Reji left to
go north again. Everywhere people were busy, rugs being shaken at
doorways and brooms worked furiously, men on roofs here and there,
or patching walls. Kei felt positively debauched not to be
similarly occupied, but not so guilty he was going to help. He’d
completed all his own tasks the day before, and Myka had again
forbidden him to spend the day at his books, so unless he wanted to
be unusually altruistic, he had no one but Reji with a claim on his
time. He spotted two familiar figures heading out of the village,
and called to them. “Banji-ki! Risa! Wait for us!”

Banji turned at his hail. “Good
morning. I’m off to collect some gren nuts for Meis.”

“Is she going to make gren
cakes? The ones with honey and pyjk berries?” Reji rubbed his
stomach appreciatively, which made his friends grin. Meis’s gren
cakes were something of a speciality of her family. “Can we
help?”

“Sure, but I don’t want you
eating what we collect before I get them back to Meis. She wants
them for the feast tonight and she’ll skin me alive if I don’t
bring enough home.”

Kei was content to join in the
excursion. Reji loved gren cakes, after all. Risa slipped back and
took his hand in friendly fashion, swinging a woven basket in his
other hand. Kei looked down at him. “How come Pij and Misek aren’t
helping?”

“Pij is baking, and Misek’s
helping Uncle Lev tan a hide. Then Pa wants him to help him with
the storage shed. We all are, when we get back.”

The blessings of a large
family. Meis and Rin were already unusual in having three children
by blood, and now Banji had been adopted, they had a family the
size of Fedor’s. And all of their children were
fertile.

Risa was a solemn child, but he
was happy enough today. An air of melancholy still clung to Banji,
but his friend had borne the loss of his father better than he and
Myka had feared. Myka had helped, as had Misek. Even Meis’s grief
had abated a little. Reji had done a lot in that regard. Kei gave
his lover’s back a smile as he remembered.

As if he were a mind-speaker
and not a fire-shaper, Reji turned and grinned, falling back and
putting his arm around Kei’s waist. “What are you smiling about,
Keichichi? It makes me think you have mischief planned.”

Kei shoved him away. “Oh, ho,
as if I would have a chance with you around, master prankster. You
had better be on your best behaviour tonight, or the ancestors will
steal you away for their amusement in the other world, for I’m sure
they need a laugh or two, eh, Risa?”

Risa smiled. “Poor Rei-ki
wouldn’t get any gren cakes there, would he?”

Reji swooped him up and
tickled him. “And how would you know that, Risa-ki? For all you
know, the gren nuts are even better there, and they have
nothing better to do than to make cakes and sweets all day long.
Maybe the spirits will take you too, to make you find the
nuts for them, huh?” He set Risa down, and the child immediately
ran ahead of them, Reji pretending to chase, as if his long legs
were somehow no match for the stubby ones of a child.

Kei shook his head fondly.
“Such energy,” he said, wiping his forehead as if merely watching
Reji made him sweat.

“I know,” Banji said with a
resigned sigh. “I get tired just thinking about him.”

They continued to walk along
towards the far edge of the waterhole, where the gren bushes grew
in scattered clumps, but as they did, Kei noticed Banji had
something on his wrist, a dark circlet poking out from under his
shirt sleeve. He caught his friend’s hand, and grinned as he
realised what it was. “And who’s become your sweetheart in arms and
heart, Banji-ki?” he asked slyly, touching the hair bracelet.

“None of your business,” Banji
said, tugging his arm away.

“Oh, Banji,” Kei said in a
faked hurt tone. This was a perfect topic for teasing. “You can
tell me, I’m your best friend.”

“Not on your life. And I would
appreciate you not bringing this up in front of Meis or anyone
else,” Banji said stiffly.

“You’re really worried?” Kei
tugged his friend to a halt. “If you’re pledged, this would be good
news for everyone.”

“I’m not damn well pledged!
It’s a hair bracelet, nothing more. My father’s only been dead
three months. It’s tasteless to talk of more.”

“Oh, urs piss. Ban would tell
you that too. Nothing would give him greater joy than if you found
someone to love you.”

“Yes, well, love is another
thing altogether,” Banji muttered, walking on. The emotions Kei
felt from his friend puzzled him. There was irritation, and
sadness, and...confusion. Was this girl playing with Banji’s
affections?

“Maybe I should speak to her,
find out if she’s serious” He squinted at his friend’s face,
suddenly an inch from his own. He couldn’t move back because Banji
had taken his shirt in a death grip. “Oy, oy, no need to get
rough!”

“I don’t want you speaking to
anyone, damn it!” Banji shook him a little and let him go. “Just
let things move as they will, and if and when I want to tell you
about it, I will. Until then, I’ll thank you not to harass me over
it.”

Kei held his hands up in
surrender. Banji could take things so seriously at times. “As you
wish. Just don’t get your heart broken, or the girl pregnant, until
you’re sure, all right?” Banji grunted and walked on. “I hope she’s
pretty, though.”

“Kei, shut up.”

“But—”

“Shut up or I’ll stuff a
fistful of gren nuts where they’ll do the most good in shutting you
up.”

“Er. All right.”


Chapter : Darshian 7

The army marched on Darbin
village shortly after dawn, Jozo and Arman at its head in full
regalia, the better to awe and impress the barbarians. The noise of
the trumpets and drums was enough to raise the dead, and it brought
the villagers out in seconds. They were early risers in this part
of world, for the grim-faced adults were all fully dressed. The men
carried work axes and forks, but it was only for show as it had
been in the previous two villages, and there was no actual
resistance. Arman indicated to his lieutenant to ride forward, and
read out the terms of their surrender. He paid no attention to his
officer, instead scanning the assembled people, assessing their
reactions, and wondering who would be selected as hostages. They
had allowed the villagers to select their own up to now, reserving
the right to replace any that were not suitable. There wasn’t a
vast choice here—there were few men and women in their prime,
mostly children and middle aged folk. A village in trouble, dying
on its feet. Prij did it a favour in taking charge of it.

The lieutenant had finished his
announcement, and now demanded the clan head to step forward.
Interesting—a woman. He hadn’t known the Darshianese had female
clan heads. Arman had just opened his mouth to comment on the fact
to Jozo when he heard a curious whistling noise, and then an
enormous crack of an explosion behind him. Immediately, there was
chaos, dust and smoke rising and billowing everywhere, choking and
making eyes water, the urs beasts rearing and screaming their
terror, people scattering in all directions.

“Hold the line, hold the damn
line!” Arman yelled, pulling hard on the reins and trying to keep
his seat on his bucking mount, before gaining control and plunging
to the front of the turmoil. “Staff! Hold them under control!
Lieutenant, what the hells just happened!”

Jozo was already leading the
rounding up of the scattering villagers, and tightening the circle
around the hamlet. Arman scanned desperately to see where and what
had been hit. “Lieutenant, report, damn it!”

“A bomb, general. I think it’s
the supply train.”

Loke. Arman yanked on the reins,
whipped his mount into a gallop and charged through the ranks, men
scattering from his path. Ahead, lay carnage. Dead or injured
beasts, men crushed beneath them. Already others were trying to
pull them free, and to capture the animals which had panicked.
Arman searched desperately. “Loke! Has anyone seen
Loke!”

He dismounted and ran to the
centre of the destruction. “Loke! Has anyone seen my page?”

“Sei Arman! Over here!”

He wheeled and ran to the man
who’d called him. Loke was half trapped under a dead urs beast.

“Get him out! Get this thing
off him!”

Arman leant his bulk and
strength to the task of rolling the enormous corpse off Loke’s
legs, and the second he was free, Arman knelt beside him, ripping
off his helmet and setting it beside him. Loke’s face was white and
one hand clawed at an injury in his side. Blood seeped through his
fingers. “Get me a medic, now!”

Arman was aware of activity in
response to his words, but all he could see was Loke’s face. “Loke,
speak to me. Open your eyes, lad.” He cupped Loke’s chin. “Loke,
it’s Arman.”

Loke’s eyes were squeezed shut
in obvious pain, but he forced them open, and tried to smile. Blood
trickled from the corner of his mouth. “Arman,” he whispered.
“Hurts....”

“We’ll soon have you fixed.
Where in six hells is that cursed medic!” he bellowed.

A man pushed through the
watching soldiers. “Here, Sei Arman. Let me look at him.”

Arman sat back, gnawing worry
eating at his insides, as Loke was prodded and questioned, and the
injury to his side revealed. A bandage was pressed against it, then
the medic stood. “We need to get him out of the sun, onto a
pallet.”

“Erect my tent,” Arman said to
the soldiers around him. “Do whatever he needs.” Five of them
immediately left to carry out his orders. “Can you heal him? Is it
serious?”

The medic indicated he should
move away a little, out of earshot. “Sei Arman, I’m sorry...but the
injury is grave.”

“Yes, I can damn well see
that—can you heal him?”

“No, I cannot. I can make him
comfortable, but the wound is mortal.”

“No!” Arman gripped the man by
the shoulders and shook him. “No! Do something, stop the bleeding!
I won’t accept it!”

“I’m sorry, “ the medic said
calmly. “It is as the gods will it, Sei.”

Arman gave the man a hard look.
“You’ll do what you can to save him or I’ll cut your throat.”

“Sei, the boy’s guts are
pierced. It might take a few hours, or a day, but there is nothing
I can do. I swear by Lord Niko.”

Arman swore and pushed him
away, stalking back to where Loke lay. He knelt beside him,
reaching for his hand, and brushing his long fringe off his
forehead. “Arman?” Loke whispered. Arman leaned forward to hear him
better. “Are you angry?”

“Not at you, my friend. I want
to move you out of the sun. Can you bear it? I’ll be as quick as I
can.”

“Hurts, Arman. I...I’ll
try.”

“That’s my boy,” Arman murmured
gently. He checked where else Loke was hurt—he had a broken leg by
the look of it. He took his knife and offered the handle to Loke.
“Bite down. I’ll be as careful as I can.”

Loke nodded and accepted the
wooden handle, but his muffled scream as Arman gathered him into
his arms was still piteous, pain tears running down his face. Arman
moved as fast as he could, yelling at his men to get out of his
damn way as he headed towards where his tent already stood. His
pallet had been unrolled, although nothing else was set up. He laid
Loke down and called for cloths and water so he could wipe Loke’s
face. He eased the knife out of Loke’s mouth. There were teeth
marks in the hardwood. “Brave lad. It’ll be all right.”

Loke couldn’t speak, his mouth
drawn down in tight agony. Arman twisted around and saw the medic
standing there. “Can’t you do anything for his pain?”

“He could take some wine, Sei,
although with the stomach wound, it might make it worse. General,
there are other wounded men I can help. I must attend to them.”

Arman wanted to scream at him
that nothing was more important than saving Loke, but the soldier
in him recognised the validity of the point. “Go, do what you can,
and return as soon as you can. Send someone in to assist me.”

The medic bowed, retreating out
of the tent. Arman stripped off the rest of his armour, leaving it
where it fell, and resumed his place at Loke’s side. Shortly after,
a soldier came bearing a bowl, and a towel which Arman dipped into
the water and then wiped over Loke’s sweaty face. “Bring me some
wine,” he ordered. “And find out who threw that bomb and have them
kept at my pleasure.”

“Yes, Sei general.”

The soldier left. Arman
continued to wipe Loke’s face, until a little reason came back into
his eyes and he relaxed a little. Loke’s hand reached for him, so
Arman caught it and held it gently. “There, better?”

“Yes.” Barely more than a
breath. “Am I dying?”

“No, you’re not. Not if I can
help it. Just rest. Let me look after you for a change.”

“I...I stayed at the rear.”
Each word was gasped out, and sweat broke out on Loke’s brow. Arman
wiped it away. “Your orders.”

“Yes, you obeyed me. It’s my
fault. I’m sorry.”

Loke’s grip on his finger
briefly tightened. “Not...your fault. Arman...please...my
mother...a letter.”

“You don’t need to write her a
damn letter,” Arman said gruffly. “You’ll see her soon enough.”

But Loke was determined,
tugging on his hand. “Please...write for me.”

“No, damn it!”

“Please.” Loke’s hand brushed
his cheek. “You’re weeping.”

“No, I’m...you’re not going to
die!”

“But if I do...Arman,
please....” He coughed a little and his mouth clenched tight in
pain. “I beg you.”

Arman wanted to howl with
grief. Instead, he found his pack, dumped in the corner of the
tent, and pulled out his diary and the inkset. “What do you want to
say?”

Eyes awash with tears, Loke
managed to smile in thanks, and then dictated a few simple lines of
love and devotion to his mother. Arman held the book so his friend
could shakily sign his name with the quill, and then Arman blotted
it carefully before storing the book back in his pack. “You can
give it to her yourself in a few weeks.”

“Of course.” His eyes closed as
a spasm of pain hit him. “I’m cold.”

Arman yelled for blankets to be
brought, and more bandages as the one at Loke’s side was soaked. If
they could keep the bleeding under control, surely a strong,
healthy boy like Loke could defeat this? The medic hadn’t even
bothered to set his leg. The blankets were brought, as were the
bandages and finally the wine. Arman replaced the bandage over his
belly, and covered him with two blankets even though the tent was
stifling hot. He tried to help the boy drink some wine, but Loke
refused. “Feel sick. Sorry.”

“Never mind, lad, it doesn’t
matter.” The only thing Loke wanted was for Arman to hold his hand,
and while he wanted that, Arman would not move from his side.

Outside, he heard shouting, and
frantic activity. He should feel guilty for abandoning his post. He
would apologise to Jozo later. But while his dearest friend lay
injured, Arman could not find the will to leave him.

Reports came in, delivered with
an obvious respect for what was happening in Arman’s tent. Five
soldiers killed, three injured, one seriously. The person or
persons who threw the bomb had not been discovered, but the
villagers had been rounded up and were all under guard. Two urs
beasts were dead, but the village had enough to replace them.

Arman listened to it all, not
really caring. All he could hear was the harsh sound of Loke’s
breathing, and his small choked whimpers, trying to hide the extent
of his pain from his master. To look at the boy, you would never
suspect him of such strength. A slight, fair creature, with eyes
which drew you in with their sorrow when he was sad, and which lit
up his face when he smiled. There was good breeding in Loke, and an
iron will. Arman prayed hard to Lord Niko he would spare his
friend.

The day wore on, the heat got
worse. So did Loke, who rambled a little, having a mumbled, mostly
incoherent conversation half with Arman, half with his dead father.
Arman did his best to follow him, wiping his forehead, and
despairing at the cold feel of it. He changed the dressing
again—the bleeding was a little abated, but not much. Loke still
refused wine, but allowed Arman to trickle a little water into his
mouth. It only made him cough and choke, so Arman stopped and
helped Loke sit a little until he could breathe.

The medic returned, Arman
wasn’t sure how much later. Regretful eyes, damning words—nothing
had changed, he said. “But the bleeding is slowing,” Arman hissed,
drawing the man out of the tent so Loke could not hear him.

“Sei, he’s bleeding inside.
I’ve seen this before.”

“Then why in the name of all
the gods don’t you know how to treat it?”

“It’s been tried, general. The
patients suffer agonies, and die of infection anyway. None survive.
I wish I could offer you better news. Loke is a good lad.”

“Get out of my sight,” Arman
growled. The man nodded and walked away, unperturbed by his
general’s anger. Such acceptance only made Arman more enraged, but
there was nothing and no one he could vent his anger against.

He turned to go back into the
tent, but heard his name called. He stopped and waited for Jozo to
reach him. “How is he?” Jozo asked.

“The medic says he’s dying. The
man lies.”

“A gut wound, I heard. I’m
sorry, Arman.”

“Everybody’s sorry. No one has
an answer.” He forced himself to rein in his bitter temper. “I
apologise for leaving you to deal with things...but when I saw—” He
shuddered and drew a breath. “Have you found the perpetrator?”

“Not yet. We’re secured the
supplies and hostages have been selected. We won’t move until
you’re ready.”

Until Loke
dies. “They will pay for this outrage,
Jozo. Loke was no threat to them. We have killed no one on this
campaign.”

“No, I know that, and they will
pay, I promise you. But for now, you’re relieved, my friend. Go to
him and give him comfort.”

“Wait—the men who died. I don’t
want their bodies anywhere near this wretched village.”

“We’ll carry out rites for them
tomorrow. Don’t trouble yourself.” Jozo clasped his shoulder. “I
know this is hard, my friend. But it’s war.”

“Loke is not at war with
anyone,” Arman bit out, and shrugged off Jozo’s hand. “I’ll be on
duty tomorrow.”

“As long as it takes,” Jozo
said kindly.

Arman stalked back into the
tent, and was immediately struck by the stink. Loke had soiled
himself, and was distressed by it.

“Never mind, it’s nothing,”
Arman said gently, soothing his anguished friend’s embarrassment,
cleaning up unobtrusively and settling clean blankets around him.
Even these gentle careful movements caused Loke acute pain, every
bitten off cry like a knife in the heart to Arman.

But at last he was settled
again. “I’m so cold, Arman. Hold me?”

“Of course.” He tucked more
blankets around the shivering body and sat on the pallet, lifting
Loke’s head and shoulders into his lap. “Is that better?”

“Yes,” Loke sighed. “It doesn’t
hurt so much now.”

“That’s good,” Arman said with
a sinking heart. This was not relief that came from anything but
the beginning of the final struggle. Unbidden, tears trickled down
his cheeks, but Loke’s eyes were closed, so he could not see them,
thank the gods. He forced himself to smile, so his voice sounded
cheerful. “Did I ever tell you about the time Tijus and I stole two
jesigs and decided to race them across my father’s garden? I was
only eight.”

“No,” Loke whispered. “Tell
me.”

So Arman told him about the
escapade and the unholy mess they’d made, then about the time they
trained Karus’s pet tuktuk bird to swear. And how he had once tried
to make the fish in his mother’s pond turn pink by feeding them
clisel berries, but all it did was to send them into a frenzy, and
the gardener had had to net them and separate them before they
fought themselves to death. Loke laughed a little, even though it
clearly hurt him. “You...were a bad child, Arman.”

“Very naughty. Karus said I was
one of the worst boys he’d ever taught.”

“And...the best...man. He
said...you...the best man....”

“Only because he never taught
you, my friend.” There was no colour at all in Loke’s face now, and
his breathing was ragged, each breath a struggle. Arman helped him
sit up a little, which eased his breathing, but pained him so much
Arman had no choice but to let him lie still. “Loke...I need to
tell you....”

Loke opened his eyes a
little—even that effort seeming to exhaust him. “Yes?” A word or a
puff of air, it was hard to tell.

“I have always valued you. I
wish I had made that plainer.”

“You did.” The barest whisper.
“Always...felt treasured.”

“You were. You are. I love you,
and I can’t bear.... Please don’t go. Stay with me.” Tears dripped
unhindered down Arman’s face. He brushed them carefully off Loke’s
hair where they had fallen.

“I’ll...try. Don’t...weep.
I...love...Arman.”

Arman bent low and kissed
Loke’s forehead, and laid his hand on Loke’s cold cheek. Loke
reached his own hand up and weakly held Arman’s fingers as Arman
grieved as silently as he could, his sorrow a wild, uncontrollable
agony in his chest, the depth of his loss immeasurable and
indescribable.

He didn’t know when Loke
finally passed. All he knew was Loke’s hand had dropped away, and
the shallow breaths had ceased, the body that had suffered so long,
now lax and free of pain. He still checked, his palm against Loke’s
mouth, a finger against the missing pulse. Then he slid out from
under Loke’s shoulders and laid his head down gently, before
bending and kissing the cool forehead again. “Farewell, dear
friend. The gods grant you a home in the heavens.”

He covered Loke’s face with the
blanket and then stood. He pulled his armour back on, strapped on
his sword, and walked out of the tent. Two soldiers stood on guard.
“No one goes in,” he said curtly, then he strode off towards the
village, calling for someone to fetch Jozo, and for the men to fall
in behind him.

He found the villagers
assembled in the main square, kneeling in the dirt, under close
guard. “Which one of you threw the explosive?” His anger was cold
as snow in his chest.

No one responded to his call,
so he stalked over to the clan head and dragged her up by her hair,
drawing his sword and holding it to her throat. “Let the man who
threw the bomb step forward, or she dies now.”

At first there was no reaction,
but as he pressed the edge of his sword against the woman’s neck, a
voice cried out in distress. “No! It was me, don’t!”

Still holding his captive, he
scanned the prisoners. “Come forward, you coward.”

A teenaged boy stood, and was
immediately dragged out and over to Arman, cast on the ground in
front of him. Arman pushed the clan head away from him. “Who is kin
to this boy? Who are his mother and father?”

A man and a woman stood, and
were also dragged over to him. Arman had them held facing him, as
he pulled the boy up, his arm around his throat. “You are his
parents? Answer me!”

“Yes, lord,” the woman said,
her voice trembling. “He is our son, our only child. Please, I beg
you, be merciful.”

“Merciful,” Arman
repeated with heavy irony. “I know another woman with an only son,
an only child. At least, she had a son. I have his last note
to bring to her. Will that comfort her, do you think? Will she
rejoice to know your child killed hers, who never harmed anyone or
anything in his life? I think not,” he spat at her in anger.
“You ask for mercy?” He took his sword and thrust it suddenly up
under the boy’s ribs. He heard him choking, and let him fall to the
ground. “There is your mercy. You can bury him. That’s more than
she will have.”

The woman screamed and fell to
her knees, clutching the boy’s body to her chest. The man raised
his hand at Arman in anger, but the soldier knocked him to the
ground before he could strike. Arman ignored him and stepped away
from the pitiful scene, in which he had no further interest. “This
is how it will be, you honourless bastards. You kill one of my
people, we will kill yours. If you kill my soldiers, your hostages
will die, and we will take more. If you strike again, your village
will be razed to the ground and every one of you sent to work in
the torkezi mines until you die of exhaustion. The Prij will not
tolerate rebellion. I will not tolerate cowardice. I will pray to
Lord Niko for the rest of my life that yours will be short,
miserable and filled with grief.” He spat on the ground to show his
disgust. “This village is damned. I curse it and all of you.”

He turned. Jozo watched him
with an unreadable expression, and as Arman approached, he gripped
his arm. “Don’t tell me I shouldn’t have done that, or we will be
at odds,” Arman said through gritted teeth.

“No, you did what I would have
done. Do you want any more executed? We lost five other men.”

Arman glanced back at the
villagers. The mother with the dead boy still keened over his
corpse. “No,” he said coldly. “For once I started, I would want
every one of them destroyed and that is not Her Serenity’s will.
But I want the camp moved. I don’t want to breathe the same air as
these curs a moment longer.”

“Yes, of course, I’ve already
given orders.” Jozo hesitated. “And Loke?”

The sound of the name made his
eyes fill again, but when he spoke, his voice was cold and calm. “I
will see to him. He is still in my care.”

And ever in my heart, my dear
and beloved friend.


Chapter : Darshian 8

Gren nuts were plentiful this
year, but Banji still had to wrestle Reji to prevent his friend
stealing so many they wouldn’t have a respectable amount to take
back to Meis. Reji cracked them cheerfully as they walked back.
“You’ll have no appetite tonight,” Kei warned.

Reji only grinned and tossed
another shelled nut into the air before catching it and chewing it.
“Oh, I’ll have an appetite, I promise you. I’ll be stocking up for
the long ride, when I have nothing but camp cakes and dried berries
to eat.”

“Huh. Stock up any more, Rei-ki
and you’ll have to ask Myka to let out your trousers.”

Reji stuck his tongue out at
him. Kei rolled his eyes and dropped back to where Banji and Risa
were walking more slowly. “Can I beg a handful of nuts for Myka?
She’s fond of them.”

“Only if you don’t give them to
that glutton,” Banji said, scowling at Reji, but he filled Kei’s
pockets anyway. “You should run home before he strips you to find
the food. He’s worse than a tuktuk.”

Reji heard that comment, and
turned to sniff indignantly at them. “If you’re going to be
abusive, I’m going home. I’ll see you later, Kei, if you can manage
not to be mean to me for more than five minutes at a time.”

Kei made a rude gesture at his
lover’s departing back. “That damn man,” he said with a sigh.

“Kei, do you love Reji?”

“Eh? What kind of question is
that, Banji-ki? And in front of Risa too.”

Risa scowled. “Love talk, yuck.
I’m taking these home to Ma before someone steals them.” Banji
ruffled his cousin’s hair and gave him the other basket to carry,
still only a small load for Risa’s sturdy legs.

They were left alone and Kei
changed direction, heading over to the edge of the waterhole, so he
could sit in the shade of a tido palm. “Why the sudden interest in
my feelings for Reji? You’re not going to declare you love me
yourself?” he teased.

“Gods, you’re the most
irritating person. I don’t know why I bother trying to have a
serious conversation with you.”

Something was biting Banji’s
tail today. “Neither do I. Of course I love him. It’s not romance,
it’s more like...well, brothers or something. We’ve known each
other a long time. And since we’re the only infertiles, it’s not
like we have many other choices.”

Banji stared. “Is that all it
is? Just for want of something better?”

“Hells no. It’s just lucky we
like being together, that’s all I meant. If we didn’t, we’d have
nothing, most likely.”

Banji nodded, as if that was
clear enough for him. “But when did your feelings change? I mean,
you didn’t always want to sleep with him, did you?”

“Of course not. He was
seventeen when he got here. I was only ten. What in hells do you
take him for?” Kei said, grinning at Banji’s discomfort. “I don’t
know when. Something just...clicked when I came back from Darshek,
and we got into bed and we liked it. I keep expecting him to say
he’s found someone in the city, and I’d say good luck to him if he
did.”

“But that would leave you
alone.”

“Yes, I guess it would. But I
have no claim on Reji, and I don’t want one. He’s too free a
spirit.” He flicked a grass seed at him. “Want to tell me what’s
put you in such a mood? Is it this person I’m not allowed to
mention?”

Banji gave him a look that told
him Kei was right. “It’s just...if you’ve known someone for a long
time, why do you start seeing them differently? Is it just...being
close to them all the time? Just convenience?”

“Promise not to hit me for
this...but you wouldn’t be talking about my sister, by any chance?”
Banji’s blush was all the answer Kei needed. “By the gods, that’s
wonderful!”

“No, it’s not,” Banji said with
a grimace.

“Hey, you’re not going to
malign my sister to me, are you? Myka has her faults—”

“No, gods damn you!
You’re not listening!”

“You’re not
telling me. What in hells is the problem?”

“The problem is I used to help
your mother change Myka’s nappies for her and I’m not sure I’m not
just feeling grateful for her being kind after Pa was killed.”
Banji’s expression was pure challenge. “Plain enough for you?”

“Yes, but I still don’t
see the problem. Reji cleaned up more than a few skinned knees for
me so I didn’t have to bother Ma. It sure doesn’t bother him when
we’re making love. As for the other thing...what does it matter why
you become interested in someone? Myka doesn’t feel sorry for you.
She’s kind, but she’s not that kind.”

“I know. But I shouldn’t feel
like this when Pa’s only been dead three months. I feel like—”

“Like he would think you didn’t
love him? I told you, Ban and Kleta would be the first people to
tell you to go on. Myka loved and honoured them, so did I. And you
know they loved us.”

“I know.” But Banji was still
troubled.

Kei slung an arm over his
shoulder in comfort. “I know you would never lead my sister on or
play with her heart to hurt her. She would never do that to you.
You should talk to her. She’s easy to talk to. The hard bit is
shutting her up.”

“Huh, you’re the one to talk. I
don’t want to give her expectations, Kei. I don’t know I’m ready
for anything. It’s been such an awful year.”

Kei hugged him closer, and
leaned his chin on his shoulder. “I know. So does she. You like
her, right? And she must like you if she gave you the bracelet. Has
she said more?”

“No.”

“So what makes you think
she wants more at the moment? She’s had a hard time too. I say, just
have fun and comfort each other and see what happens.”

Banji looked dubiously at him.
“You don’t mind? I’m not going to find Fedor telling me to marry
her or else?”

“Are you going to get her
pregnant?”

“No, we’re being careful.”

Kei blinked at the news that
not only had his sister and his best friend been carrying on a
little romance behind his back, but they’d been having sex too.
“All right, if she catches, Fedor would surely take the child if
you really don’t want to wed her, but it will cause ill-feeling for
a while. Just don’t rub people’s noses in it, and don’t make it
impossible for her to find someone else, if you really don’t love
her. That’s all I ask. She’s a sensible girl, and you’re an
honourable man. I’d love to call you brother, but don’t let me
pressure you.” He squeezed Banji again and let him go. “Now—”

His words were cut off by the
brutal sound of the clan’s summoning horn—his blood ran cold as he
heard the code for ‘emergency, all to come’. “Let’s go.”

They ran as fast as their legs
would carry them towards the village, caught up in minutes in the
rushing crowd. Fedor stood on a stool at the top of the square,
calling for everyone to be quiet. Next to him, Kei recognised Duka,
the mind-speaker from Ai-Tuek. Since Ai-Albon didn’t have a
mind-speaker of its own, if there was an urgent message from the
south or from Darshek, either Duka, or Meko from Ai-Beyto to the
north, would ride to deliver it. As it was several days’ ride in
either direction, it was only ever undertaken for the most serious
of reasons. From the look on Fedor’s face, and the emotions Kei
sensed, the reason was indeed grave.

The clan settled down and Fedor
cleared his throat. “Friends, I have serious news from Duka. I’ll
let her explain. Please, hear her out. Time is very short.”

He stepped off the stool and
Duka took his place. “The Prij are invading, “ she said. The blunt
news sent shock waves through the crowd. “They overran Ai-Rutej
eight days ago, and Ai-Vinri five days later. They’re taking
hostages, and quartering soldiers on the town. The Rulers of
Darshek know about it, and have instructed all the clan heads to
send who they can north to Darshek, to keep only enough in the
villages to not make the losses obvious—and not to offer
resistance.” A murmur of anger rippled through the clan. “No, wait,
it’s only until they can mount a defence. They’ll rescue the
villages and the hostages, they swear—but they don’t want anyone to
die fighting the Prij, and they don’t want an all out war with the
Prij while there are still people undefended. They need time to
plan an attack and to know what the Prij are planning. On our own,
we can’t defeat them. We can only give in temporarily. The healer
of Ai-Rutej is a mind-speaker. She reports the hostages are being
well treated, and for the moment, are in an encampment at the base
of the Treyk Mountains. The Rulers don’t believe they’ll be harmed,
so long as we don’t fight back. There’s no advantage to the Prij in
doing so.”

“Are we to just let them take
people away without a word of protest?” someone shouted furiously.
Kei recognised Reji’s voice.

“For now, yes,” Duka said.
“Fedor, I think you better take over.” She avoided looking at Reji
as she climbed off the stool.

“People, we have no choice,”
Fedor said. “We can’t fight the Prij, we can only try and protect
the most vulnerable. Reji, how many people can you guide to
Darshek, if you take all but two urs beasts and all the wagons? How
long would it take you if you have people on foot?”

Reji pushed his way to the
front of the crowd, his expression angry. “I can take everyone!
Fedor, don’t let the Prij have them!”

“If they find the village
deserted, not only will they know we know, but the ruse won’t work
anywhere else. We can’t move everyone fast enough—the army is
coming north at a forced march pace, Duka says. So please, hold
your temper, and answer me.”

“A hundred or so,” Reji said in
a tight voice. “It will take four weeks, if everyone’s on foot,
longer if we’re unlucky with the weather or a wagon breaks down.
Three wagons and six beasts can carry supplies for that many for
that long. If we can resupply en route, we can make better time
because we can have more riding. We can’t carry enough water, but
we’ll have to stop to let the beasts drink anyway.”

“Do you think you can take them
off the regular route safely?”

“In places. Not all the way,
and it will slow us down. It would be better to try and outrun them
on the main road. We have to be there before the rains come—the
wagons will get bogged.”

“Very well. Please start the
planning, and be prepared to abandon the wagons if you have to
finish the journey by beast and on foot. Now, the Prij are only
taking men and women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five.
The prime of the clan,” Fedor said heavily. “Therefore, I propose
we send away as many of us in that group as we can, and any older
children who can handle the walking. No infants, no mothers with
children afoot—the Prij apparently don’t want them either. Myka,
you’ll go because they’ll need a healer. Please start a list. I
want no arguments, and those chosen must be ready to leave in two
hours. I have spoken.”

Fedor looked very old as he
delivered an edict which must have hurt him cruelly. People argued
and exclaimed around Kei as he pushed through to his sister’s side.
“I’ll fetch paper for making notes. I’ll be staying. I’m
infertile—the village can spare me.”

His sister gave a little cry of
distress. “No, you’re our healer!”

“Another reason to stay.
There’s no time to argue. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Fedor had recruited Peit
and Rin to help keep order, but it was still difficult to get
through the press of the crowd so he could run to their house and
fetch paper. When he got back to the square, Banji and Myka were
arguing furiously. “You will not stay, you idiot!”

“I have to! Some of us have
to!”

Meis and Rin watched the two
young people scream at each other, looking upset and conflicted.
The rest of the clan ignored them, caught up in their own little
emotional storms, trying to determine who should go or stay. Myka
wouldn’t be able to do this without help. “Right, listen up!” Heads
swivelled at Kei in surprise—he wasn’t one for making his voice
heard in public. “Banji, Myka, you both go, as do Pijli and
Misek.”

“Not me, Kei. They won’t take
someone damaged.” Misek forced his way forward, and crossed his
arms across his chest. “Meis and Rin still have two children safe,
and two to comfort them.”

“All right.” Kei walked around
the assembly quickly, nominating the ones to go and to stay. People
were so stunned, and perhaps so used to his making decisions
affecting their welfare, they let him get away with it, only
arguing a little in favour of one child or sibling or other where
they thought he had missed something important. By the time he had
done, and the names noted, Fedor and Rin had regained control of
the situation, able to handle the surprisingly few complaints.
There were one hundred and fifteen names in the end, but Reji,
returning to the square to check on proceedings, said he could
handle it. He said he could maybe squeeze a few more in, but Fedor
told him it was better to have a number he could definitely manage.
It left two hundred and seventy souls in the village to face the
Prij.

Kei grabbed Myka’s arm and
forced her back to their house. “Pack, Mychichi.”

“I’m not leaving you
behind.”

“You are, if I have to drug you
and every other person on the list and have Reji carry you like
sacks. Don’t you see? At least some of us are guaranteed to be
safe, and you can help Darshek prepare the defence. They’ll come, I
know they will.”

“No!” she yelled. “You’re in
that age group, they’ll take you for sure!”

“So they might. It’s only for a
little while. They don’t seem to be harming anyone if they don’t
resist. Please, Myka, do your duty. I can’t be in both places at
once.”

“I can’t!” She threw herself at
him, sobbing. “I can’t leave you.”

“And I can’t either.” Kei
lifted his head to look at Reji, standing in the doorway. “This is
a stupid idea. I’m not doing it.”

“So you’d rather Myka was taken
a hostage?”

“I’ll go in her place.”

“You’re too damn old,” Kei said
roughly, “and they want women too. Will you two stop being so damn
indulgent and get on with it? Reji, you have orders, go carry them
out.”

“So eager to see me gone,
Keichichi?” Reji came to him, and put his arms around him and Myka
both.

“I want you to protect my
sister, my best friend, and my clan. Your clan.” He seized Reji’s
head, kissed him almost cruelly, then pushed him away. “I refuse to
discuss this any more. Myka, I order you to pack.”

Her face had been red from
crying but now it flushed in anger. “You’re not my father.”

“No, I am.” Fedor walked in and
stood in front of them. “And I order it too.”

“I hate you,” Myka spat at
him.

“Myka! Retract that!”

Fedor held up his hand. “No,
let her say her piece. I’m not very fond of me either, right now.
Reji, don’t make me beg. You are the only person we can ask to do
this. Danak and Bei are too old to make the journey. If you refuse,
we’re lost.”

Reji glared, but then he
relented. “All right. Myka, go pack.”

“I hate you too, Reji. You’re
both traitors to Ai-Albon.”

“Yes, yes. Go pack.” Reji’s
shoulders slumped as Myka stomped off. Kei came to his side and
lent him his support. “It’s still risky, Fedor.”

“Tell me something I don’t
know. I have faith in Darshek, though. I will rest easier if you
have our future safe. We will keep yours safe if you will do the
same.”

“Aye.” Reji hesitated. “What of
Ai-Darbin?”

“I don’t know, Reji. I’m sorry,
I wish I had news. There are other groups on their way. We might
see the first of them tomorrow. If the Prij stick to their present
path, we won’t encounter them for three weeks. You have a good head
start, if you go now.”

“Yes. I’ve sketched a plan.
Come to my house and I’ll show you while I pack. Kei? Will you make
sure Myka goes?”

Kei nodded. “I will if I have
to tie her up. She’ll be there.” He gave Reji a nudge. “Go on.”

Reji gave him a troubled
look, then walked out with Fedor. Kei collapsed onto a chair, his
mind in turmoil. Was it only a few minutes ago his worst problem
was negotiating a love match between his sister and his friend? At
least Banji was going. Kei was prepared to tie him up too, if he had
to.

Damn, and he was wasting time.
The group of refugees would need medical supplies, and Myka was in
no state to plan or to pack them. Quickly he went through the
stores, dividing drugs and equipments and bandages into unequal
piles. He reserved the things Myka had no experience of using,
which were few enough, and gave her a larger portion of pain
killers and nitre distillation, as it was likely the travellers
would suffer more than the usual amount of minor injuries. Kei
wished he could go—not for his own safety, but because it pained
him to let his patients out of his sight.

A thump behind him made him
turn so suddenly he nearly knocked a canteen of nitre distillation
off the table. Myka, her pack thrown on the floor, tears streaming
down her face. “Kei,” she whispered, her expression miserable as
she stood with her arms wrapped around herself.

He took her into his arms, and
rocked her, tears springing to his own eyes. At moments like this
he missed his parents more than ever, because he needed their
strength. “It will be all right, Mychichi,” he murmured. “You have
a great responsibility, but you’ll be able to bear it, I know.” He
let her cry a little longer, but then he made her stand up and wipe
her eyes. There was so little time. “Here, you need to check these
and make sure you have what you need.”

Appealing to her
professional side stopped the tears, and the way she switched into
her healer’s role made Kei’s heart proud. Ma would be so pleased with her. She asked for different bandages, some more sutures, and
blister cream, which Kei had completely forgotten. By the time
Fedor knocked on their door again, she was calm and as ready as
either of them could make her.

Kei picked up the medical
supplies and they headed to the urs beasts pens. There was a
bewildering level of activity, and everywhere voices were raised,
in anger, in grief. At least the chosen travellers were assembling,
and the emotions of the families left behind, while deeply
troubled, weren’t excessive. He was confident there wouldn’t be any
wild or hysterical scenes. After the first shock, people had
accepted the plan’s necessity.

Reji was too busy to talk,
merely directing him to the beast on to which the medical supplies
should be packed, and how. Kei had often helped his lover with
preparing for his journeys, and so could efficiently and quickly
stow the supplies before pitching in to help load the other
animals. Much of the food which had been assembled for the feast
that evening, was now going into the wagons to feed those who had
to travel over six hundred miles before they reached safety. He
tried not to think all the things that could happen to Reji or Myka
or Banji in that time. It never did any good to dwell on the
worst.

At last, Reji announced he was
ready. Fedor shouted for the travellers to come forward and be
marked off, so Reji and Kei could check they were prepared and fit.
No one was missing. No one had to be rejected. Everyone was near
tears or actually crying. Kei felt almost ready to pass out from
the overload of reflected emotion, but he had to force himself to
be strong until the travellers left.

Fedor called for silence. “Clan
Albon, today is a dark one, make no mistake. We owe a debt of
gratitude to Duka for taking a great risk to come and warn us, and
to Reji for agreeing to shepherd our people to safety. Those who
go, those who stay, all have a heavy burden to bear—let’s do so
bravely. Reji, go with our thanks, return to our joy.”

“Yes, Fedor. I won’t fail the
clan.”

“Father, I won’t fail the clan
either.” Myka came and knelt before Fedor. “And I am truly sorry
for my words earlier,” she said in a quiet voice that only Fedor
and Kei could hear.

Fedor laid his hand on her
head. “My sister’s child, my daughter, my heart’s heavy, but I’m
proud of you.” He urged her to stand, so he could kiss her cheek.
“Erte watches over you, Myka. Erte and Keiji both watch over you.”
He embraced her briefly, then turned her towards Kei. “Say your
farewells. Everyone, a few moments, no more.”

Kei went to her side and hugged
her. “You know I’ll miss you every moment of every day, sister
mine.”

“And I you, brother mine.
Please don’t die.”

Kei laughed, but it felt more
like crying. “I will do my very best,” he said gravely. They clung
together for a moment or two, but he had other farewells he had to
make. “I’ll see you soon. Before the year is out.”

She pushed him away. “Go talk
to Banji and Reji.” She walked away before he could call her
back.

Reji watched him, a grim set to
his mouth. Kei was suddenly unsure he was welcome, but then, in a
few swift strides, Reji was with him and crushed him close. “Every
instinct I have is screaming at me to drag you away. This is so
wrong, I don’t know what to say.”

Kei had no response to this, so
he let his lips do something else but talk. There were tears in
Reji’s eyes now—hells, in his own too. “Don’t damn well die,” Reji
said tightly. “Don’t get hurt, and for the gods’ sake, don’t draw
attention to yourself.”

“I will do my best. You too,
Rei-ki.”

Reji held him almost painfully
close, and then shoved him away. “Enough. I’ll never go if I hold
you a moment longer. Be here when I get back, little brother, or
I’ll be damn angry with you.”

Kei saluted shakily. “Aye. Now
go.”

For a few moments, he was
abandoned, surrounded by weeping families all caught up in their
own pain, but then his name was called, and Banji was there,
grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. “You—you’re making me go.”
Banji was crying, anger and grief warring in his eyes. “Why? My
family are here. Damn you, Kei!”

“Your family’s there too,
and your future. I need you to look after my sister, you urs-witted
fool, and your
damn sister. You have to look after all the
sisters and sons and brothers and daughters! They need you, they
need Myka, they need Reji. Gods damn you.” He grabbed Banji and
hugged him fiercely. “Please don’t hate me.”

Battered too long by too many
strong emotions from all sides, Kei’s control over his gift at last
started to shatter despite his desperate efforts to maintain it,
and for a few moments, he couldn’t tell where his own feelings
stopped, and those of the angry, worried people around him started.
His vision sparkled and his legs felt weak, like he was about to
faint.

Banji realised something was
wrong. He dragged Kei away from the main crowd, and made him sit
down against a wall, crouching next to him, a hand on his shoulder.
“Damn fool,” Banji said, stroking his face. “Won’t you ever learn
not to take everything on yourself?”

“I don’t...don’t have any
choice,” Kei said, his voice breaking. People didn’t understand
soul-touchers any more than they did mind-movers. “Oh, gods, just
go, and leave me be. I can’t bear it any more. It hurts so
much.”

He rested his face on his
folded arms, wishing the travellers would go before he disgraced
himself further. He felt Banji’s arm around his shoulders. “There’s
only a moment or two,” Banji whispered. “I’m sorry. I don’t hate
you. I’ll look after Myka, I swear. We will come home to you.”

“Yes,” Kei whispered. “Gods,
Banji-ki.”

Being physically distant from
the others helped a little. Banji let him rest for a short moment,
but then made him stand. “You’ll worry Myka. Be brave just a little
longer, my friend, and then go to Misek. He will look after you.
Meis and Rin will care for you as their own. I have their word on
it.”

Kei wiped his nose on his arm.
“You’ve had me adopted again?” he said with a forced grin. Banji’s
face was a blurry, wavering thing in front of him. “Isn’t once
enough?”

“Obviously not. They’re calling
me. I have to go.” Banji pulled him forward and kissed his
forehead. “Be well, Kei.”

“And you, my friend.”

Banji slipped away. The roars
of the urs beasts drowned out the sounds of crying and lamenting.
Kei slumped to his knees again. The emotional overload had seared
him to the point where he only felt numb, physically and mentally.
He didn’t even watch the caravan head up the street, or try to
catch a last glimpse of his sister or his friends. He couldn’t
stand one more blow this day.

Strong arms pulled him up, and
then a weathered, kind face peered at him.

“Un...Uncle Fedor. I’m
sorry....”

Fedor’s hands were all that
held him up. “Come with me, lad. Now is no time to be alone. You’ll
stay with us tonight, we’ll drink to our ancestors, and then you
can rest. You have suffered the most of any of us today, Kei. I’m
sorry.”

It was too much, finally. His
uncle, now his father, held him as, overwhelmed and heartsick, he
wept for those he loved and feared he would never see again.


Chapter : Darshian 9

It was a tense, unhappy three
weeks. The village which had once rung with the calls of children
playing, of men and women engaged in work for the good of all, was
now a quiet, sullen place. Children stayed inside, their parents
afraid to lose sight of them. Husbands and wives argued, and wept
for offspring now sent away, perhaps forever. Kei, who had lost all
those he could talk to easily about such matters, withdrew into
himself, spending most of each day on his own, sitting by the
waterhole and gnawing on his worries when he wasn’t occupied making
up drugs and distilling nitre weed and pijn. His clansmen’s
emotions were like acid on his soul, and when he felt so raw, so
full of grief and pain, he couldn’t bear more than a few minutes in
anyone else’s company before he was forced to seek solitude. His
aunt, Sira, and Meis took it in turns to feed him and offer him a
place to sleep, but most nights, he went back to his own, lonely
bed that still smelled a little of his and Reji’s lovemaking, and
cried a little before he finally slept. The nights were full of
anxious dreams.

Duka stayed with them two more
nights to let her hard-worked urs beast recover before she headed
back to Ai-Tuek at speed, and so could tell them the grim news that
someone had been killed by the Prij in Ai-Darbin. It lent weight to
the decision to offer no resistance, but it was a very cold
comfort.

Every few days brought a brief
visit from escaping villagers, bringing news, seeking news, taking
some supplies, and leaving behind people coming close to breaking
under the strain. Those of Ai-Tuek arrived the day Duka was due to
return home—some of her people begged her to go with them, but she
was determined, she said, to stand with the village. Besides, they
needed their mind-speaker.

The travellers from
Ai-Darbin arrived four days later, and they heard more about the
killing. A young boy, cut down without trial or mercy in front of
his parents, for the crime of trying to fight back against the
invaders, as if this wasn’t the most natural reaction of any person
to their home being threatened. The name wasn’t one Kei knew, so at
least it wasn’t one of Reji’s close kin, but it still made his
blood run cold to hear the tale. At least all the villages save
Ai-Rutej had had time to send people away. They carried the hopes
of so many, these tired, strained young men and women, too young
really for the burden. Kei treated the refugees for burns, scrapes,
blisters, and, in a couple of cases, sprained limbs and cracked
ribs from falls. Otherwise, they were in good health, and despite
being unutterably weary from the journey—already weeks long for
some—the determination to continue burned bright. As well it might,
Kei reflected sourly. They weren’t sitting decoys,
awaiting an uncertain fate.

So in a way it was a relief to
see the distant clouds of dust that heralded the arrival of the
army. Everyone had been carefully schooled how to react, how to
behave, the children drilled remorselessly so they didn’t let the
slightest hint slip that all the villagers were in fact not
present. The hostage list had been prepared in advance, although
Fedor wasn’t sure the Prij would let them choose, not after what
happened in Ai-Darbin. Kei was certain to be chosen. They were
taking the oldest child of the clan head in every village, or the
oldest niece or nephew where there was no child of the right age.
In Ai-Albon, that meant him, unless they allowed Fedor’s
fifteen-year-old son, Lori, to go in his place—unthinkable to Kei
and to everyone else.

Those named on the hostage list
were to be carefully stationed at the front of the assembly, the
better to catch the eye of the Prij commanders. They had done
absolutely all they could do to minimise the harm to the village
and the clan. All they could do now was wait.

They heard the army long before
they saw them. The noise was terrifying, like rolling thunder, a
cacophony of drums and horns which battered one down. It was easy
to seem frightened and overawed when the mass of urs beasts
lumbered towards them. It wasn’t a pretense at all for Kei. The sun
glittered off hundreds of chest plates and spearheads, and
angry-looking banners fluttered in the breeze. The villagers waited
in the square, Fedor at their head. No one said a word, not even
the children. Misek stood at Kei’s back, his hand on Kei’s
shoulder, a silent comfort as much as any could be.

At last the drums and horns
stopped and several men on urs beasts came forward to the head of
the massed soldiers. Two were clearly high ranking, possibly the
leaders, dressed in brilliant armour from head to foot, high plumes
of feathers on their helmets making them tall as giants. Kei
couldn’t see their faces, but he got the strongest impression of
deep hatred from one of them. Hatred and pain, powerful and raw
enough to make him feel sick. A lesser ranking officer rode to the
front, and made a speech in oddly accented Darshianese.

“People of the village of
Albon, it has pleased Her Serenity, the gracious Kita Ruj Kemi,
beloved of Lord Niko, to take you and your property under the
protection of the empire of the Prij. Hence forth, all goods and
products of this village belong to the empire and you will obey the
laws and edicts of Kuprij. You will supply as evidence of good
faith, ten people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five who
are in fair health and body. These will be kept in the gracious
custody of Her Serenity as a bond for your continued co-operation.
Her Serenity leaves for your protection a cadre of soldiers who
will guide your relations with the Empire and ensure cooperation.
If any soldier is harmed, one of your people will be maimed in like
kind. If any soldier is killed, all your people in custody will be
executed as an example to all and a further ten removed. If the
crime is repeated, your village will be destroyed and every
occupant taken into slavery and kept enslaved to the fourth
generation.”

The man rolled up the paper
from which he read, and moved back. One of the senior officers rode
forward a little. “Let the clan head come forward.” This man spoke
far better Darshianese, but his voice dripped with scorn. He was
the one radiating the hostility.

Fedor stepped out. “I am clan
head. Fedor of Ai-Albon. Who am I addressing?”

“I am Sei General Arman of the
Prij, co-commander of this army. Fedor of Ai-Albon, you have to the
slow count of one hundred to choose ten hostages. After that, we
shall choose for you. Your oldest child must be among the ten. If
you have none old enough, choose a child of your nearest kin.
Begin.”

Fedor nodded, and as a drum
tapped out the count, he swiftly walked along the front of the
gathered crowd, making a slight show of having to decide. Kei
couldn’t help cringing a little as his uncle’s hand tapped his
shoulder, for all he was so well warned.

“It is done,” Fedor said,
before the count was two-thirds complete.

“Lieutenant, escort the
hostages to their homes to pack. Each must take two days’ water,
and two weeks’ dry food. Clan head, you will provide us with a sack
of grain for every ten persons in your village. You will provide
quarters for our men at the point closest to your grain stories. If
there is any resistance, we will kill all concerned. Do I make
myself clear?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Fedor stood proud, but
the officer speaking to him turned his beast and rode off without
even bothering to acknowledge his acquiescence. Arrogant bastards. A
soldier seized Kei’s arm and dragged him further away from the
assembly with the other hostages.

Two soldiers apiece came up
beside them. “Move—you have to get ready,” one told him in clumsy
Darshianese and then his guards marched him between them to his
home. Kei had long ago decided what to take, but still had to
actually pack since it would seem suspicious to be ready. His
clothing and personal effects were no difficulty. The medical
supplies were more of a problem. “What is this?” one of the men
wanted to know, picking up a bottle of nitre distillation.

Kei explained it in simple
words, as if to a child. “It’s medicine for wounds. It’s deadly
poison, so you mustn’t drink it.”

The soldier put it down
hastily. “Do you think we should let him take it?” he asked the
other, older man.

“Can’t see how it will harm
anyone but himself. Prisoner, if you or anyone else harm
themselves, or come to harm, your fellows will suffer the same fate
as you, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir. I take
responsibility for all such matters.”

The older of the two soldiers
nodded. “All right. If you want to pour poison on yourselves,
that’s up to you. Hey, you can’t take those!”

Kei spread the surgical kit
out. “Can they be kept safe if I need them? They can do no harm if
you keep them.”

“I’ll make arrangements with
our medic and seal the things up. Better give me that poison stuff
too.”

Kei had expected this, but he
hoped the medic was a reasonable man. If he needed the things in a
hurry, a delay could be fatal.

The bandages and ointments were
passed without comment, so he was ready in a very short time. His
hands shook, and he clenched them into fists at his side. No amount
of preparation could ready him for being taken from his home under
guard. The two men guarding him seemed reasonable, but he detected
a lot of hostility from the other soldiers, contemptuous looks
thrown in the direction of the villagers—even some fear, which was
odd, considered how badly the Darshianese were outnumbered.

He was taken back to the square
where his fellow hostages were also assembled. He felt their fear,
and saw it in their eyes. He tried to look reassuring, because that
was what he did as a healer. He won a slight response, lips a
little less tight, but not much else. Not surprising.

The lieutenant spoke to the
other officer, who nodded. The lieutenant carefully noted down the
name of every hostage, and had Fedor sign the list. “Fedor of
Ai-Albon, your mark on this document shows you have agreed these
men and women stand as your bond of good behaviour. Retribution for
any crime against Kuprij will fall first on them. You may say a
brief farewell on behalf of their families.”

Even knowing in advance what
was coming, many people wept, but Kei was proud that no one broke
down or shamed those who had to go by begging them to stay. Fedor
stood stiff-backed and looked every inch the clan head as he
clasped the hand of each hostage and kissed their cheeks.

When he got to Kei, Fedor’s
eyes were awash with tears. “My son, my nephew,” he said so quietly
they were the only ones who could hear. “I wish there was some
other way.”

“There isn’t, my father. I’ll
wait for the joy of seeing you again—and the rest of my
family.”

“As will I.” He hugged Kei
tightly. “Gods, you are so like Keiji, but you remind me of my
sister too. It hurts to let you go.”

“I’ll be back, father. I
promise.” Kei made him let go—he couldn’t handle Fedor’s pain and
his own, if he was going to stay calm. His control hadn’t been the
same since the day Myka and the others left. Kei suspected
something had broken inside him then, but there wasn’t anything he
could do except try and stop people aggravating the injury.

There was so much he wanted to
say to Fedor now the time had come, so many things he wished he
could do. He had trained Misek and Meis as much as he could to act
as healers, but they could still only handle the bare basics. If
there was a serious outbreak of illness, or another kiln explosion,
people would die because he wasn’t there. He bit his lip from
saying as much. Lori was too young to make this journey. Lori’s
adopted brother was much better able to handle it.

There was no time left. The
lieutenant’s patience was at an end, and without further ceremony,
Kei and the others were marched out of the village. Kei didn’t know
whether this was an ending or a beginning, but it was as painful as
birth, and as much cause for grief as dying.

Hope was the only comfort they
had now.

~~~~~~~~

Jozo was pleased. “Another
annexation gone smoothly, eh, Arman? In two weeks we’ll be at
Kislik, and you can turn back towards home.”

Home, Arman thought dully. He
had no home now. “Doesn’t it strike you as strange it’s been so
easy? These curs today didn’t even make the pretense of a protest.
It feels wrong.”

“Come now. What are a couple of
hundred simple, superstitious barbarians like that going to do when
they see a thousand of Kuprij’s finest come over the horizon?
They’re too busy shitting themselves to fight.”

“Yes, but if the Darshianese
were to attack Utuk—”

“Which the gods forbid,” Jozo
quickly interrupted.

“Which the gods would never
allow,” Arman agreed impatiently, “but say they did, even the
smallest child would stand to defend the city. None of them seemed
to care.”

Jozo swept his hand around.
“Would you want to die for this? Utuk’s a proud, ancient city. This
is just farmland.”

“As you say. I’m going to take
a guard and ride on ahead. I don’t want to be near these
people.”

“All right. Arman...I know you
grieve, my friend. But this hatred, it’s not like you. It’s not the
spirit that makes a good general either.” Jozo’s eyes were kind,
worried for him.

“Don’t tell me how I should
feel. So long as I do my job to Her Serenity’s satisfaction, no one
will have a complaint. She’ll be pleased to have her empire
expanded.”

Jozo shook his head. “Very
well, if that’s how you want to play it, I won’t press you. I’ll
see you at the camping grounds at noon. Maybe you should see if you
can hunt us up some meat. I’m tired of eggs.”

“Perhaps.” Arman turned his
beast, and signalled to his men. He had to get away from these
cursed Darshianese.

He ordered his guard to
stay well back from him. He didn’t expect any danger, but if he
were entirely honest, he didn’t really care if an attack came. It
was hard to care about anything any more. The only emotions he felt
were grief and hate, and the latter only in bursts. Most of the
time, he felt dead inside. He wanted to be dead. He avoided Jozo as
much as he could, and had no interactions with his men except the
necessary acceptance of meals, or receipt of information. Contact
with other people made him ache, because they were not—

He couldn’t even think the name
without his vision blurring with tears. He couldn’t use his knife
any more, because of the teeth marks on the handle and what they
meant. He avoided his diary and the pale blond locks stored in its
cover with the last message to a mother, as yet unaware of a loss
that was choking Arman to death. When he lay on his pallet at
night, more often than not, his hand drifted to touch a slim, warm
shoulder that wasn’t there any more.

It drove him to long walks at
night around and around the perimeter of the camp, desperate for
the physical exhaustion that would let him sleep without dreaming
of smiling bright eyes, or hearing again the last, agonised
breaths. Every blond head in the camp caught his eye, every clear,
light voice drew his attention. He could simply not school himself
not to look or be fooled for that tiny moment in time.

He was neglecting his duties.
Jozo had come the closest yet to a complaint about it today, and
then only in the mildest way, but if they were in the middle of a
serious fight, Arman would be a major liability. Not even for the
honour of his name could he bring himself to care.

His thoughts turned to the
village they had taken over today, and he gritted his teeth in
disgust at the calm way the people had given up their hostages, as
if their children and their brothers and sisters were nothing to
them. Savages, every one of them, unfeeling, incapable of deep
emotion, without honour or decent creed.

That...what was the cur’s name?
“Fedor,” he spat. Hadn’t even hesitated to push his son forward. It
would serve Her Serenity better to cut all their throats, so they
stopped being a burden on the Empire. The gods forbid the blood of
Prij and Darshianese ever mixed. The barbarians were an offence
against nature. Even their colour marked them as defiled.

But that made him think of
purity and innocence, which led him back to the subject never far
from his mind, and the callous Fedor and his worthless village
slipped out of his thoughts.

Once he returned to Utuk, he
would ask Her Serenity to relieve him of the necessity of ever
setting foot in this cursed land again, and perhaps then he would
begin to heal. It would at least mean he would never look at these
dark-eyed murderers again.


Chapter : Darshian 10

Kei wondered if he would ever
again know what it felt like to not be exhausted and hungry and
thirsty. After nearly three weeks on the move, his whole world had
narrowed to the simple task of merely keeping up right and moving.
The first few days were raw hell for all of them. He had to treat
and bind blisters the size of tuktuk eggs on all their feet, and
sleeping on hard ground, wrapped only in thin army blankets and
each other for warmth against the frosty clear skies, meant they
started each day more tired than when they went to sleep. Their
escorts weren’t cruel, and moderated their pace to fit the weakest
members of the group, but they were still relentless, keeping them
on their feet from dawn to dusk, with infrequent breaks, inadequate
water and indifferent food. This on top of the anxiety and the fear
everyone felt, and which Kei had to endure ten times over.

As they grew used to the
hardship, things were a little easier, although they were all worn
very thin. No one spoke as they walked, needing the energy just to
keep moving. The rainy season had started, and there were days when
all they could do was trudge through the mud and the wet, protected
by their oilskins. It seldom rained all day, and there were only
two nights when they’d had to sleep sitting up, a single piece of
oiled canvas over their heads as shelter. It could have been so
much worse. At least they weren’t bound or chained, and the
escorting soldiers, while on the whole not being particularly
friendly, did what they could to help the hostages survive their
ordeal. A couple of them, those who spoke slightly better
Darshianese, even lingered to talk to them after the communal
evening meal. From them, Kei learned his first words of Prijian,
and encouraged the soldiers to keep teaching them the language. The
hostages were determined to take every scrap of advantage passed to
them, to learn what they could of their enemy, and most of all, to
survive. Even those with him he heard weeping quietly into their
hands at night, were determined to get through this and one day go
home.

Kei and Fedor had tried to
choose the toughest, the strongest and the most stable of the
available adults to carry out the role of hostages. Kei had known
every one of them all his life. Peit had even seen him being born.
Urki had given him his first kiss and told him she would marry
him—although when he was five, and she seven. At twenty, Kei was
the baby of the group, but as clan head’s son, even if only by
adoption, and as healer, he found himself their unofficial leader.
It was a role with which he was uncomfortable, but it was
inevitable they would turn to someone to take the position. To him
Peit was a more natural choice, but even he deferred to Kei. He
couldn’t argue with them over it without causing them more
distress.

Because he picked up Prijian
quickly and was careful to cultivate any sign of friendliness shown
towards them, the soldiers treated him as the spokesperson for the
hostages. The increased interaction meant he learned even more of
the language, which wasn’t that different from Darshianese in
structure and even in some of the words. The coincidence intrigued
him. The difficulty with Prijian was that it was so bound up with
the highly stratified, that there were many words for the same
thing, with different intonations conveying quite different
meanings for the same word, often with insulting effect. He wasn’t
exactly learning Prijian at its purest or most elegant from the
soldiers, who were all illiterate and as superstitious a group of
men as one could ever meet.

Their religion baffled him, and
the fatalism about everything being down to the whim and will of
apparently capricious deities was frustrating. It was a subject
which occupied his thoughts a good deal on the apparently endless
march, offering some distraction from his physical misery. He
couldn’t understand how apparently rational humans could honestly
believe cutting a bird or an urs beast’s throat would alter the
mind of one of these supposed super beings, nor why no one
questioned why two people making the same sacrifice with the same
wish, should get such different results. What kind of society did
the Prij have that was sustained on such a basis?

The Prij knew nothing of Gifts.
This he’d been taught at the academy, along with the fact the Prij
had no gifted folk at all. It wasn’t in their blood, apparently.
The Prij had heard rumours about some of the powers of the truly
Gifted, and dismissed them as useless barbarian myths, which was
all to the good in the present situation. But Kei couldn’t help
resenting it a little that simple provable facts such as Gifts were
considered fantasies, while the capricious, contradictory gods
worshipped by every Prij were thought as real as their own parents,
without the slightest evidence to prove it. He’d have to learn
diplomacy if he was to survive in such an irrational culture.

They passed by the villages
taken under Prijian control, but weren’t allowed to approach them.
Instead they camped a mile or so beyond the village itself while
some of their escort were sent to resupply and presumably retrieve
any messages. Kei had no sense of how many soldiers were actually
scattered across Darshianese territory. The force that had
surrounded Ai-Albon seemed enormous, a sea of men and weapons, but
their day-to-day contact was with the same twenty men who refused
to discuss the army with them at all, beyond simple explanations
about ranks and forms of address. There might be thousands and
thousands of Prij invading. Equally there might only be a few
hundred. Kei wasn’t a military tactician, so he had no idea how
many were needed to subdue a continent. All he could tell was that,
apart from their irrational religion and rigid social structure,
the Prij were a war-like and aggressive race. Individually, they
were much like the Darshianese. He couldn’t help but wonder what
made the difference when they gathered together.

Although it felt like they had
been walking for years, it was only four and a half weeks after
they left Ai-Albon that they stumbled, cold, wet and exhausted,
into a fort at the foothills of the Treyk Mountains. It was coming
up for nightfall, so only the moon and the flames of the sentinels’
torches lit the fort. It looked terrifying, with jagged edges that
looked like the teeth of an enormous beast. Kei had the sickening
feeling he was entering hell and would never leave again. He sensed
his comrades felt the same. It didn’t exactly encourage him.

Unmoved by their fear, their
escort let them inside the high wooden walls. Kei could only catch
an impression of the actual size of the structure, and of the
numbers of soldiers within it. They were taken to see what he now
knew to be a sergeant. Their names were recorded, and their
condition assessed by the army medic, who was mainly interested in
whether any of them were sick with communicable diseases.

Kei’s box of supplies was
handed over, explained and then sealed in his presence. The medic
told him, in perfectly wretched Darshianese, that if Kei needed the
things, he had only to ask, but the medic would have to supervise
any dangerous procedure, to which condition Kei agreed in words
with no intention of obeying in spirit. Prijian medicine was as
hidebound and riddled with myth as their religion, and he was
damned if he’d let a Prijian doctor interfere with proper treatment
of his people.

The sergeant told them they
could wash themselves and their belongings tomorrow. For now they
were taken to a large barracks where the other hostages were being
held, and left there, the door being locked behind them.

The room was dim, lit by a few
oil lamps, and in the corner, the faint red glow of a stove. All
the waiting hostages were standing as they came in, clearly
expecting them. A man stepped forward. “Welcome, Ai-Albon. I’m
Gonji of Ai-Rutej.”

Kei let his hand be shaken
warmly. “I’m Kei.” He quickly introduced the others from his
village. “Gonji, we’re hungry and sore. Can we rest? We can give
you what news we have.”

“Of course, there’s only the
pallets, but it’s better than the ground. We have food waiting for
you.”

The pallets, stuffed with
straw, were the softest things Kei had sat on in a month, and his
clansmen groaned in relief as weary bodies were eased down. The
other hostages took their oilskins away to dry, helped them stow
packs, told them where they could relieve themselves (in latrines
in an adjoining building), and brought them bowls of hot, tasty
stew in wooden bowls, apparently carved from the same trees cut
down to make the fort.

As they ate, their hunger
making them greedy, Gonji introduced the other Darshianese. The
last person he brought forward was Jena, the Ai-Rutej mind-speaker,
also their healer. Through her, the hostages in the fort had been
kept fully apprised of the events in the north. She confirmed
Ai-Kislik had fallen as they had expected, and that an enormous
fortification was under construction just to the north of the
village.

“However, I have better news,”
she said with a smile, and behind her, Gonji also smiled. They’d
clearly been looking forward to imparting this. “Every single
person sent away to Darshek has arrived safely. Everyone from
Ai-Albon is safe. They arrived three weeks ago. They’re well and
being cared for.”

Kei’s grip on his empty bowl
tightened as he clutched at his chest with his free hand. He was
suddenly overwhelmed with such a barrage of happiness and relief he
couldn’t think at all. It wasn’t all his own, but in his weariness,
and with so many people suddenly so close after weeks on the march,
he had nothing left to use to protect himself.

He struggled to stay upright,
and might have managed to force the dizziness down if Urki had not,
right at that moment, flung her arms around him. “Oh gods, Kei!
Pito is safe!”

“No, Urki, don’t,” he protested
but it was too late. Her physical touch was the last straw, and his
vision faded, the waves of emotions dimming suddenly, and
then...nothing.

~~~~~~~~

His head pounded, dark red
flowers blooming behind his eyelids in time with his heartbeat. He
felt sick, nauseated to his core. He curled up and wished the pain
in his head would stop.

Something cool was placed on
his face, and a very gentle touch on his face failed to bring a
renewal of the emotional input.

“Kei.”

The voice was in his
head, rather than in his ears—very soft, calming.
“It’s all right, Kei. It’s
Jena.” The soothing hand stroked his face
again, and it lessened the pain a little. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were a soul-toucher,
or I’d have been more careful how I told you that news.”

He fumbled a hand up to touch
hers. “S’all right,” he mumbled, and winced as the sound of his own
voice rang unpleasantly in his ears.

“Speak this way, Kei, it won’t
hurt you so much. We have some pijn.”

“No, keep it for something
serious. We don’t have any way of replacing it.”

“Very wise. You must be Erte’s
son. I was sorry to hear of her death.”

He risked opening an eye to
squint at her, but she was just a dark blurry haze backlit by an
oil lamp, so he closed it again. It wasn’t worth the pain it
caused.

“You knew her?”

“I
knew of her. Your mother was well-respected among healers, as was
your father for his discoveries. A great loss.”

There was nothing he could say
to such an obvious statement, so he didn’t respond. Her hand seemed
to be leeching the pain away, although he suspected it was
something she was actually doing with her mind.

“Were you not
taught better control than this at the academy?”

“It’s only a minor gift,
Jena.”

“Not so
minor, that I can see.” Her ‘voice’ held
a note of dry reproach. “It’s
also one strengthened and affected by many things, such as the
profession of the person with the gift, and their emotional state
and those around you. You’ve been careless, Kei. You, a healer, are
at most risk if you do not protect yourself, and that’s even
without your parents’ deaths and this most recent event. You must
have been taught some protective exercises—all soul-touchers and
mind-speakers are.”

Kei had been taught them,
but as he had once had a good degree of natural control, his gift
had rarely troubled him and so he was rather lax about carrying
them out. He hadn’t been able to stay for the full course of
training in Darshek as news had come of first his father’s death,
and then a month later, the suicide of his mother, which meant he’d
to come home and take up the role of healer before he was quite
ready or fully trained in his gift.

He’d known his emotions had
been badly battered after his return from Darshek after his mother
died, but he had accepted this as normal. He hadn’t realised how he
had let things slip, how he had repeatedly exposed his gift to
greater and greater insults.

The parting from Myka and
the others had been the last blow. Jena was right—he’d been
careless. “I’m sorry. Can
anything be done? Everything hurts now. I’ve been hurting for
weeks.”

“Yes, I can
see,” she said kindly.
“Of course I can help you.
For tonight, sleep where you are, away from the others. I’ll warn
them to leave you alone. Rest, get some proper food, regain your
physical well-being. Then we’ll begin your exercises again. We need
you well. We two are the only healers our people will have while in
the hands of the Prij, and I dread to think what will happen if a
Prij physician has to treat any of them for something serious.
Their idea of a good dressing for a burn is roasted snake
fat.”

Kei shuddered in disgust.
“Yes, I know. Why doesn’t
your voice hurt my head?”

“Because I am making it so, and
buffering your gift. I can only do it when I‘m touching you.”

“Are you a mind-mover too?”

He felt her surprise.
“No, of course not. Are you
saying that you are?”

“Um, yes.”

“Don’t you know how rare it is
for someone to have two gifts? Do the people at the academy
know?”

“Um. No. Ma knew but she never
said it was special, so I didn’t think anything of it. The
instructors were only interested in training soul-touchers and
mind-speakers. If you don’t have a true Gift, they don’t really
care what else you can do. I don’t talk about it much because no
one understands it, and I can’t do anything spectacular with it. I
just...you know, move small things in the body. Broken bones,
bleeding, that kind of thing, I can deal with a little easier than
most. It helps, but it’s not all there is to my healer craft.”

She took the cloth from
his forehead, and he heard her wetting it. She put it back on his
face. It helped the throbbing in his head a good deal.
“Well, you’re full of
surprises, aren’t you?” she said fondly.
“Rest now. Everyone’s safe
for now. We don’t know what the future holds, but we can only do
what we can do.”

Kei agreed wordlessly. He
was so damn tired. There was one more thing before he could rest,
though. “Have you sent word
of our arrival to Darshek?”

“I will as soon as you’re
asleep.”

“Could
you...just this once, send a message to my sister, Myka? Say I am
safe and well and missing them all.” He
hesitated to ask since all the hostages would want personal
messages sent in this manner. The network of mind-speakers was
thinly stretched. To cover such great distances, each of them had
to work very hard to send and receive the thoughts of the
others.

Jena didn’t seem at all
disturbed at his request. “I’ll do that. I’ll collect all the messages from your
people, and send them at the same time. We all know how hard this
is for everyone. We mind-speakers have to do our best for you
all.”

Kei squeezed her hand in
gratitude. It eased his mind to know Myka would have direct word of
his welfare. And Reji and Banji too. Even though they would not
hear from Ai-Albon itself, it would help them a little, he
hoped.

Jena covered him with a
blanket and changed the cloth again. “I’m going to send you to sleep for your own good.
Please, stop fighting your need to rest.

He opened his mouth to argue,
and shut it. She was right. He let her touch send tendrils of
relaxation through his painful head, and as the pain disappeared,
he felt able to let go, slipping gently into oblivion.

~~~~~~~~

When he woke to dim sunlight
coming in through the high windows, his thoughts were much clearer
and he felt calmer. He still had a bit of a headache, but nothing
he couldn’t handle easily, and the need to piss outweighed the
desire to lie still for a little longer. Throwing the blanket back,
and turning over, he found he was on a pallet in a far corner of
the room, away from where his fellows apparently had spent the
night. There were only two other people in the barracks—one of them
was Urki. She saw him standing up and she came over to him with a
worried, apologetic look on her face. “Kei? Are you better
now?”

She kept her distance. Jena
must have impressed them with the need to give him space. “I’m much
better. I’m sorry to worry you all.”

She bit her lip. “No, I’m
sorry. I was just so happy my sister was safe, I didn’t think.”

“It’s normally fine, Urchichi.
It’s my own fault, really. Where is everyone?”

“Bathing, washing clothes. They
said it gets too stuffy in here to stay all day. When the sun’s
actually shining, everyone tries to get out in it, apparently. Myri
and I stayed in to make sure you were better.”

He didn’t recognise the other
woman stirring the stew pot at all, but he smiled reassuringly at
her. “Well, I’m fine, so let me use the latrines, point me at the
food and tell me where I can find you all. A wash sounds like a
good idea.”

She sniffed. “It seems to be
the only thing the Prij are good at, plumbing.”

Kei grinned at her disdainful
tone. “They have to be good at something other than invasion, I
suppose.”

She told him there was
bread being kept warm in the bottom shelf of the oven, and he could
eat as much of that and the stew as he liked. Food, at least,
wasn’t a problem for this fort—the foothills were lush compared
with what he had seen of the rest of northern Darshian, so the Prij
weren’t only
eating stolen Darshian grain.

How the countryside and the
villages would sustain all the extra people thrust upon them? He
suddenly felt rather guilty to be able to eat his fill when his
friends and family might yet go hungry this year. He sternly told
himself he had a duty to stay healthy regardless of what was
happening back home, because he had to look after the people held
captive. It never got easier, this being held so far from those he
loved. The damn Rulers had better get off their own well-fed
behinds and sort this problem out. It was, after all, why anyone
ever paid them any attention at all, the supposed ability to keep
Darshian safe. They’d lost the south. Kei hoped they had some idea
how to regain the north.

He relieved himself, washed his
face and hands and then helped himself to the bread and stew. Myri
and Urki had gone outside, and he was now the most alone he had
been...gods, it felt like in forever. At least since they had begun
the march south. Not being able to feel other people’s emotions
unless he put some effort into it, was very restful. He felt rather
stupid to have needed another gifted person to point out how
careless he’d been. His mother would have scolded him soundly, even
though she would have done what she could to help him. The problem
was that people without gifts didn’t really know what it was like
for those with them. Another reason being with Reji was so easy and
undemanding.

Reji.
A sharp pang of loss and sadness filled him at
the thought of his absent lover. Kei was so proud of him, having
got everyone to Darshek safely, on what had to have been a
difficult, dangerous trip. He missed the smell of Reji’s skin, the
way his big hands would cup Kei’s buttocks as he kissed him. He
missed his laugh, and his silly sense of humour. He hoped Reji
wasn’t feeling low, living on Darshek grace for who knew how long.
Reji didn’t like to be confined.

Kei shook his head at his
maunderings. He was supposed to be trying to avoid emotional
turmoil, not add to it. He ate and scrubbed the bowl out with sand
before rinsing it and hanging it out to dry with the other bowls.
He noted a small collection of knives and other potential
weapons—the Prij were clearly not worried about an attack from
within. As well they need not be—none of the hostages would risk
doing anything to bring punishment on their own or their comrades’
heads, nor upon their villages. It was an amazingly simple way of
keeping control over an unwelcoming population.

He collected a clean set of
clothes, and his little-used drying cloth from his pack. The door
was unlocked so he wandered out, and the soldiers standing guard
told him in a friendly enough manner where he could find the other
captives. They were outside the fort, by a stream that ran behind
it. Some were bathing, some were washing their clothes. Others,
like Peit, sat on rocks and idly watched what the others were
doing. There were twenty or so soldiers keeping guard over the
fifty hostages, but they weren’t paying a lot of attention. A
canvas screen had been erected upstream, and from the sounds of the
voices, it was where the women were bathing. The Prij had some odd
notions about modesty and thought it shocking that nudity was no
cause for scandal or concern in Darshianese communities. The
soldiers who brought them south had been surprised men and women
would sleep so close to each other, though since the barracks
weren’t segregated, their captors obviously accepted this oddity of
their prisoners. Such a stupid thing to consider sinful.

He smelled appalling, and his
clothes were disgusting. Since others of his fellow hostages were
sitting nude on the bank, he couldn’t see any reason not to strip,
wash himself and then his clothes. He begged some soap from Gonji,
undressed and left his clothes in a heap on the bank, then strode
into the water.

Which was incredibly cold. He
yelped as his balls tried to crawl up inside him to get away from
the water and then he turned to look at Peit accusingly. “You could
have warned me, you urs fart.”

“It’s not like the water would
get any warmer with warning,” Peit said placidly. “You’d best get
clean and scrub your clothes. I’ll hang them with the others—they
have a place inside for them. With the rains, they’ll never dry
otherwise.”

Kei wondered whose planning
that was. Peit’s advice was wise—standing in the chilly water
wouldn’t do him any good. Kei scrubbed away a month’s worth of
grime and mud, then unbraided his hair and washed it carefully,
finger combing out the tangles. He tied it into a knot as he
scrubbed at his filthy clothes—they would need patching, both shirt
and trousers. At least his overshirt was sound. Still nude, he
walked back over to Peit who accepted the sopping bundle from him
and held out a bone comb. “You might need this.”

As indeed he did, having
forgotten to bring his own with him. He sat on the rock Peit had
abandoned, and let the sun warm his chilly flesh as he carefully
combed his hair dry.

“Would you like me to braid it
for you?”

He turned and saw Jena, freshly
washed and in clean clothes. “That would be kind, thank you.”

She sat behind him and started
work. So luxurious sitting in the sun, having someone attending to
his hair.

“You look much better.”

“I feel very much better, thank
you. Also ashamed.”

She tugged his hair a little.
“No need to be. Soul-touching is a very difficult gift, and more
two-edged than most. You’ve had a lot to bear even without it. I’ve
been talking to your people. They consider themselves very lucky to
have you as their healer and their companion. It’s a wonder your
ears weren’t on fire.”

His cheeks certainly were, to
know they’d been discussing him—but after he’d passed out cold last
night, no doubt a good deal of conversation had happened. “They’re
good people. It’s no trial to serve them at all.”

She finished the braid and
looped it over his shoulder, before sitting next to him on the
rock—probably scandalising the soldiers, but Kei couldn’t have
cared less about that. “They are clearly well-served. I’ve been
itching to pick your brains about an idea I had for a new burns
ointment.”

“Oh, you’ve decided to try the
roast snake fat after all?”

She flicked the end of his
braid. “Remember I am your senior, young man.”

“So sorry, lady Jena. So what’s
this idea?”

“Well, you know the nitre weed
is rather irritating on burns....”

For the first time in a month,
he forgot he was a captive. For the first time in nearly two years,
he could talk to another healer with the same interests and aims as
himself. He was shocked when he looked up at someone’s hail and saw
the soldiers. He’d utterly forgotten their presence, and where they
were. They must have been talking for an hour or more, because his
hair was completely dry and his skin felt warm.

“We should go in,” he murmured,
rising to his feet and picking up his dry clothes to put on. It
hurt to be brought back to reality so abruptly.

“You look troubled again,” Jena
said as she also climbed to her feet. “Did I say something
wrong?’

He made himself smile. “Not at
all. It was the most stimulating conversation I’ve had in a very
long time. It was like...talking to Ma. Or Pa. Or both of them.
Thank you.”

She blushed a little. “You’re
welcome. I get a bit carried away some times, but you have no idea
what it’s like not having anyone to share ideas with.”

“Oh, I think I do. Myka is
going to be an excellent healer one day, but she has no interest in
experiments or theories at all.”

“That’s unfortunate, but
perhaps, being your father’s daughter, she’ll grow into it. You’re
very like him, you know.”

Kei paused in lacing up his
shirt. “I thought you didn’t know them.”

She smiled, making her plain
face almost pretty. “Duka sent me images and memories. I wanted to
put faces and voices to the names. So I can’t say I ‘know’ them,
but...I know what they were like, a little. They must have been
very much in love.”

Kei finished lacing his shirt,
and wished she could read his wish not to talk about this. “They
were. I wasn’t there when Pa died, but I knew...when I heard about
Ma, why she...but if she had only waited a little until I got
home...I still....”

“You’re angry she left
you?”

Kei lifted his head. “She
left both of us. I know how much pain she had to be in to do what
she did, and I know how much she loved Pa, but she didn’t let me
even try.... I’m a healer and I couldn’t even save my own mother,”
he added bitterly.

“She must have felt the same
when Keiji died,” Jena said gently. “Grief does awful things to
people, and perhaps...perhaps she knew you were strong enough to
cope on your own.”

“Yes, obviously I am
doing fine. My village is without a healer, my sister is doing the
gods knows what with those fine bastards in Darshek and I pass out
if one of my friends hugs me. Yes, it was perfectly acceptable for
my mother to drink nitre distillation, because her damn
son is
making such an urs-shitten great job of trying to take her
place.”

He stalked off away from the
stream’s edge. Most of the other captives had gone inside—he hadn’t
realised how humid it had become, and how the clouds had almost
completely blocked the sun. Another few minutes and they would be
caught in the rain.

“Kei, wait!”

He stopped as requested.
He was making a scene and a complete fool of himself. He found it
hard to be calm about losing his parents, for all that it was
something so commonplace. Even Banji was coping better with his
dual loss than Kei ever had. Jena caught up with him and laid a
hand on his wrist. “I’m
sorry. That came out badly.”

“It’s all right. I
overreacted.”

“No, it’s not, and I do
apologise because you don’t need to be upset now. Walk with me to
the drying room—if you go back in with the others now, it’ll hit
you hard.”

He obeyed and let her lead him
to the shed inside the fort, little more than a shelter facing away
from the prevailing wind, looking onto the courtyard, a low wall
the only separation from the courtyard. Long rough poles stood in
long rows, and on them hung many sets of wet clothes, including his
own. Only a glorified verandah, really—the comparison must have
occurred to some of the soldiers, because there were some stools
against the wall. Jena motioned for him to sit. The rain had
started, and a cool breeze filled the shelter with fresh air, a
pleasant change from the oppressive humidity of before.

“I don’t know if it’s been
explained to you how your gift affects you. You don’t just feel the
emotions of others. You take them into yourself a little, so they
enhance and heighten your own. You would almost call soul-touchers
parasites, except they don’t derive any benefit from feeding on
other people’s feelings. You need to get better control over your
own emotions if you are to cope with other people’s.”

“So I have to become some kind
of cold, hard bastard, feeling nothing and caring about nothing?
That’s not likely to happen.”

She smiled and touched
his wrist. “I would hope not.
You have a kind heart, which is your strength and your weakness.
But you’ll drive yourself mad if you don’t learn some restraint.
Your gift is probably at its strongest now, so you are more
sensitive in every way. But your emotions are surging and
retreating wildly, and it’s not healthy. I think now would be a
good time to revisit some of the simpler exercises you would have
been taught. Agreed?”

He drew a deep breath.
“Agreed.”

He worked with her for several
hours until she called a halt. By then, his headache had returned
in full strength. He had to retreat to his corner of the barracks
and lie with the blanket over his head, which was mortifying, to
say the least, knowing Jena had to explain what was going on. He
had always been used to being fit and well, and a strong reliable
person. Now he was like some sickly child, having his whims
indulged. Ridiculous to be spending time on this when the situation
was so serious.

It was nightfall before he felt
able to join the others again, and he gritted his teeth at the
sympathetic looks he got when he came to join the rest of them for
the evening meal. He found it very hard to be polite, and it was
easier to take his food and retreat once more. Jena came to join
him. “We have to stop this. It’s crippling me, and this is no time
for it,” he told her angrily.

“On the contrary, it’s the
perfect time for it. What do you think it will be like in the
future, when we cross those mountains? We could face almost
anything, for who knows how long. If things go badly, and you have
to deal with it in your present state, you won’t survive it. I
speak to you as a healer to a patient now, for that’s what you are.
Now endure the therapy and trust I want the best for you.”

“I look like a fool,” he said
miserably, hunching over the bowl of food he no longer had any
appetite for.

“Do you think your patients are
fools? Do you think they need to be mocked for being ill?” She
sighed and patted his arm. “They do say we make the worst
patients.”

He reluctantly accepted what
she said. He hadn’t seen himself in need of healing, but clearly he
was. “All right. But I can’t do any more today. My head’s killing
me.”

“Yes, I’m sure. But on
the other hand, I think your control is better.” She put her hand
on his face. “Yes, I think it
is. What you are feeling from the others is much less intense. This
is good. Do you want your food?”

“Not really.”

“Then lie down and I’ll ease
the pain a little. You should sleep again. You have an injury and
it needs to heal. Think of it like any other.’

“Yes, healer Jena. Are you any
better when you’re ill?”

She regarded him gravely,
but a small smile twitched her lips. “I don’t allow myself to get sick.”

He snorted at that, but then
let her marvellous touch ease the ache in his head. He could only
trust the therapy she prescribed would not be a long one.

~~~~~~~~

If it weren’t for Jena, the
month that followed their arrival at the fort would have been
mind-numbingly boring for Kei. They had little to do other than
prepare food, clean themselves and their belongings, and make
repairs. The rest of the time was spent idling by the stream,
talking or bathing. When it rained, people gathered in the barracks
and continued to build on the new friendships which had been struck
up. The hostages from Ai-Beyto arrived two weeks later. Kei knew
some of them as he had once travelled with his parents to that
village, and they were as glad as he was to see a familiar
face.

They were also delighted to
know of the safe arrival of the refugees from their village and the
others. By now, Kei had rebuilt his control enough so the reactions
of the newcomers did not affect him, although he was aware of their
emotions, just as he was of those of all the others. Jena’s lessons
were finally having the desired outcome, and he felt much calmer
and steadier than he had done in a long time. Her presence was a
blessing in another way too. Planning with her over the care of the
hostage group, exchanging ideas, even doing a little plant
collecting by the stream to see if there were any species they were
unaware of which might hold medicinal properties, kept his mind
occupied and stopped him gnawing on things he could do nothing
about.

Her mind-speaking was a major
factor in keeping morale up, although she warned once they crossed
the mountains, her link with the others, already stretched to its
absolute limit, would be broken. Until then she could keep them
informed of news from the villages with mind-speakers, and from
Darshek. So far, the soldiers quartered on the villages had caused
no trouble. Their main concern was collecting grain and sending
surpluses to the outposts being set up, and making sure the traders
were travelling south and not north. They didn’t interfere with
everyday running of village affairs, or at least, they hadn’t up to
now. It was always possible things might change once Darshek had
surrendered to the siege now in place, for which the city had had
ample warning and time for preparation. The hostages were told not
to be alarmed at the news of the siege, nor over any delay in
rescuing them. The rainy season would mean things wouldn’t happen
for a couple of months at least, but preparations were being made.
They were asked to be patient, Jena reported.

Peit snorted. “Like we have any
choice,” he said derisively, and there were many nods of
agreement.

“It is true we don’t,” Gonji
said. “The Prij think of us as prisoners. We should instead think
of ourselves as...emissaries.”

“What?” Kei said, surprised and
not a little amused at the idea. “You’re touched.”

“No, listen to me. The Prij
hold us in contempt because they’re ignorant of us. They call us
savages, and mock our beliefs. We’re trying to learn what we can of
their ways, but let them also see we’re not savages, not
barbarians. By behaving with dignity and good humour, we may do as
much as any direct attack to win good treatment for our
clansmen.”

“You’re being rather
idealistic, Gonji. The prejudices are very deep, and these people
aren’t rational. Just witness that ceremony this morning. How can
you reason with people who think setting fire to branches sprinkled
with salt will somehow bring good fortune?”

“Very true. But the alternative
is to let them confirm the worst of their beliefs about us. If one
is practical, we’re likely to be treated better if they respect us,
than if they despise us.”

Maybe so, Kei thought, but it
would be a long struggle for that respect.

They’d know soon enough what
their fate was to be. Jena had been tracking the progress of the
Ai-Kislik hostages and knew they were two weeks behind those of
Ai-Beyto. Nerves grew taut again, and there were some quickly ended
quarrels among the group as the day of the last hostages’ arrival
drew near. Generally tempers were less frayed than they might have
been, but the waiting was hard on them all.

Finally, on the thirteenth day,
close to noon, Kei heard a blast of horns sounding from the
sentinels, and soldiers assembled in the courtyard. He, like the
other Darshianese, came outside the barracks to see what was
happening. It took some time before the great wooden gates of the
fort were swung open, and in rode several men on urs beasts,
followed by a hundred or so soldiers and the hostages on foot.

The sergeant in charge of the
fort saluted the arriving officers and barked out commands, which
Kei recognised as orders for soldiers to come and take charge of
the urs beasts. With a shock, he realised one of the men
dismounting was the general who’d been so supercilious at Ai-Albon.
The man wore an oilskin, and took it off, revealing a much less
impressive suit of armour than what he’d displayed at Kei’s
village. This time he wasn’t wearing a helmet, and as his oilskin’s
hood was removed, a fall of bright golden hair was exposed, as well
as a coldly handsome face, half obscured by a neat beard of a
darker red-gold than his head hair. He was not, to Kei’s surprise,
much older than himself—possibly only Reji’s age. Somehow, Kei had
expected him to be in his middle years, but this was a young man in
the prime of his life, very tall and muscular, every inch a
warrior. What really caught Kei’s attention were the piercing blue
eyes under fine blond eyebrows, which seemed to see everything,
missing nothing, assessing and judging.

The man scanned the courtyard
and his assembled soldiers as the sergeant continued to make his
report. He didn’t seem interested in what was being said, instead
taking in the details of the building around him, as if trying to
divine its weakness. At last his gaze rested on the hostages. Kei
again felt the wave of virulent hatred mixed with sadness he’d
noted the last time he had encountered this man. Again, even with
all Jena’s training, it made him sick to his stomach. This man’s
emotions respected no boundaries at all.

He must have moved or done
something to catch the man’s eye because suddenly he found himself
the subject of that powerful, cold gaze. Only a fancy, but it was
as if the man saw Kei’s very soul—only to dismiss it as utterly
worthless and hateful. But the moment was brief, and then the man
turned away from him and the rest of the Darshianese as of no
consequence to him at all. He walked in the other direction through
the courtyard, to where the sergeant had his office, and then Kei
lost sight of him altogether.

Ruti from Ai-Darbin hissed in a
breath. “That’s the bastard that murdered Timo. Cut him down like a
dog.”

“He hates us,” Peit said. “The
way he spoke to us, the way he looks at us.... Kei, this doesn’t
bode well.”

“It’ll bode as well or ill as
we let it,” Kei said, letting impatience colour his voice, instead
of the turbulent emotions which seeing this general again had
raised in him. What had caused the man to have such a compelling
disdain for them? And this grief, as strong as the loathing—what
had happened?

It was unfortunate, to say the
least, that it appeared they would be going south with this man in
charge. It was unlikely they would enter Kuprij without someone
senior bringing them in. Still, if he wanted them dead or harmed,
it would have happened by now, so worrying about it would get them
nowhere. Kei went with his comrades to welcome the newcomers from
Kislik and to help them get settled. There would be much to do over
the next few hours, but even as his mind occupied itself with
listing those tasks, he couldn’t help a little shiver of fear. The
Prijian officer who had looked at him had wished Kei dead. More
than that—he wished Kei had never been born.

Hatred like that was almost
like a natural force. Natural forces could be dangerous and
uncontrollable things. If you didn’t learn to live with
them...they’d crush you.

But could one learn to live
with hate that strong? For good or ill, they were about to find
out.


Chapter : Utuk 1

Arman was fighting a war within
himself, and losing. A man used to certainty in his decisions, and
constancy in his beliefs, now he found himself questioning his
thoughts, his actions. His desires conflicted in almost every way.
His urgent need to shake the dust of Darshian from his boots was
matched by his equally powerful urge not to return to his house
which was not a home and never would be. His wish that every one of
the Darshianese hostages would die painful deaths, clashed with the
equally vehement one not to have to return to Darshian to fetch
more of them, and his sense of duty to his sovereign.

His body rebelled too. He was
tired when he wanted to be awake, and yet he couldn’t sleep when he
lay down with that intention. Food had no pleasure for him, and
more often than not, he left what was offered untouched, nauseated
at the idea of eating. Yet there was a hunger in him for something,
anything, to ease the ache in his heart. He had as yet to turn to
wine for solace, but only because it would work too well. He would
not sully Loke’s name by becoming a drunkard in his memory. Yet,
without this to numb his senses, his thoughts ran around and around
in his head like a pet hisk in a cage. They led him to dark and
unhappy places, and he had no power to prevent them doing so.

Perhaps most disturbing to him,
as they began the march towards Urshek and once again fine temples
and ample evidence of devotion to the gods marked the landscape,
was accepting his unwavering, unquestioning, lifelong piety had
utterly ceased to offer him comfort. The rituals, the weekly
thanksgivings—once been a pillar of his life—were now meaningless
and grating. It was a trial to listen to the familiar words, to sit
through the sacrifices, to pretend that, like his men, he still
believed Lord Niko heard every word offered in prayer, and
responded to them. He did not feel himself beloved of the gods any
more.

Worse, he found himself
questioning how Loke’s death could be the gods’ will. Why would
Lord Niko want to let a good, pious boy die and yet spare the
heathen, immoral Darshianese? Why had none of them fallen into the
deep ravines as they had crossed the mountains? He had believed
Niko to be a merciful, wise father to his children. The senseless,
cruel murder of the most innocent of his creations mocked the very
concept of wisdom or mercy.

He kept such thoughts to
himself, of course. His blasphemy would shock and disgust both
peers and his subordinates. Likewise, he spoke to no one of the
confusing shifts in his moods from sadness to fury to numbness,
which wearied him beyond belief. A further sign, if any were
needed, that he was not himself these days—so very far from himself
that he no longer recognised the man he had become. He moved
through each day in a cold, isolated fog, a perfect military
machine, assessing facts and figures and events purely from the
tactical point of view, and caring not about any personal impact on
himself or anyone else. At night, he continued the long walks which
were only slightly effective in wearing him out.

At least the dreams had
stopped on the mountains. Exhaustion was all too easy to achieve
there, even with the guide ropes and bridges that had been built by
the soldiers in the three months since the fort had been
established. He had to admit their engineers had done a magnificent
job—Her Serenity should be pleased. She should be delighted, in
fact. Every thing had gone to plan, precisely as she had wanted it.
Whether she would
be delighted, they would find out soon
enough.

The soldiers and the hostages
had camped on the northern edge of Urshek for a few hours, waiting
for nightfall when they could be moved through the city with the
minimum observation. No one was entirely sure how the southern
Darshianese, who could be troublesome when they put their mind to
it, would react to a group of their fellows being taken under guard
through the streets. So Ritus, meeting them two miles from the city
limits, had advised them to wait before they joined the ship. Arman
didn’t care one way or the other. The slight delay allowed him to
make his reports to Ritus and learn his instructions. Other than
that, he was indifferent.

He had his tent set up and
refreshments served from the supplies Ritus had brought with him.
“I bet you missed Prijian wine,” Ritus said, stretching in his camp
chair expansively.

“One manages,” Arman said in a
frigid tone which made Ritus do a double-take and look at him
oddly.

“A difficult mission? I thought
things had gone well.”

“I’m glad it’s over, that is
all. Now, please tell me Her Serenity’s wishes.”

“Well...hang on, where’s that
boy of yours? I could have sworn you had him with you when you
left. Didn’t leave him behind, did you?” Ritus said jovially.

Arman stiffened. “In a manner
of speaking. He was murdered at Darbin, in the bomb attack. It was
in my reports.”

“Oh...hells, I missed that.
Damn inconvenient for you, losing a good servant like that.”

Ritus couldn’t have appreciated
the danger he was in at that point. Arman fought his anger down.
“The loss of a Prijian citizen is always more than inconvenient,
general. Now, if you don’t mind, I want to know my orders.”

Ritus was obviously surprised
at his rudeness, but the damn fool finally took the hint. “Very
well, as you wish. She wants a triumph, so make sure your armour is
nice and polished up when you hit port. You’ll march down the
Avenue of the Gods to the civic square where she’ll address you and
the population. Shouldn’t take too long and then you can get back
to your wife.”

“And the hostages?”

“Senator Mekus has been
appointed to deal with them. They’re off your hands once the
triumph is over.”

“Thank the gods,” Arman
muttered. “Has the port blockade begun?”

Ritus nodded. “Yes, over a
month ago. No movement from the Rulers, but we won’t expect
anything for a while. Her Serenity is content with progress. So,
tell me about it. What was it like?”

Arman gritted his teeth and put
a bit more flesh on the bare bones of his reports for Ritus’s
entertainment, but then begged to be allowed to rest before the sea
journey. He had no desire in the least to rehash the mission, and
there would be many times when he would be forced to over the
coming days. He wished Her Serenity could have curbed her love of
ceremony and public display, but there was no chance of her missing
the opportunity to celebrate the successful annexation of a large
chunk of Darshian, if not the capital itself. He hoped attention
would be more on her than on him tomorrow.

There were still six hours
before nightfall. He decided to try and sleep. He had a feeling
tomorrow would be a trial.

~~~~~~~~

Kei had become complacent.
While he’d never forgotten they were captives, or that his eventual
fate was to be taken to the Prijian capital, these were facts he
set aside in his mind most of the time. He’d had to, to preserve
his sanity. In the meantime, he’d kept busy, and distracted himself
with talking to Jena and caring for the rest of the hostages. Their
captors were relaxed too, and allowed them much more freedom than
he had expected, which they were careful not to abuse. Their daily
routine, while it was no substitute for liberty, was far from
intolerable.

All that changed when the
‘golden general’, as one of the young men from Ai-Tuek had dubbed
him, arrived. Almost immediately, there was a shift in attitude
from their guards—far less informality, less freedom and even a
return of the hostility and suspicion which Kei had noted among
them when he had first encountered the Prij, but which had slowly
disappeared over the past two months. Some of it undoubtedly came
with the returning soldiers, who had, according to the hostages
from Ai-Kislik, treated them in a much less friendly fashion than
had those who had accompanied the other Darshianese south. But most
of it emanated from the general himself. “Sei Arman,” he was
called. ‘Sei’ was apparently a title, not a first name as Kei had
first thought, referring to his family’s senatorial rank. So the
‘golden general’ was not only a high-ranking officer, but also a
nobleman at that, with family ties to the royal family itself. His
nickname was well deserved.

The fort’s routine became
noticeably stricter, but they had only a couple of days to observe
it. The hostages of Ai-Kislik were only granted that little time to
recuperate, and then all seventy of the Darshianese were instructed
to pack and make themselves ready for the mountain crossing. Extra
blankets were issued, and they were shown how they would need to
tether themselves to guide ropes, brusquely taught knots that would
hold them safe, and warned that if they did anything to endanger
either hostages or soldiers, they would be punished severely, as
would their colleagues. After a month and more of peaceful
co-operation, Kei found it galling to be treated with such
suspicion, as if they were common criminals—no doubt because of the
influence of this Sei Arman.

The month spent in inactivity
had been poor preparation for the crossing, although Kei doubted
anything could really have prepared them fully for it, given that
even the seasoned soldiers struggled with the steep narrow paths,
drenched intermittently with heavy rain which made everything
slippery and even more dangerous. His fellow hostages were
terrified, and so was he—they had never been on terrain like this
in their lives, nor so high up. The thinner air made breathing
difficult, and his heart pounded to the point of nausea—and the
panic of his comrades as they tried not to look at the
vertigo-inducing views only made things worse for him. After the
first few hours, when they stopped for a meal, he was forced to
find Jena and beg her to stay with him, actually in physical
contact, to act as a buffer. He disliked using her this way, but
she told him the effort to muffle what he felt from the others was
far less than what he expended in trying to shield himself, and
that she could easily support him for a few days, if she had to.
Kei had little pride left after the first day’s climbing, and was
glad for any relief he could get.

The highest passes were icy in
parts, forcing them to all move at a snail’s pace. Even with this
caution, he could only watch helplessly as a soldier in front of
him slipped and fell to his death. A halt was called briefly, and
words were spoken in honour of the man, but then they were moved
on. Staying would only endanger them further, but it still seemed a
little callous. The mood of the men was sombre after that—and the
Darshianese fears only grew worse. Kei truly believed they would
never leave this grim and dangerous place alive.

But after the second day, they
began the descent, and while it was still difficult and far from
safe, just the knowledge this part of the journey was coming to an
end lifted their spirits somewhat. It also helped that it was
easier to breathe, and the temperature rose every hour as they came
down the mountains. When they finally saw the lush greenness of the
south Darshianese coastal plains, Kei could have cried with relief.
He could have cried with weariness too, but that was a given.

They were given no time to
rest, and were marched a good fifteen miles from the end of the
trail. Then, for no reason he could see, they were told to halt.
This order came after the arrival of a welcome party of soldiers,
led by an officer wearing a similar uniform to that the ‘golden
general’ habitually wore. Kei heard one of the soldiers say
something about ‘old Ritus’. He guessed the newcomer was the
general in charge of south Darshian he’d heard soldiers at the fort
mention, not always in flattering terms. Camp wasn’t set up,
although cooking fires were soon alight. Kei and the others
welcomed food and a chance to ease exhausted bodies, and wondered
what would happen to them now.

The mood of his fellow hostages
was grim despite the end of the dangerous mountain journey, for it
meant now they were truly isolated from their families and friends.
Jena sat beside him to eat, sad and weary. Kei touched her arm.

“Can you hear any mind-speakers
from the south here?”

She shook her head.
“Their thoughts will be
guarded and until I can make contact in person, or they find out
about me, they won’t ‘hear’ me. It is necessary for ones like us to
know those we are mind-speaking to, when over a distance. Only the
truly Gifted can speak without an introduction.”

Not even the truly Gifted
could speak across the mountains, or the deep seas, nor over the
distance Utuk was from Darshek. “So, it’s up to us now,” Kei
‘said’, trying to sound cheerful.

“We can only do our best, and
hope for a rescue sooner rather than later. Let’s also hope the
rains are not extended this year.”

Even with the messages from
Darshek they’d had up until they left, promising an early solution,
and even with knowing his family and friends were working hard to
push the Rulers into action, Kei couldn’t help but feel depressed
at now being cut off from communicating with them. He’d missed Myka
and Reji before, but now it felt almost like they had died, their
absence now so total, and possibly permanent. It was hard to appear
optimistic even though he had to—his moods affected the others who
looked to him for leadership. He wasn’t allowed the luxury of
sulking.

He was surprised that at dusk,
orders were given to be on the move again. Paths illuminated by
torches, the soldiers and their captives walked in silence through
what seemed the back streets of Urshek. Kei wondered if the Prij
were ashamed of their actions, or fearful of causing ill feeling
among the southerners. There was a stench in the air he recognised
from his time in Darshek—the stink from the docks. Sure enough,
they were marched down near the water where an enormous ship waited
in moorings.

“Gods,” Peit whispered. “How
does it stay afloat? Surely we’re not all going on that?”

But they were, and even Kei,
who had once travelled on a boat, albeit a much smaller one, and
only on a day’s excursion to one of the islands near Darshek,
couldn’t help being afraid of travelling in this monster. It
swallowed the seventy hostages easily, as well as the hundred or so
soldiers with them, and yet had room for numerous sailors and even
three urs beasts. Kei expected the thing to sink like a stone—but
it only swayed as its passengers came on board and didn’t go lower
in the water at all.

They were taken to a hold and
locked in, with buckets for relieving themselves and canteens of
water they were warned had to last them until the following
morning. There was no movement, no relief of a breeze through the
small portholes for hours. Despite their fears, sheer physical
exhaustion meant most of them soon drowsed in the stuffy
darkness.

Kei was unable to sleep so
easily—his own emotions and worries were too turbulent—and so he
was one of the only hostages to be awake when the great ship began
to move, the shouts of the sailors and the roars of the urs beasts
warning him things were changing. At least the air was a little
cooler, a salty, seaweed-scented wind coming in through the
portholes, an alien but not unwelcome smell.

He tried to get comfortable
again on the bare floor. Urki’s head was in his lap, Peit was
slumped against his shoulders. Kei used their warm, familiar
presence to try to calm his fears and to make himself sleep. They
had a long night ahead of them and tomorrow would bring the gods
alone knew what to burden them.

~~~~~~~~

The return crossing had been
choppier than their outward journey, but it didn’t affect their
speed much. Arman had a couple of hours sleep, but his dreams and
the heat of the cabin drove him out on deck, where he sat wrapped
in his cloak, watching the phosphorescence of the waves and hearing
the sails flapping and the spars creaking, but not really paying
attention to any of it.

Without willing it in the
least, he couldn’t stop thinking of the last sea journey he had
made and with whom, and all that had happened afterwards. His
reactions were too extravagant for good sense. He hadn’t grieved
this hard even when his mother had died, although a child of eight
possibly might not feel things so deeply as an adult would. But
Loke had made so many things tolerable which now seemed an
impossible burden—his marriage, a career not of his choosing nor of
his inclination, the expectations of his civic role....

Arman did not make friends
easily, and never had. He had always been a solitary child, his
brother the only company he had ever wanted, and had found the army
a rude awakening after years immersed in his books. He had adapted
only because he’d had no choice, and because he had become skilled
at hiding his feelings, living in a household as an unfavoured
second child. Tijus had always been his friend, as had Karus, but
Tijus had married young and left their home to set up a country
estate with a wife who preferred her own friends to keeping her
husband’s sullen younger brother company. Karus could not be his
teacher forever, and had likewise left, retiring to enjoy the
fruits of many years tutoring the nobility.

For months after Karus retired,
Arman had felt lost. Too young to join the army—a destiny that held
no joy at all for him—and without a friendly face to turn to, he
had retreated even more into his books. Then Loke and his mother
had come to his home, and his life had changed forever.

He wiped his eyes even as he
smiled in remembrance. How frightened and sad Loke had been, his
green eyes so huge in a miserable pale face that had forgotten how
to smile. His father, a minor nobleman and one-time business
partner of Arman’s father, had died of a wasting disease, leaving
crippling debts. His wife and son had been forced to sell their
home and nearly all their possessions. Loke’s mother, Mari, had
been a close companion of Arman’s mother, a school friend who’d
known her all her life. In one of the only acts of spontaneous
kindness Arman had ever witnessed his father carry out, Mari had
been offered a place in Arman’s home as their housekeeper, with
accommodation for her and her son for as long as they wanted it.
Loke, then only nine, was set to serve as Arman’s page—more, Arman
suspected, as a way to keep both of them out of mischief than
anything else.

Something in Loke’s
grief-filled eyes had called to Arman, and so he had taken the
child under his wing, doing what he could to ease his fears and
make him laugh. It had taken a little while, because Loke had loved
his father dearly and the change in their circumstances had been a
great shock to him, but then the boy had responded, revealing a
generous, bright spirit which for eight wonderful years had made
Arman’s life mean something, if only because Loke depended on Arman
as much as Arman loved and needed him.

How ironic that having eased
Loke’s grief at the start of their friendship, Loke himself should
be the cause of such pain at the end of it. Unfortunately, there
was no lonely older boy with time on his hands and a need to
assuage his own sadness to help Arman, as Arman had helped Loke.
Now he was more alone than ever. His marriage acted as another
barrier to interactions, even with those few people close to him.
It was difficult to socialise with married friends without
explaining why his wife did not come with him. No wonder he had
spent so much time with the widowed Karus. But even Karus did not
know, at least, not from Arman’s own lips, the truth of his
relationship with Mayl. Karus assumed, as did everyone else, that
Arman and the senator’s daughter had the perfect marriage, except
for the lack of children. Arman laughed bitterly, remembering. Of
course, even that flaw was now rectified.

With a shock, he saw the
faintest pink glow on the horizon. Dawn. He had spent the entire
night in this fashion, and now he was both disgusted at his
self-indulgence and stiff as a board in punishment. He could see
the dark outline of Kuprij’s largest island but the ship was still
clearly some two or three hours from port. He supposed he had
better try to get some more rest. Or at least polish his damn
armour.

 



Chapter : Utuk 2

The noise was incredible. It
wasn’t just the cheering, or the drums, or the trumpets, or the
braying of the odd looking animals some of the soldiers were now
riding. It was all those things together in a deafening roar that
went on and on, numbing Kei’s mind as he and the others stumbled
along the marble paved street, with soldiers massed to all sides of
the hostages, their path led by drum-beating musicians and dancing
women. Far ahead, he saw the ‘golden general’ on top of one of the
mounts, dressed in his finest armour. Other than that, Kei could
only see his fellow Darshianese, the backs of the soldiers, the
tops of the huge stone buildings, and here and there, glimpses
between their guard of the watching crowd, who yelled praise for
the general and the soldiers, and jeered mightily as the
Darshianese passed. Some even threw missiles, although the soldiers
accompanying them quickly put a stop to it.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t
feel the emotions of the crowds. The fruit throwing was without
particular malice towards them—more for the fun of it, and because
such things were almost expected. There was much curiosity, some
apprehension, a lot of excitement which may have been because of
the general festivities going on around them. He and his comrades
were an excuse for a mighty good holiday, he thought sourly.

Ironically, although they had
finally reached the end of their long, long journey, he was now
close to breaking point. He’d had no sleep at all, and once the
ship was out on the open sea, many of the other hostages had woken
up with severe seasickness. The provided buckets were soon close to
overflowing, but it had taken a lot of determined banging and
yelling to get the sailors’ attention, have the buckets removed and
empty ones provided in their place. The sailors offered no remedy
for the sickness—perhaps fortunately since Kei doubted it would be
remotely effective—but it meant misery for afflicted and
non-afflicted alike. Then, after hours and hours of this torture,
they were removed from the ship under the guard of what seemed to
be every soldier on Kuplik, and roped together like condemned
criminals, to be exposed to the curious and disdainful gaze of
thousands of idle Prij.

Kei would have been
furious if he’d had the energy, but he, like the others, was too
exhausted to work up anything other than a fervent need to
just stop. To find out their fate, even if it meant death—to stop
moving, stop walking and above all, stop being pushed around and
stared at. Even Peit—the rock of the group, normally never bothered
by any hardship, placid and strong—was close to tears now. They all
felt that way.

Gods, would this journey never
end? This street they were marching down was miles long, and held
an endless supply of people—how could they fit them all in this
city? They were the first Prijian civilians Kei had had a chance to
look at in any detail. Like the soldiers, they were much fairer
than the Darshianese. Here and there were heads of hair darker than
the prevailing blonds and reds, but nothing like the black colour
of Kei’s people, no one with dark brown eyes, and every one of them
milk pale, unlike the brown tanned skins of the northerners. They
should be close to burning to death in the heat. Some carried
parasols, many wore hats against the punishing sun, although it was
cooler than it had been in Urshek. He remembered one of his
instructors in Darshek telling him once the Prij came originally
from a much colder land, but had settled Kuprij centuries ago,
having lost all connection with their ancestors. Perhaps their
paleness was a holdover from that time. The Darshianese were the
colour of earth by comparison.

He shook his head—he’d wandered
off in his mind again, and had missed the fact their route had
altered. They were now entering a large square, nearly as large as
the main assembly forum in Darshek, filled with cheering people and
surrounded by tall, metal and stone buildings which glittered in
the sunlight. At the far end of this enormous place stood an
imposing structure, all columns and statuary. Kei and the others
were led to the front of it, and made to stop. Everyone seemed to
be waiting for something. The ‘golden general’ took off his helm,
and made his mount stand still.

A blare of horns, and then a
figure—a woman—appeared on the huge balcony, and stepped up onto a
dais where a chair was in position for her. This would be the
feared sovereign. The woman addressed as ‘Her Serenity’, Kita
impossible name impossible name or other. Such a tiny person to
have caused so much havoc.

There must have been a signal,
because the general called out in a firm voice, three soldiers near
the hostages discreetly translating his words for their benefit.
“Your gracious Serenity, the land of Darshian now belongs to the
Prijian Empire. I present to you your newest subjects.”

Slight
exaggeration there, you urs fart. They
didn’t have all
of Darshian yet, and hopefully, one day, not
even what they laid claim to now. But he said none of this, of
course. The general made a low bow from the back of his mount, and
the sovereign raised a hand in acknowledgement. A courtier stepped
forward and unrolled a scroll—these people really liked the
flamboyant details, Kei noted—and made the response for the ruler.
The soldiers continued translating, though Kei half-wished they
hadn’t.

“Our dear and loyal general,
Sei Arman, we thank you and our other generals, Jozo and Ritus, for
the glory you have brought to Prij and to ourselves. The subjects
you have brought to our attention this day will receive all the
kindness and learn the benefits of life in the Prijian empire. We
extend our hospitality to them during their stay.”

Kei stared at the speaker
and the woman whose words he read in disbelief. Hospitality? Were
these bastards remotely serious? Because if they
were, he and his fellow Darshianese were in a lot more trouble than
he thought. Their captors weren’t just aggressive
warmongers.

They were completely
insane.

~~~~~~~~

Arman walked through the palace
corridors, wishing this day were over. He had a monstrous headache,
and the nonsense he had just been witness to was insulting even to
the wretched Darshianese. Kita was playing to the crowd again,
presenting herself as the gracious, generous ruler. But she really
stretched credulity if she thought anyone imagined the pitiful
captives standing in front of her in bonds had been shown either
kindness or hospitality—or that they would be treated with anything
more than contempt by the Prij. They were defeated, and hostages.
Pretending otherwise was offensive.

He kept his thoughts to
himself, naturally. Dying at the hands of an enemy was one
thing—being hanged as a traitor was entirely another. He waited in
the antechamber before his presence was requested, and he walked
in, his helmet under his arm.

“Our dear Arman, how good it is
that you have returned safely.”

He knelt and took the offered
hand. Small and dainty, apparently delicate like its owner—only a
fool would mistake the appearance for reality. Her Serenity was
five short feet of pure steel, tempered in acid—and after
twenty-two years of life, as seasoned a politician as her father
had been at twice her age. “Thank you, your highness.”

He waited to be asked to stand,
and when he did, stood stiffly at attention, hoping his travel
odour would inspire her to cut the interview short. Blikus, the
Lord Commander, stood in the background, sharp eyes watching him
carefully. “We have received your reports. A most successful
campaign. Commendably little loss of our troops too. You and Jozo
make a good team.”

“Thank you, your highness. It
is an honour to serve with him.”

Blikus grunted at the fine
words, sincerely meant for all their politeness. “The lack of
resistance surprised him, I note. Do you think they’re playing some
kind of game?”

“No, my Lord Commander. I
believe they are simply degenerate. We were dealing with farmers
and stupid ones at that. The day the North is populated with good
Prijian citizens instead of Darshianese will be a proud one.”

Ah, he’d let his feelings get
away from him. Blikus narrowed his eyes in disapproval, but Her
Serenity was pleased. “Very true, Arman. Now, we’re sure you want
to be on your way to your home.” She smiled slyly. “We believe you
may have some good news awaiting you.”

Of course—he wasn’t supposed to
know. “And what is that, your highness, may I be so bold as to
ask?”

She tapped him on the
cheek with her fan, an inappropriately coy look on her face. “No,
no, we shan’t spoil the surprise. But let us just say we believe
you will be most
pleased. We have already rejoiced at your good
fortune.”

“I look forward to this news
which has brought you joy, your highness,” he said, trying not to
let his disgust colour his voice. “Is there anything in my reports
which you need more detail on?”

“None, Arman. They were most
thorough, as usual. We see you lost your personal servant. Always a
risk, is that not the case, Blikus? When civilians travel with the
troops?”

“Yes, your highness. I’m sure
the general is aware of that.” Arman bowed his head and gritted his
teeth. “Arman, we should talk about the fine details but not today.
As Her Serenity says, you must want to see your wife.”

“Yes, my lord. May I therefore
be excused, your highness?”

“With our thanks, naturally,”
Kita said, holding her hand out again for another formal kiss.

“I’ll walk you out, with your
highness’s permission?” Kita nodded and Blikus strode out as Arman
bowed and followed in his wake.

Their booted footsteps echoed
in the marble halls, a sound Arman had become unused to in four
months away. “Do you really believe we are dealing with
degenerates?” Blikus asked. “Leaving aside, of course, your obvious
hatred of the race.”

Like Jozo, Blikus disliked
emotions being brought into decisions. “I only know what I saw, my
lord. There was almost no resistance, and the captives had been no
trouble at all. Were we dealing with Prijian farmers, I would have
expected much more of a fight.”

“No resistance other than that
incident at Darbin, you mean.”

“An isolated incident, my lord,
easily dealt with. There was no repeat of anything resembling
it.”

Blikus grunted. “As you say, it
doesn’t speak well of their fighting ability, but I would caution
you not to underestimate them. I have had much to do with the
Darshianese, and they are neither stupid nor passive. You know that
as well as I do.”

“Yes, my lord. But the
northerners seem to be of a different stock. Whatever the truth, we
have taken the north with ease.”

“We have taken a collection of
farms and villages. Darshek is a different proposition.”

“Yes, my lord. Is there
anything else you wish clarification over?”

Blikus gave him a long look.
“You seem...dissatisfied. Not like a general who’s just had a
significant success. You and Jozo are on your way to senatorial
status in your own right if you keep this up.”

As if he wanted
that. “I’m
tired, Lord Blikus, that’s all. It’s been a long campaign, however
easy our success.”

“Hmmm. Very well. You’ll be on
your way to your home?”

“Eventually. But there’s
something I must do first.”

~~~~~~~~

The public humiliation,
for all its disturbing nature, didn’t last long, for which Kei was
wearily thankful. They were all taken inside the palace to a large,
richly decorated but sparsely furnished hall, their bonds removed,
and for the first time that morning, given food and drink and even
a chance to wash arms and faces. Kei wondered if someone thought
they stank. And whose damn
fault is it, if we do?

No one came near them for some
time. There were soldiers on the door who ignored them, but other
than that, they were left alone. There was nothing for it but to
sit on the ground and wait. “What do you suppose they’re going to
do with us?” Urki asked, voice trembling. She’d had a dreadful
night.

Kei hugged her close. “Don’t
know, Urchichi. Don’t waste energy worrying.”

“Maybe they’re going to ask us
to dinner,” Peit rumbled. “How’s your dancing, Kei?”

“Better than yours, you great
urs beast. With those huge feet, you’d step on that Serenity woman
and squash her flat.”

That raised a rare smile from
people. Jena couldn’t even to manage that. She missed the contact
of other mind-speakers—something, she said, she usually took for
granted like Kei took his soul-touching. He passed Urki to Peit and
went to Jena’s side, giving her an embrace too, not surprised to
find a few tears wetting his dirty shirt. She’d been so strong—they
all had. Everyone had their limits, and it looked like she had
reached hers some hours ago.

At last the soldiers at the
door stiffened to attention, and shortly afterwards, a man in
either an elaborately decorated dress or a very baggy shirt and
trousers—Kei couldn’t quite decide which—came in with a guard of
ten men. “I am Senator Mekus,” he said in accented but clear
Darshianese. “Her Serenity has placed you in my charge. I want the
children of the clan heads to come forward and name your
people.”

Kei and the others leaders did
as the rather short-tempered man bid them. His disgust with them
was almost visible. He walked around them, tut-tutting at their
filthy state.

“Right, listen carefully.
You’ll be placed with our finest families in their service until
this Darshian affair is finished—you had better appreciate the
honour. During this time, you’ll be taught our language, our law
and our religion. You will follow the orders of your hosts and of
the Prijian authority without question, or there will be severe
penalties. Do you understand this?” The murmur of assent,
curiously, only increased his disgust. “Very well.” He turned and
gave one of his soldiers an order, and the man left the room at a
run. “Straighten up, you damn heathens. You are about to receive a
visit from Her Serenity.”

There wasn’t really a lot to be
done except stand a little taller, and make sure trousers and
shirts were properly laced. Mekus paced impatiently, but then a
short blast sounded on a horn outside the room. The soldiers
within, as Mekus himself, stood rigidly to attention, and, as the
advance guard entered the room, Mekus hissed, “Kneel, you
disrespectful fools.”

The Darshianese obeyed, but not
fast enough. Two guards pushed those who were too slow to their
knees, moments before the tiny woman Kei had seen earlier, swept
into the room.

“Your highness,” Mekus said,
bowing low. She held out a languid hand to him, but her eyes were
on the Darshianese. She said something Kei didn’t catch and then
walked closer to them.

Kei felt like an urs beast at
market, the way those cold green eyes looked at him and the others.
He sensed...curiosity, and a good deal of disdain. None of the
loathing he associated with high-ranking Prijians. No fear,
naturally. This woman was used to creating fear in others, not
experiencing it.

She took her time, walking
through the kneeling ranks of hostages without speaking to, or
touching them, Mekus following obsequiously behind her. She came
back to the front of the group and stood in front of Kei. “Stand
up,” Mekus snapped.

“What is your name, boy?” she
asked in Prijian.

‘Boy’—that was rich coming from a
woman barely out of childhood herself. “Kei, your
highness.”

She was surprised he responded
without waiting for Mekus to translate. “You speak our language?
Already?”

“Only a little,” he said, which
was true. “Some words.”

She made a rapid comment
to Mekus he certainly didn’t understand. She dismissed him from her
attention, and one of the soldiers pushed him back to his
knees. How
polite.

She had nothing more to say to
them—inspecting her livestock, not her new subjects—and left, Mekus
bowing low until she left. Then he stood straight and glared at
them. “All right, you’ll be taken to a compound until we find
places for you. Follow the sergeant and bear in mind my warning.
Get on your feet!”

The hostages scrambled up,
confused as Kei by this endless, pointless up and down, and trailed
after the sergeant Mekus had indicated. “You, what is it, Kei? Not
you. You’ve already been placed.”

“My lord?”

Mekus ignored him and turned to
one of the soldiers. “Bring him. I need to write a note to his new
master.”

And who in
hells is that? Kei already didn’t like
the sound of this. He was no man’s servant—and he wasn’t anyone’s
slave either, Gonji’s ‘emissaries’ be damned.

~~~~~~~~

Arman took the time to take off
his ceremonial armour, and to wash his face and hands before he
rode his borrowed jesig to his father’s house. It had been
months—no, more like nearly a year since he had made this journey.
He and his father had no reason to attend each other’s houses. They
nodded at each other at the monthly celebration of the Goddess
Punus, and their servants carried messages between them. It wasn’t
necessary to actually speak to his father, which was how they both
liked it. Today, he was not coming to visit his parent either, but
he expected that he would see him.

He asked the footman if his
esteemed father could spare his humble son a few moments, hoping
this would not be the case, but word came for Arman to attend his
parent in the library. His father would have watched from the
senatorial gallery, so it was hardly needed to tell him that his
son had returned.

His father was at his desk, and
didn’t stand. “Ah, Arman. Returning covered in glory, once
more.”

“A joint effort, father. I
trust the senators were pleased with our reports.”

“They were acceptable to all,
as I’m sure Her Serenity has already told you. Are you just here to
receive my personal gratitude?”

“No, father. I came to see Tir
Mari.”

“Mari? Whatever for?” His
father wasn’t stupid, whatever his faults, and laid his pen down as
he worked it out. “Oh blessed gods. Surely not Loke.” Loke was one
of the few things Arman and his father had had a mutual concern
for. One more tie
broken.

“Yes, I regret it is so.”

“She’ll take this hard. How did
it happen?”

“An enemy attack to the rear.
We lost six people, him included.”

His father glared at him. “You
should never have taken the boy on the campaign. It was a
thoughtless act, an unnecessary risk.”

“It was at his own insistence,
father,” Arman said, his throat tight with grief and anger. “I’m
aware of my fault. None, I assure you, is more conscious of it, or
has a greater regret.”

“None save Tir Mari,” his
father said with heavy sarcasm. “She’s in the garden. Bring her in
when...when you’ve done. She’ll need comforting.”

“Of course.” It was a source of
constant amazement that his father, always so cold and judgemental
towards him, had an endless source of patience and affection for
Mari and her son. Arman had briefly suspected there was more than
friendship involved, but it seemed his father simply honoured Mari
and Loke for who they were, and their family’s past relationship
with him. Would that the man would be so concerned for those
actually related to him. “If she needs anything—”

“Then I will provide it. Do you
think I am so doddering or so poor that the father needs the son to
pay his way? Go do your duty, and then say a prayer for the poor
child’s spirit. He was the saving of you—you owe him a great
deal.”

Arman was surprised his father
had even noticed. “I don’t need my father to tell me that.”

“You grow impertinent.” His
father stood now, a little red in the face. “You’re only a soldier,
and not my heir. You will show me respect due my rank or I shall
have it taught to you.”

Arman bowed low. “Apologies. I
misspoke. May I have your permission to withdraw?”

“I already told you to leave,
you arrogant brat. Go and find the woman whose child you
murdered.”

Arman took a step
forward, and drew a breath. “Loke,” he said through gritted teeth,
“was murdered
by the Darshianese. Do not put that lie about,
father, or we shall be even more at odds, and I don’t think you
want that. You’re a senator, but I’m Her Serenity’s general and in
good favour with her. She won’t appreciate your slandering me, or
her army.”

His father glared. “You
are in good favour now, but the favours of women are
fickle things.”

“As are those of fathers, it
seems,” he snapped, then turned smartly on his heel and walked out.
He would hear about this again. Perhaps from Kita, who was fond of
pretending a maternal role with her senior people, and liked to
beard them over personal matters. His father was not above using
his own favoured position to have Her Serenity made a dig at his
aggravating son if it suited him.

Outside the library, Arman
forced himself to calm down. He hadn’t come here to fight with the
old bastard. He drew the wallet out of his breast pocket—he had
kept it close by him for weeks now, but it was time it found its
proper home. But he wasn’t looking forward to performing this last
duty for his friend.

~~~~~~~~

Kei was nearing the point that
if another person poked him in the back to make him move faster, or
shouted at him in Prijian as if speaking loudly somehow made them
easier to understand, or wrinkled their nose in disgust at his
clothes, he’d punch them. He wasn’t prone to violence and the last
time he’d hit someone in anger had been when he was ten—and then
Urki had pounded him into the dirt—but by the gods he’d give it a
go.

“Touch me again and I’ll bite
you,” he muttered in response to yet another incomprehensible order
accompanied by a shove in the back, but because the escort didn’t
speak Darshianese, they ignored him. Again. He could have been a
statue being shipped to a new owner for all the attention they gave
to him. The pace at which they marched him along made no
concessions at all to his rapidly declining ability to keep up.

Utuk was a city of stone and
gardens, pretty waterfalls, and apparently wealthy, happy citizens.
But here and there, Kei sensed an undercurrent of violence and
greed. The image of a placid, contented populace the city so
obviously strove to achieve, was little more than that—an
image.

It was, for the moment, none of
his concern. All he could do was go to where he was prodded, try to
work out from emotions and expressions what the hells they wanted
him to do, and not panic about where he was being taken.

Eventually this was revealed
when they came to a grand house in what seemed to be the better
part of the city. One of the soldiers knocked for admittance and
handed over the note Kei had seen Mekus give him—the one with
instructions for Kei’s disposal, he assumed. After a few minutes,
the footman who’d answered the door returned, and Kei was taken
inside.

Despite his weariness and his
anxiety, his natural curiosity was aroused. The buildings here were
very different from those in Darshek, with sparser furnishings and
more severe in style. These contrasted with the rich, ornate
decoration of doorways and floors, with mosaics and carvings
depicting mainly scenes from the sea. The quality was high, and, he
guessed, expensive. He wasn’t being given in charge to a pauper,
for sure.

He was brought out to a
cloistered area, and made to stand in a courtyard. Shortly
afterwards, an elaborately coiffed, breathtakingly beautiful woman
in the middle stages of pregnancy, and dressed in a fine yellow
gown and delicate sandals, came out to meet them. A man of somewhat
less attractiveness, carrying a long ornate black cane like a
symbol of office, accompanied her. Her husband? His servant? Kei
couldn’t tell at first, but the way the soldiers deferred to the
woman, and the man bowed to her, made the situation clear. Was he
going to be a lady’s servant?

She came over to look at him,
giving him much the same kind of impersonal scrutiny the sovereign
had, and with similar disdain. He also sensed malice and not a
little amusement, though at what, he had no idea. “What is your
name?”

The question had been asked of
him in Prijian so often, he could answer it easily, but when he
failed to understand her next remark, she rolled her eyes in
disgust, and spoke to her servant. “My mistress wants to know if
you know why you are here.”

“No, my lord.”

The servant turned and
translated for her. She smiled, not a particularly pleasant sight,
and then waved her hands at the soldiers in clear dismissal. They
saluted and the footman led them away, leaving Kei subject to the
uncomfortable scrutiny of his new mistress. She walked around him
for a few moments, clearly assessing him, and then snapped
something at her servant, who bowed as she left, then turned to
Kei. “Come with me.”

Kei followed the man into the
house, along more richly decorated halls, and then into some kind
of laundry or washroom. “You will clean yourself and change your
clothing. You can wash your present clothing here too and hang them
on that line.”

“My lord, may I ask your
name?”

“My name is Mykis, but you will
call me ‘sir’, boy.” He tapped his cane against the floor for
emphasis.

“Yes, sir. What will I be doing
here? Will I be serving your mistress?”

Mykis gave him an evil looking
smile, pleased malice rolling off him, his small eyes squinting at
some private joke. “No, you’ll be serving the master. Now be quick
about cleaning yourself. My mistress hates dirt and smell, and I
run a clean household. I won’t let you filthy Darshianese change
that.”

Yes, because of course we all
live in mud wallows and eat shit.

The man watched him clean
himself, indicating he could use the harsh clothes soap on his own
body. Kei didn’t care about the quality of the soap—he was just
glad to be clean again. His new clothes still offended Mykis, but
when the dirty ones were hung out to the man’s satisfaction, he
ordered Kei to follow him again, this time taken to a kitchen
nearly the size of Kei’s whole house. Several servants preparing a
meal stared at him in frank curiosity. He smiled back, wanting to
appear friendly, but no one responded. Mykis shouted something at
them in Prijian. “You, listen here. Every servant in this household
is your senior, and you will obey every one of them as if my
mistress or I had made the order ourselves. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my...sir. What are my
duties?”

To his shock, Mykis came up to
him and slapped his face. “Lesson one, boy. Do not speak until
spoken to, and do not ask questions until I give you leave. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Kei stared
straight ahead, unable to believe the man had struck him for such a
trivial mistake. He’d clearly waited until he had an audience too.
A show-off and
a bully, by the look of it.

“Good. You’ll be taking the
place of my master’s manservant whom he recently lost. You will
bring his meals, do his laundry, prepare his baths and his rooms.
When you are not doing that, you will do as you’re directed by me
or anyone else here.”

“Yes, sir.” Kei bit his tongue.
He’d been about to ask where he could put his pack and where he
would sleep, but that would get him hit again.

“Now wait here until my master
returns. Don’t touch anything.”

“No, sir.”

He was forced to sit like a
naughty child while the cook and her assistants giggled and stared
and made not entirely incomprehensible comments about him, his
morals, his body and his likely habits. He gritted his teeth and
pretended he didn’t follow any of it. What kind of people were
these, to treat others with such lack of respect? Or was it only
hostages made into slaves they treated this way?

He waited for an hour or more
on the hard stool, trying hard to stay awake. What was happening to
the others? Would he see them again? And who was this man, and this
family?

Mykis returned and snapped out
an order to the cook’s assistants, who bustled about to obey. It
soon became clear they were preparing a tray of food, and when
Mykis ordered Kei to pick it up, he guessed he was about to meet
his new master.

He took a breath, and got ready
for this new challenge.


Chapter : Utuk 3

Arman had a headache that
was close to making him stop and bang his head on the ground for
relief. He’d expected the meeting with Mari to go badly. He’d
expected her tears. He hadn’t expected her to thank him for his
kindness to Loke, or her proud, silent grief which was more of a
reproach than if she had blamed him, as his father had done, for
Loke’s death. Of course, his esteemed father more than made up for
the lack once Arman had returned indoors, throwing Mayl’s pregnancy
into the mix and being as thoroughly disagreeable and unpleasant as
Arman remembered him. Arman sometimes wondered if
he was a
bastard too, since his father had so little interest in him. But
no, the dynastic meddlings were proof his father was trying to
preserve the bloodline, even if he couldn’t give a damn through
whose veins the blood flowed.

Gods.
Mari had broken his heart, but he had no solace
at all to offer her, just a lock of hair and the note. He wished
she had railed or wept wildly—anything—but her dignity only
emphasised the depth of her pain. There was nothing at all he could
do for her, not when he could do nothing for himself.

His escort kept well back from
him, sensing his foul temper, he supposed, but one of his men took
his reins smartly enough when they reached his house, and the other
two took up position as usual by the door. “Welcome home, Sei
Arman,” his footman said as he strode in.

Arman ignored the pleasantry.
“Have someone bring me something to eat and some wine,” he snapped
as he walked down the hall, wanting to get away from people for the
next...well, year, would be his preference, but hours would
probably be all he would get. “And I want a bath in an hour.”

“Yes, Sei,” the man said to his
back.

Arman ignored him, continuing
to his rooms. He didn’t bother with the farce of seeking Mayl’s
welcome, or being ‘surprised’ at her news, which his father had
broken with all the grace Arman had come to expect from the old
bastard. In his own house, he refused to play meaningless games.
Tomorrow, he would visit Karus and hope to be put in a better
temper. For now, he wasn’t fit company for himself or anyone
else.

He threw his satchel of papers
onto his desk and examined the notes and invitations left there in
his absence. There was nothing that demanded his attention, and
even if there had been, he couldn’t have summoned the energy to
care. He’d begun to strip when he heard a knock and curtly told the
servant to leave the tray on the table.

“Sei Arman—”

He turned. “What?” Then
he stared at the newcomers. “What in six hells is
that doing
in my room?”

His steward bowed. “By my
mistress’s order, Sei Arman, this is your new manservant.”

“I think
not. Get
him out of here, and tell me where I can find my wife.”

He stalked angrily
through the house in search of her, wondering what idiotic game
Mayl was playing now, and how she even knew Loke was dead. How dare
she, how damn
well dare she?

She was in her bedroom, one of
her maids primping her. He noted the bump and how she had dressed
to emphasise it—was he supposed to be impressed? “What do you mean
by sending that Darshianese filth to me? Have you lost what is left
of your senses?”

“Welcome home, husband,” she
said coolly, dismissing her maid with a wave of her hand. “I
rejoice in your safe return.”

“Never mind the platitudes,
what game are you playing? Who is that man and why do you have a
Darshianese hostage in our house?”

She regarded him calmly. “That
man is your new manservant—”

“No, he damn well—”

“By the order of Her Serenity
herself.”

“What?” He stared at her,
perplexed. “Why would Kita...? Do you have a hand in this, Mayl?
Because by the gods you go too far this time.”

“Of course I don’t,” she
snapped at him. “I found out Loke was dead when the soldiers turned
up at our door. Here is the note from Senator Mekus if you don’t
believe me.”

He certainly didn’t but after
reading the note, he was forced to accept Her Serenity, meddling
again for who knew what reason, had seen fit to foist one of the
enemy onto him. “Very well, do with him as you like. I don’t want
him as a manservant.”

Her expression became
brightly spiteful. “Oh, but I can’t do that, Sei Arman. Her
Serenity’s orders are very specific. He’s to be your page. Do you want
to tell her you’ve spurned her gift, or will that duty fall to
me?”

He could still turn the man
away, but Mayl would contrive to have the fact conveyed, however
indirectly, to Kita’s ears. “I suppose you imagine he will sleep in
my room too?”

“Of course. Unless you want
people to speculate Loke shared your room for a reason other than
the fact he was your page.”

He gripped her shoulders.
“That won’t be a rumour that will start from you, will it,
my dear wife? Because once that hisk runs, others might chase after
it for company.”

She shook him off. “There’s no
need to be violent. I merely point out the truth. Anyway, what
difference does it make who serves you? The man is fair, sound of
limb, he speaks a little Prijian—it’s not like you need more. Her
Serenity obviously wants us to civilise him.”

“Fine,” he spat. “You do it. He
can bring my food and my bath and other than that, I don’t want to
see him or discuss him. He’s yours to look after.”

“As you wish.”

He indicated her stomach with a
wave of his hand. “I see you wasted no time in spreading the word
about your little bastard. My father actually took me to task that
he heard it from you before he heard it from me.”

She gave him a wide-eyed
look of false surprise. “Oh, that was impolite of me, wasn’t it?
But I knew he’d be so pleased to hear the news, I couldn’t deprive
him of the joy.”

He shook his head in disgust.
“Leave me out of your games. You have what you wanted, don’t push
me.”

“As if I would,” she said
sweetly. “By the way, his name is Kei, of Albon.”

“Who?” For a moment, he thought
she was naming her lover.

“Your new servant, of course.
He has a name. They’re only mostly savage, you know.”

“The day, Sei Mayl, I need
lessons on the Darshianese from you, I will take my sword and run
it through my stomach. Until then, kindly stick to the things you
actually know about—infidelity and plotting.”

She sneered at him again as he
turned to leave. Gods, could this day get any more appalling?

~~~~~~~~

Kei didn’t know who was more
horrified, the ‘golden general’ or himself, but Sei Arman probably
had a slight edge in the ‘most angry’ stakes. What in hells was
that damn woman doing? Was she unaware of how this man felt about
Kei’s people? Was this how a successful general was usually
rewarded?

He was dragged back to the
kitchen, but oddly, Mykis wasn’t surprised or put out by the
rudeness of his master. Kei was simply informed where he could draw
bath water, and that he should attend his new master in an
hour—told by the water clock in the kitchen—to provide him with
enough hot water to fill a hip bath. What a hip bath was, he had no
idea. The sniggering of the servants increased when Mykis told them
what had happened—Kei didn’t need to know Prijian to work that out.
It seemed Sei Arman was not well liked by his servants. Perhaps he
had to have slaves sent to him because he was so hated, which
didn’t bode well for his own term of imprisonment.

Gods, he was tired. Every limb
ached and his hands shook slightly from fatigue, but he wasn’t
allowed to sit idly this time. The cook indicated by gesture he
should take the slops out to the midden, then set him to scrubbing
pans in water so hot it was close to scalding. No one offered him
any of the food being prepared, or indicated how he should even
obtain a meal. He didn’t want to ask. He’d had enough abuse for one
day, and going to bed hungry was something he could endure. If he
had a bed at all, that was.

Mykis returned, and struck him
across the shoulders with his cane. “Don’t you see the time? Your
master has been waiting half an hour for his bath!” He struck Kei
again, who was tempted to take the cane and snap in half, or
possibly shove it up the horrible man’s nose. “Hurry up, you
useless boy!”

“Yes, sir,” Kei muttered,
hastily rolling down his sleeves and heading to the taproom. Mekus
obviously expected him to go on his own this time—perhaps Mykis
didn’t want to risk the wrath of his master again.

He struggled with the fully
filled bucket of hot water down the halls, desperately trying not
to spill anything on the mosaics, and found the door. He knocked
and heard a curt “Enter”. He did so, and bowed. “Your bath water,
my lord.”

The general turned, and gave
him a glare. “Don’t just stand there, put it into the bath.”

“Um...where is it, my
lord?”

The general’s lips tightened as
he got up from his desk and indicated a covered box, the lid of
which unfolded to reveal a metal container, slightly raised. “Fill
it and get out of my sight. You’ve forgotten drying cloths and
soap, bring them on your return.”

“Yes, my lord,” Kei said
hastily, anxious to get away from this man’s roiling, sickening
hatred.

It took two more trips to fill
the bath to the general’s satisfaction, and then the man rudely
told Kei to leave and not return for two hours. In that time, he
was set again to cleaning dishes and scrubbing huge, food encrusted
pots. There were over a dozen servants in this house, and every one
of them came in to have a good look at the new arrival. Their
opinion of him was universally unflattering, and keeping his temper
in the face of their verbal insults and gestures was difficult.
With some relief he noticed two hours had passed and he could
escape, although whether the general was actually better company,
he couldn’t really say.

He found the man dressed in a
kind of long robe, which Kei assumed was for relaxing in one’s
bedroom since it looked too heavy to sleep in. He stood waiting for
instructions, unsure of what exactly he was supposed to be doing.
It was nearly midnight, by his reckoning, and he’d had no real rest
for nearly two days. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could
continue.

“Empty the bath, then you sleep
in that corner,” the man said, revulsion pouring off him. “Keep out
of my way.”

“Yes, my lord.”

He began to scoop the water
out, but the general curtly informed him he should use the taps at
the bottom of the bath for that. He set the things to flowing,
standing uncomfortably under the intense blue gaze of his master.
As he bent to turn the tap off, he heard the general say in a low
voice. “I hate you Darshianese, just be clear on that point.”

He straightened and turned.
“Yes, my lord. Can I ask why?”

He was sure he was about to be
hit, such was the anger he felt coming off the man. “You killed my
friend. Wantonly murdered a non-combatant.”

“Where, my lord?”

“At Darbin. A cowardly attack
on my supply train.”

Ah, that
incident. “Your...friend? Your
servant?”

“My page. Loke.” The
general stared with such powerful loathing in his eyes, Kei almost
expected his clothes to be set on fire. “Died in agony from a hole
in his gut put there by a bomb thrown by your filthy
kinsmen.”

Kei nodded sympathetically.
“Stomach wounds are very difficult to treat—”

He found himself slammed
against the wall, the general’s breath hot in his face. “Are
you mocking
me?”

“N-no, no, my lord. Of course
not.”

“No one can treat gut wounds.
It’s impossible, my medics told me.”

The tight grip the man had on
his shirt was strangling him. “It’s not impossible,” he said,
trying to stay calm. “Just difficult.”

“Liar!” A little spittle hit
Kei’s face. “Liars and murderers, everyone of you!”

“I am a healer, my lord, not a
murderer. I don’t believe in killing.”

Close up, Sei Arman’s eyes were
even more astonishingly blue and intimidating. “You make me sick.
You’ve been forced on me, but you are not wanted, do you hear? You
killed that which I loved, and if I could, I would have you all
slaughtered without thought. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my lord.” Kei swallowed,
trying not to throw up. “But I didn’t kill your friend.”

“I don’t care. Your kind
stinks, you offend me. I have to have you serve me, but nothing
will make me like it, or accept you. Is that clear?”

“Yes, my lord.”
How many times is this man going to
say the same thing? And what in hells does he want me to
say? “Shall I empty your bath, my
lord?”

With a growl he was set free
and the general stalked back to his desk. “Hurry up. Don’t trip and
break your foolish neck or I’ll have to replace you with another of
your degenerate kind.”

“No, my lord.”

Kei left with the bucket of
cold water, his heart sinking. He had been right—this man’s hatred
was likely to crush him, crush them all. How could he hope to
survive months with someone like this? “Hurry up, you pampered
bastards,” he muttered to the absent Rulers of Darshek. “Or
there’ll be no one here to rescue.”

~~~~~~~~

He slept like the dead, and for
once, dreamlessly. When he woke, he found the general already at
his desk. The slight noise Kei made moving about drew his attention
to him. “Go and get my breakfast,” he was ordered. The general
didn’t even glance at Kei as he spoke.

Good morning
to you too, Sei General Arman, Kei
thought as he moved on stiff legs to the kitchens. He had to ask
for the man’s food in broken Prijian, which the cook pretended for
quite a long time she couldn’t understand, even though there were
precious few reasons why he would be standing there asking for
anything, and then took the tray back to the general’s room. It was
accepted without a word of thanks, the food on it eaten quickly,
and then Kei was ordered to take it away.

“My lord, what shall I do
today?”

“Whatever you’re told. I won’t
return until after supper. Don’t cause trouble for my wife’s staff
or you shall suffer for it.”

“No, my lord.”

Wonderful—a
whole day at the mercy of Mykis. He took
the tray back, wondering how he should ask for his own food. No one
seemed willing to help him, even though they were perfectly able to
tell him how to clean the dishes and oh, yes, do the others while
you’re there, boy.

He worked under the direction
of the cook for at least two hours. By then he was very hungry
indeed, so he dared to ask her, “Food, for me?”

She grinned and indicated he
had to wait until lunch—another four hours. He couldn’t argue with
her—didn’t have the words, and even if he did, she wouldn’t listen
anyway.

He was put to scrubbing floors,
and hauling buckets of water in and out of the taproom, taking out
scraps, cleaning pots and the enormous spit oven. All the while, he
had to try and ignore the hunger pangs until he was finally given
some bread and cheese and barely enough time to eat. He had only
just gulped the last bite down when Mykis came and looked at him in
disgust. “Gods, you’re filthy. I told you, we run a clean house
here.”

“My lord—”

He yelped as Mykis’s cane
struck his arm. “Do not speak until you are spoken
to!” Kei shook his head and rubbed his arm. Mykis pulled him up by
his collar. “Go and wash immediately. I will not allow slovenliness
in this household.”

His other clothes were almost
certainly still wet, but he could only nod and say, “Yes, sir.”
Anything else would earn him a beating, and a rebellion might end
up with him being killed. He couldn’t let himself that happen if
only because it would mean death for the others from Ai-Albon. He
could only grit his teeth, and do what he had to do to get through
this.

~~~~~~~~

Arman sent a polite message of
thanks to Kita and damned her to the pits of all six hells in his
heart for her interference. His mood was not improved when he
called on Blikus and found his next employment was to take charge
of the troops on Kuprij—more meddling from Her Serenity. “She
thinks you should spend more time with your wife at this time,”
Blikus told him dryly, his expression telling Arman what he thought
of such sentimentality. Arman could hardly tell him how little joy
the prospect gave him either.

He should have expected
it though. With Ritus in southern Darshian and Jozo in the north,
there was a gap in the command structure. Arman was the natural
person to fill it, but he intensely disliked the
reasoning for the decision. He never wanted his personal life
discussed, and he didn’t want his career directed by broody women.
He also resented that Kita thought it appropriate to interfere so
directly in his domestic arrangements. He desperately needed a
friendly ear to bend on the topic and so he went in search of the
only one now left to him. Of course, he couldn’t even walk there on
his own any more—the dignity of his new position required a
permanent escort of soldiers, where once he only had them at his
home. He wouldn’t even be allowed to walk off his bad tempers in
privacy any more.

Karus was the first person
genuinely relieved to see him back safely. “Arman, come in, come
in, welcome home. Such a successful campaign you’ve had. This will
do you a lot of good in the long run.”

Arman held his arm and made
Karus stop. “Pei...Loke died.”

Karus peered into his eyes, and
nodded slowly as if he had confirmed something. “My dear boy. I’m
so sorry.” He patted Arman’s hand, his expression solemn. “Though
it may not comfort you yet, the gods have him in their care, I’m
sure.”

Arman had ceased to be sure of
any such thing, but he bowed his head respectfully. “And how are
you, Karus-pei?”

“Well, very well. Come and talk
to me in the garden. I’ll have cool drinks brought to us.”

Arman noted Karus moved more
slowly than he had before Arman left on the campaign, and a sudden
fear seized him that he would lose the only friend left to him. If
Karus died, he would truly be alone. The idea made him feel
physically ill, but he clenched his fists and said nothing of his
fears. They would only upset Karus if he gave expression to
them.

Instead he admired the last of
the autumn flowers and the tree colours in the shade of a tido palm
as Karus asked him about the campaign and how Loke had died.
Unfortunate it was just as Arman was describing the attack in
Darbin that their refreshments were brought. He glared at the woman
who brought the drinks. “I wasn’t aware,” he said with bare
politeness, “you were to have a hostage billeted with you.”

“Oh, yes, when they asked who
was willing, I offered immediately. The state is paying for all the
costs, and I wanted to practice my Darshianese. Arman, this is
Jena.”

The woman, whom he vaguely
remembered seeing on the journey south, bowed to him. “My lord,”
she said politely.

“Pardon me, Pei,” Arman said in
Prijian, “but I am not exactly enamoured of the race right
now.”

“Because of Loke? I suppose you
might hold a grudge there.” Karus tapped the tray and told the
woman in Darshianese to leave it and go. When they were alone
again, he leaned forward. “Arman, what you described doesn’t sound
like any more than a youth carried away with patriotism. I doubt it
means the race is evil to a man.”

“You didn’t see it, Pei,” Arman
said coldly. “They have no honour, and no sense of familial love or
loyalty at all.”

“You surprise me with this
observation. But since it upsets you, let’s speak of other
things.”

Karus turned the talk to the
latest reports from Andon, and let Arman recover his temper. Lunch
and the afternoon passed more peacefully, and fortunately, the
Darshianese woman didn’t appear again. Karus was a balm on his
soul, and over dinner, he could speak a little more openly of
Loke’s loss and his feelings concerning it.

“Was it wrong, Pei? He
wanted to go, but I could have forbidden it. I should have forbidden
it.”

He stared at his wine glass,
seeing Loke’s pain-glazed eyes in the dark liquid. Karus, when he
spoke, was kind. “If you were to ask Loke, even knowing what
happened, I know he would still have gone. You were that boy’s
world. His sorrow would be that you’re alone now, but never that he
died in your arms. A sweeter death, even with the pain, he would
not have wished for.”

“It is irrational for me to
grieve thus, I know.”

Karus tapped his hand gently.
“No. Never say that. Your grief is deep because your loss is great.
Loke was a gift from the gods, who have taken him back to their
bosom. Come, I haven’t paid my respects. Come with me, my friend,
while I do so.”

Standing in front of the garden
shrine, with Karus at his side praying piously, the tears Arman had
held in check ever since Loke’s body had been cremated, coursed
freely down his cheeks. The darkness hid them so he doubted Karus
knew he wept. The gods would know, but he wondered if they cared at
all. He wished he knew Loke was truly safe with them, and longed
for the childhood surety of his faith. To question it was to lose
the foundation of his entire life. He was adrift in his sorrow, and
only time would tell if he would drown or swim.


Chapter : Utuk 4

Kei lost track of the days. He
wasn’t sure if he’d been in the house of Sei Arman for two weeks,
or longer. Counting time by meals was pointless—he never knew if he
would eat or not. Most often not. He washed more often than he ate,
in fact, changing his clothes sometimes three times a day in a
futile attempt to stay as clean as Mykis insisted. He had been
given two sets of Prijian clothing—odd with all the ties instead of
laces but comfortable enough to wear—but the effort of keeping them
washed and himself clean, while carrying out the many tasks
requiring his attention and his alone, was a losing battle. Every
night he went to sleep with fresh welts on his back or his arms
from new beatings, and the disgusted complaints of Mykis in his
ears.

He wished the general would
spend more time at his home, because, though the man was
unfailingly rude and curt with him, he never struck him or touched
him at all. Kei was sick of being manhandled, hit, shoved and plain
abused, and he longed to be in a position to use Mykis’s cane to
carry out an internal examination on the bastard. Unfortunately,
the general avoided his house, and Kei usually only saw him in the
late evening and at breakfast for the briefest period of time. For
the rest of the day, he was left to the tender mercies of the other
servants.

Nothing he did pleased
them, no matter how hard he tried. They didn’t want him to please
them, because that would rob them of their fun. So would him
learning the language, which no one bothered to try and teach him.
He picked up a few words here and there, but he had undoubtedly
learned more Prijian from the soldiers on the march than he ever
would in Sei Arman’s kitchens.

He had no knowledge of where
the other Darshianese were being kept and under what conditions,
and he feared they were being treated at least as badly as he was,
or worse. He was deathly afraid someone like Urki would actually
lash out, or that Peit would, and then they would be punished for
rebelling. He hoped wherever they were, they were doing as he was,
and trying to keep their heads down. As he never left the house, he
had no chance of finding out, and Mykis would turn into a tuktuk
bird and fly away before he told Kei news of anything, let alone
the other hostages.

The other problem was the lady
of the household who, Kei suspected, encouraged quite a lot of the
abuse, though for what reason, he had no idea. She came to the
kitchens only rarely, but Kei was set to work in the gardens too,
spending long days digging in the hot sun, allowed little rest, and
water only grudgingly provided after he’d fainted one day. She
watched him from the verandah, fanning herself elegantly, sitting
on a kind of long backed chair, chatting to her maids but her eyes
on him, speculating, assessing. The gardener liked to express his
disapproval with blows from his shovel handle, and more than once,
he knocked Kei to the ground not far from where this woman sipped
wine from a glass. She never showed any reaction to the violence.
Kei wondered how anyone could be so callous—or so cold.

He never saw the woman speak to
her husband, nor did any of the staff interact with the general
more than brief exchanges with the footman. It was if he barely
lived there. Kei himself—provided he did what was asked of him to
an adequate standard—was invisible to the man, for all Kei returned
to his room each night to sleep.

The only time the general took
the slightest interest in him was when Kei’s medical equipment was
finally sent to the house, and left for Sei Arman to attend to upon
his return. Kei found the general looking at the box the next
morning when he woke. “This is yours?”

Kei scrambled to his feet, then
held onto the wall so he didn’t fall down. He felt so light-headed
these days. “Yes, my lord. They’re my medical supplies.”

“Medical? Show me,” the general
ordered.

Kei took the surgical
instruments out and displayed them, making sure he mentioned how
sharp they were so he would not be accused of storing weapons. The
general was struck by the quality of the metal. “Where are they
made? In your village?”

“No, my lord. In Darshek. It’s
a special method. The steel is very strong and can be made very
sharp.”

The general examined one of the
knives closely and tested the edge on his thumb. “Interesting. You
can’t keep them.”

“No, my lord.”

“And this?”

“Nitre distillation. It’s an
antiseptic.” At the man’s puzzled look, he explained further. “It
prevents infection.”

“Is that so? What is it, some
magical potion or other?”

“No, my lord. It’s distilled
nitre weed. Highly toxic if drunk, but safe if not.”

The general’s face wrinkled in
disgust. “You said you were a healer. Do your patients
survive?”

“Many do, my lord. The credit
most times goes to them, not to me.”

“I’m sure. Well, you can’t be
allowed to have these, but the tools are too valuable to dispose
of. I’ll lock them up in the library.” He closed the lid of the
box. “You’re adept at making poisons?”

“No, my lord. I make medicines.
I told you, I don’t kill.”

The general’s eyes narrowed.
“You’re impertinent, Kei. Go get my breakfast and don’t ever forget
who you’re addressing.”

As if he
could ever do that. “Yes, my
lord.”

~~~~~~~~

Her Serenity wasn’t happy, and
it meant extra work for everyone. The Darshek siege showed no sign
of succeeding as yet, and Arman was summoned almost daily for
discussions with the Lord Commander and the admirals about ideas on
how to hasten things along. Personally, he thought Kita was
foolishly impatient. It had only been three months since they had
sealed the trade route tighter than a drum. The blockade was
holding, so it was a matter of when, not if, Darshek would fall,
and the riches of the north could come to Kuplik by sea. The lack
of a wagon trail meant Tirko Pass was useless as a supply route,
but advances in making it easier to traverse were being achieved
every day. Kita was insane to think of expanding to the north
before she had conquered Darshian. Taking on the Andonese was a
proposal even Blikus refused to consider seriously before Darshek
fell.

Arman let Blikus deal with Kita
and concentrated on the Kuprij defences and the security of the
supply routes. It had been Jozo’s job before he left for Darshian,
and Arman hadn’t quite appreciated just how complex a task it was.
He supposed it showed how trusted he had become, but it was still a
large responsibility.

He welcomed being busy, though,
and welcomed also he could spend most days away from the house. He
even thought of suggesting he should shift base to the north of
Utuk, to the coastal city of Garok. It would make a good deal of
logistical sense, and be nearer Tijus, but he didn’t want to have
yet another conversation with Kita where he was lectured about his
duty to his pregnant wife. Two of those in a month had been quite
enough.

So for now, he avoided his
home, and rarely even caught a glimpse of his supposedly devoted
wife—exactly how he’d always liked it. He spent most evenings with
Karus, who never questioned why a man with an expectant spouse
would want to spend so little time with her. Arman suspected Karus
knew somewhat more about the situation between Mayl and him than he
had been officially told, but they never discussed it. The
Darshianese woman often waited on them at dinner, but Arman grew
inured to her presence. The sharp pang in his heart when he saw any
Darshianese had become a dull ache, which was at least more
comfortable to live with. Karus could even mention Loke’s name now
without Arman’s eyes wanting to betray him with girlish tears. In
fact, it was something of a comfort to be able to share happy
memories of his friend with a friend. Loke had loved Karus as
someone close to Arman, and Karus had felt the same for Loke. Arman
needed to be able to talk to someone who knew what it felt like to
lose Loke. Karus did. Without him, Arman wondered how he would have
got through the first few weeks back in Utuk.

It was thus an unwelcome
reminder of Karus’s mortality when a message came to Arman at the
palace to say Karus had contracted a cold and would be unable to
see Arman that evening, possibly for several more. Arman sent a
gift of special quality pijo beans with a note saying he expected
to be sharing a cup of pijo with Karus over a kezi game very soon,
and tried not to imagine how easily a cold could turn to pneumonia
in a man of Karus’s age.

It meant he had to dine at
home, which wasn’t as inconvenient as it might be as he had several
reports to go over, and he might as well do that in his own rooms
as at the palace. The man, Kei, was nowhere to be seen when Arman
got back, so he sent the footman to tell Arman’s manservant to
bring a tray to his rooms.

His rooms were now chilly in
the evenings—he would have to make sure Mykis adjusted the
underfloor heating to this wing. He was damned if he’d shiver in
his own bed. He had enough of that when he had to sleep in the
field. The rooms themselves were neatly ordered as he liked them.
At least the Darshianese servant handled that task properly, and
kept out of Arman’s way as he’d been ordered to, although he could
be damnably slow on those rare occasions when Arman actually
required his presence. Like tonight. A meal of soup and roasted
vegetables shouldn’t have taken half an hour to bring, especially
as he had arrived close to suppertime. He pointed this out in no
uncertain terms to Kei when he brought the meal, and received the
usual meaningless apology. Probably not his fault, Arman thought
absently, but then was soon absorbed in his reports.

He finished his meal and
ordered Kei to clear the tray and fetch water for a bath. It really
was time he modernised these rooms. One of the new water heaters
would mean he wouldn’t need servants every time he wanted to bathe.
On the other hand, it would mean a lot of noise and mess while it
was installed, and an investment in a house he hated and spent
little time in—when Kita didn’t interfere. Perhaps he would endure
buckets from the taproom for a little longer.

He heard a crash of crockery
and he turned sharply in annoyance. His servant had knocked a glass
over, and was staring at it as if he’d never seen such an object
before. “Try not to make so much damn noise, and hurry up with the
water, will you?”

“Y...yes, my lord.”

Arman grunted and turned back
to his papers. The plans for an improved wagon for the desert
looked promising, and could cut the journey time between Rutej and
Kislik by over a week over that by conventional wagons—or so the
engineer claimed. He finished reading the details, not completely
convinced by the arguments in the technical details, and was
irritated to find he still didn’t have his bath water.

Where in
hells is that creature now? He was
tempted to seek his servant out, but the idea of bellowing for the
blasted man through the hallways was unattractive, so he let it go.
Finally, both man and water arrived, Kei panting as if he’d been
running. He looked a sweaty, untidy mess. Arman would have to speak
to him about this later—it set a bad example to the other servants.
“Took your time, didn’t you? Hurry up, do you think I have all
evening?” he muttered as he picked a report on lem supplies in the
southern region of Tykir.

“I’m sorry, my lord.”

Arman ignored the soft words,
but moments later, when there was an almighty clatter behind him,
he threw down his pen and stood up. The useless man had spilled
half the water from the bucket all over the floor. “For the gods’
sake! Clean that up, you stupid boy.” It was worse than having a
three-year-old as a servant. What was wrong with Kei tonight? He
wasn’t usually quite as hopeless as this.

He flung a drying cloth at the
man crouched on the floor, cringing, looking at him with wide,
frightened eyes. “Just wipe it up.”

Kei caught the cloth clumsily
and bent, wiping at the puddle with all the speed and agility of an
arthritic eighty-year-old. Arman really had no time for this. He
gripped Kei’s shoulder. “Here, give me—” He froze as the man
whimpered and pulled away as if Arman’s touch hurt him. “What’s
wrong...are you injured?”

Kei stared up at him as if
Arman’s Darshianese was somehow unclear, which he knew damn well it
wasn’t. “It’s nothing,” he whispered. “Please.”

“What’s nothing? If you have a
hurt, I need to know about it. I’m responsible for your welfare,
for what it’s worth. Take your shirt off.”

Kei untied his shirt with
shaking fingers. Impatient, Arman crouched, gripped the hem of the
shirt and raised it, determined to find out what was going on. He
sat back, frozen in utter shock as he saw the state of his
servant’s back. It was covered with so many bruises and welts,
it was a bruise, a single, multi-coloured vicious injury covering
every inch of Kei’s back. Across his shoulders were at least ten or
more fresh, cruel whip marks. “What in hells? Who did
this?”

Kei tugged his shirt down, a
movement which clearly caused him a great deal of pain. “Mykis, my
lord.”

“Mykis? Why?”

Kei swallowed. “I...I broke a
glass. My lord.”

“You broke—” Arman stared
in astonishment at the man. Whippings were administered in the army
and corporal punishment was handed out routinely to civilian
criminals—but only for serious offences, like theft or assault or
severe dereliction of duty. Not for mere clumsiness. “Did you
do it deliberately, perhaps?”

“No...no...my lord. It was an
accident. I...got dizzy.”

For the first time since
the man had been set to work for him, Arman gave him a good look
over, and was horrified to note he was in obviously poor condition,
looking thin and ill and utterly worn down. The man had
not been
like this four weeks ago. “Have you eaten tonight? Today, at
all?”

“Yes...breakfast, my lord.”

“Which was?”

“Some bread, my lord.”

“And that’s it? That’s all
you’ve eaten today?” Kei nodded. “And what have you been doing? Are
you working in the kitchens?” Arman wasn’t sure what his wife had
set his page to do in his absence. He hadn’t cared at all.

“N...no, my lord. The gardens.
Digging a new drain.” Kei closed his shirt’s ties. “I...I’ll clean
this. I’m sorry for the mess.”

“You’ll do no such thing,”
Arman growled. “Stay here. Just get out of the water, for the gods’
sake.” He threw the cloth he was still holding into the puddle on
the floor, and, seeing how slowly his servant was moving, carefully
held his arm and helped him move back out of the mess. Now he was
alerted to it, he felt how thin Kei was and how he trembled
uncontrollably under his touch.

He stalked out into the
hallway, angry with his staff and furious with himself. A general
should never have so little regard for his troops, and Darshianese
or not, no one under his command would be treated like a common
criminal—not unless they were criminals, which was what he
wanted to find out.

He found his steward smoking a
pipe in the kitchen, sitting with the cook, stretched out before
the fire. They scrambled to their feet as he came in, possibly more
moved by the anger in his expression than natural obedience.
“Mykis, I want you to explain why my manservant’s back looks like
someone has been knocking the dust out of him with a rug-beater.
What has he done to deserve such treatment?”

“Master, the boy is useless.
Utterly clumsy. He breaks things, can’t do the simplest task—”

“Oh? Such is not my
observation,” Arman bit out, even though he had thought very
similar things earlier that evening. That was before he knew under
what disability Kei was attempting to work. “And who gave you leave
to chastise him in that manner?”

“My mistress, Sei Arman. She
told me to keep him under control with whatever it took.”

Arman could easily
imagine such words leaving Mayl’s perfect lips, but looking at this
small-eyed, small-minded bully, he could also imagine with what
relish Mykis had carried out the order. “Kei is my servant, personally
placed under my charge by Her Serenity. Do you want to explain to
Her Serenity how her gift was so badly damaged he can’t carry out
simple tasks because you have beaten him into a pulp?
And what’s this I hear about him not being fed? The man is skin and
bones. Cook? Is there some famine I’m unaware of that does not
allow my manservant to eat three meals a day as I’m sure you do?
That all the servants do?”

The woman opened her mouth and
shut it. Mykis answered. “A punishment for his clumsiness, Sei. He
spills things all the time.”

And so would
you, if you were hungry and injured and terrified, you loathsome
brute. “All right, hear me now. As of
this moment, Kei has one duty, and one only—to serve me. He will be
fed the same food I am, at the same times, and in the same manner,
and if I’m not here, he’ll be fed as if I am. No one will lay a finger
on him without my direct order. Is that understood?” His servants
were no less susceptible to his parade voice than were his
soldiers, and far more easily more cowed. They nodded their
agreement eagerly, wringing their hands. “Now, I want bath water,
some cloths to clean a spill, and a meal prepared. I will speak to
my wife about this, but regardless of what she may have
to say on this subject, if my orders are contravened, you’ll both
leave this house and I’ll ensure you get no other position.
Ever.
Is that also clear?”

“Yes, Sei Arman,” Mykis said
faintly.

“Is there some reason you’re
still standing there and not carrying out my command?”

“No, Sei,” Mykis squeaked,
scurrying away. The cook blanched, and hurriedly began setting
plates on a tray.

Arman stalked off in search of
his wife and found her on the terrace, listening to her maid
reading. “Leave us,” Arman ordered curtly and waited only for the
woman to scamper off. “You’ve a damn nerve, Mayl.”

Mayl placed her hand over her
belly—perhaps forgetting reminding Arman of her pregnancy was not
likely to win her any sympathy from him. “Is there some reason you
are brutalising my maid?”

“Brutalising? You don’t know
the meaning of the word. You leave my servant alone. Hurting him
won’t do anything to me, but if it comes to the ears of Her
Serenity, you’ll be sorry.”

Her lips curled into a sneer.
“Changed your tune, haven’t you? Have you finally decided to let
him warm your sheets the way dear little Loke did?”

He raised his hand, and she
cringed. “Oh yes, you’re afraid of me, and with good reason, you
unspeakable bitch. With a mind like yours, it’s a wonder you’re not
running the city brothel. Do not touch what is mine, or in my care,
or you will find yourself out on the street, child or no
child.”

“You told
me I was
to take control of the boy,” she spat.

“You abused the responsibility.
Faithless wife, and now a worthless mistress—what a prize you are,
Sei Mayl. I’ve told your people if there’s a repeat of these
matters, they’ll be turned out.” He gripped her chin. “That applies
to you too.”

He set her free with a
disgusted sound and walked out. He’d have to pay for this later.
But he wouldn’t let a servant take his whippings for him.

The water had been delivered,
as had the food, and the floor was dry. At first Arman couldn’t see
Kei, but then he found him kneeling in the corner, clearly trying
to keep out of the way of any further abuse. He remembered Kei
now—barely—from the journey across the mountains. The man had
always appeared composed—Arman recalled now he seemed to have been
one of the leaders among the hostages. He certainly had never shown
any fear Arman had ever seen—but now he looked terrified of his own
shadow.

Arman was ashamed to see
it, conscious he was in no small part responsible for things coming
to this state. He had wanted the Darshianese dead—but he couldn’t
stomach pointless cruelty or torture, and certainly had never
wanted this
to happen. Punishment should fit the crime. This
man had done nothing but cross the path of an evil bitch and her
petty-minded servants.

He crouched in front of Kei.
The only way to deal with this was to forget what he was, and treat
him as Arman would treat anyone else in his charge who had been
mishandled thus. “There’s food, will you eat?” He held out his
hand, but Kei backed away from it. “I won’t hurt you. I
promise.”

“You hate me. You hate us all,”
Kei whispered, his eyes downcast. “You let them do this.”

That jabbed directly at
Arman’s pride, but he knew why Kei would think this. “No, I did not
and I do not. I have expressly forbidden anyone to lay a finger on
you. I have...no love for your race, it is true.” He drew a breath.
He had always believed in fairness and justice, and this was
neither fair nor just. “But this is not how we treat our servants.
At least, it is not how I treat my servants.”

Kei lifted his head. Now
there was a faint anger in his expression, a small spark even of
pride. “Prijian hospitality.”

“No. Prijian cruelty, for which
I apologise.” Kei’s eyes widened in surprise. “Please, you should
eat.” Arman put his hand out again, and Kei accepted it with a
shaking one of his own, biting off a small cry as the movement
tugged his injured back. “I’m sorry, just move slowly.” Kei nodded
as Arman helped him to the table. “Now eat. You’ll eat the same
food as I do in future, and I want to know if you do not.”

“But...I have to work...with
them?”

“No. From now on, you work for
me and no one else. Understand?” Kei nodded. “Good lad. I’ll see if
I can put my hands on some liniment.... What?”

“My box...I have ointment which
is good for bruises.”

“Box? Oh, that thing. All
right, I’ll fetch it. Eat, I’ll return soon. No one will disturb
you.”

Kei nodded again, and
Arman left to get this box of his from the library case. The
liniment would be best, but the man looked too fragile to argue
with, and perhaps a homemade remedy would ease his mind. It would
take more than that to ease Arman’s mind, though.

~~~~~~~~

Kei didn’t know where to
start with the rich food. His hunger was almost greater than the
pain in his back and his astonishment at the abrupt change in
attitude of the general. He broke off a bit of bread and dipped it
into the soup, wondering if this was one of his food dreams, where
the dishes would be whisked away just as he got the stuff to his
lips. His hand shook as he brought the food to his mouth, and when
he tasted it, it actually entered his mouth and he could swallow
it, tears ran down his cheeks in relief. He was so hungry.

The first few bites disappeared
in no time, but his eager greediness made him choke, forcing him to
stop and drink some of the wine. He wiped his mouth with trembling
fingers, still not sure if this was real or not. He picked up the
spoon and sipped the excellent meat broth, making himself eat
slowly despite his starvation, not wanting to be sick and stretch
Arman’s sudden generosity too far. His master’s odd behaviour was
most likely down to shock, and perhaps anger at his servants, more
than any feeling for Kei’s well-being, but Kei was willing to
accept whatever mercy he could in the circumstances.

Gods, his back was on
fire—he was glad he couldn’t see it, but the bruising had to be
severe. Mykis had hit him so hard and with so much bad temper, Kei
was honestly afraid he would be killed. Then he’d hoped he
would be
killed, just so the beating would stop. He still didn’t know how he
had carried the bucket from the taproom.

Feeling less frayed and dizzy
with every mouthful, he finished the soup, and then tried the
cheese, which wasn’t anything special, but tasted like the finest
batch Myka had ever made in her life. He was still finishing his
food when the door opened—he couldn’t hold back his flinch, but he
relaxed slightly when he saw it was only his master with his box of
equipment and medications in his hands.

“It’s in here?”

“Yes, my lord. There’s a pot of
ointment, sealed with wax...but I can’t—” He bit his lip. The
general’s kindness wouldn’t extend to dressing his wounds. “I
forgot,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry to have troubled
you.”

Arman put the box on the desk.
“What are you talking about, Kei? You need me to put it on you,
that’s obvious. Have you finished eating?”

“Yes.” He hadn’t quite, but he
wouldn’t try the general’s temper.

“Then take off your shirt and
lie on your pallet.”

“Yes, my lord.” He needed help
again to get his shirt off—he would be useless the following day,
possibly longer. He wondered if Arman realised that.

With a quiet groan, he lowered
himself to his pallet and lay face down. “My lord, the ointment
will stain if you get it on your clothes.”

“My damn clothes aren’t of any
concern to me. Lie still.” Kei felt his braid gently moved out of
the way, and then he jerked at the cold touch of the ointment.
“Does that hurt?”

“No, my lord. It’s just a
little cold.”

Arman’s fingers were
surprisingly skilled and gentle as they spread the salve, causing
Kei only a little unavoidable pain, well worth it for the relief
the numbing ointment brought. “This stuff actually seems to stop
sensation,” the general said wonderingly. “What’s in it?”

“Reduced sap of the chuo plant,
mixed with boiled tido palm oil,” Kei explained simply.

“It really works. How was this
discovered?”

Kei twisted his head. Arman was
looking at his fingers, no doubt puzzled by the tingling the cream
caused. “My father was experimenting with various plant saps for
their antiseptic and other properties, and found the chuo sap had
numbing powers.”

Arman looked at him in evident
surprise. “Experimenting? You mean, not witchcraft?”

Kei laughed a little despite
his weariness and pain. “No, my lord. My father discovered a great
many new drugs and treatments but there was no magic involved.”

“Hmmm. Kei, this bruising goes
below your belt—does it extend much below?”

“Yes, I’m afraid it does.”

“Then loosen your trousers—no,
take them off.” With help, Kei obeyed, and Arman hissed in a
breath. “Why did you say nothing? This is a serious injury—you
could have been crippled.”

Kei twisted to look at him
again. “To whom should I have complained, my lord?”

“To me, you damn fool!”

“To the man who thinks we’re
all murdering scum, and who has treated me like an ignorant slave
for weeks?”

The room was suddenly very
quiet, and Kei realised he had let his weakness and his resentment
get the better of him. He had gone too far. But to his surprise,
Arman simply applied the ointment to his lower back and buttocks,
with the same gentle touch as before. “I would not treat a dog
thus. Loke...would be distressed to see this.” He heard the lid of
the ointment jar being replaced. “Your people killed Loke. You
killed my friend.” Now Kei felt the faint echoes of Arman’s anger,
overlain by fresh, intense grief.

Kei could not move easily so he
could only turn a little to look at Arman, now lost in his sorrow.
“My lord,” he said gently. “I can’t bring your friend back to life
though I wish I had that power to ease your pain. His death was a
crime, and the man who killed him committed a wrong, no matter what
the provocation. But we’re not all criminals, any more than all
Prij are cruel.”

Arman stared down at his
ointment-covered fingers for a moment, then lifted his eyes to
Kei’s. “You don’t know how it hurts.”

“No, my lord. I only know what
my own sorrows feel like, and imagine your own based on that.” He
reached out a tentative hand to Arman’s and when it wasn’t
rebuffed, he gently squeezed his fingers. “But I know his worth was
great, to have been loved so deeply. I’m sorry any of my people
were responsible for that loss. I’m sorry for your grief. Deeply
sorry, my lord.”

Arman let him hold his fingers
for a moment or two, then gently pushed them away. “You need to
rest,” he said, his voice devoid of the emotions Kei felt surging
inside him. “You have no duties until you are healed, and then I’ll
find some better occupation for you than digging drains.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Go to sleep.”

Kei couldn’t reach his
blankets, but decided the pain of having them on the welts on his
back would be far worse than feeling a little chilled so he didn’t
even try to get to them. But then, to his surprise, he felt
something soft laid over him. “The sheet will be easier,” Arman
said gruffly, before settling the blankets over his back.

Kei could only murmur his
thanks again. Arman had taken the sheet from his own bed and laid
it over his enemy. Kei couldn’t have been more astonished, but he
had no energy to be astonished for long. The relief from pain the
ointment gave him, and having a full belly for the first time in
weeks, all made sleep irresistible. He stopped trying to resist,
and was tugged under in a matter of moments.

~~~~~~~~

Arman lay with his arm
over his eyes, cursing the situation, his wife, his own blindness,
and everything that had brought things to this pass. He had
fervently wished never to have anything to do with the Darshianese
ever again, but he’d had Kei forced on him. He had hoped to endure
the few months until the man was sent back home again simply by
ignoring and avoiding him, but Arman had forgotten in whose care he
had left him, and chosen to overlook the fact he was dealing with a
human being, not a slab of rock. There were details a general
should never forget, no leader should ever ignore, and he had
failed his own standards. In failing himself, he had allowed Mayl
to dishonour him, and in allowing that, Arman had dishonoured
Loke’s memory by allowing his successor to be abused. Regardless of
his feelings for the Darshianese, these were unforgivable
sins.

That damn Mykis. He
should give the man his marching orders now—Arman wanted no thug as
his steward—but it would cause gossip, and unless he had a provable
charge to use as an excuse to turn him out without a reference, the
man would find other employment and spread lies about Arman’s
household. Still, if he broke Arman’s orders over this even in the
smallest manner, Arman would have him charged, and
dismissed without notice. He wondered in disgust how Mayl found
such prizes, and how even she could stomach them.

Thank the gods none of them had
ever touched Loke, although that was probably more to do with
Arman’s father’s favour than Arman’s own. It was almost certain
Kei’s replacement would also be tormented unless Arman put a stop
to this business now. Perhaps it was time for him to take more
interest in the running of the household, but it would mean
repeated clashes with Mayl, and Arman had little stomach for it,
not when he cared nothing for the house. If she left his personal
affairs alone, then Arman would tolerate the rest. If she did
not....

He clenched his fist, and
noticed his fingers still felt strange. He sniffed at them but the
ointment had no odour he could detect. Another shock, to find what
he had dismissed as witchcraft and nonsense, was actually
effective, the product of rational investigation, not chance. What
other secrets did the Darshianese have? Was it possible the Prij
might gain more than territory from them? It seemed almost
treacherous to think so, but of late, Arman’s thoughts were of a
treacherous bent. He’d ceased to be horrified at where his own mind
persisted in going.

He would fix this wrong, for
the sake of Loke’s memory if nothing else. He cared nothing for the
hostages but he would not let Loke’s death be the excuse for
injustice and revenge.

With that vow made in Loke’s
name, he grunted and rolled over. The tingling of his fingers still
bothered him. The ointment numbed the pain of a beating and of
bruises, but nothing could dull the agony of a bruised and battered
heart.


Chapter : Utuk 5

The languid peace Kei felt when
he woke disappeared the second he tried to move, and then he
remembered why he was lying on his front so awkwardly. He tried to
push himself up, but couldn’t help a small groan as his body failed
him. He had to get up, he had to...Arman.... It was late,
why...?

“Take it slowly, Kei. You don’t
have to get up yet.” The general crouched where Kei could see him
without moving his head.

“My lord, I...need to....”

“Piss? I’m sure you do.” There
was the slightest tint of amusement in Arman’s voice, which baffled
Kei utterly, as did the man’s lack of irritation at his
helplessness. This time he groaned more loudly as Arman helped him
turn on his side, and then sit up, which hurt his bruised tailbone
as much the rest of his back ached.

“My lord....” Kei couldn’t wake
up, though he knew he must. “Your breakfast—”

“Was about five hours ago, man,
not that you’d have been fetching it in this state. I told you—you
have no duties until you recover,” he added in apparent irritation,
though Kei couldn’t sense any actual annoyance behind the
words.

“Five...? Gods, I slept so
long?”

“Indeed. Which is why you need
to piss, no doubt. Can you stand?”

“I doubt it,” Kei muttered, but
he let Arman lift him to his feet with surprising ease. The man was
very well built, and not just for show. There was an awkward moment
as his eyes slid away from Kei’s body and Kei realised he was still
nude. The Prij were so funny about such things. He cast about for
something to cover himself with. Arman told him to wait, before he
fetched his own blue robe, helping Kei ease his arms into it.

“Thank you, my lord. I’m sorry
for the trouble.”

“It’s not your damn fault,”
Arman said curtly. “Do...what you need to do, and I’ll see about a
meal for you. Use the earth closet.”

“Yes, my lord.” At least Kei
wouldn’t have to struggle to the latrines, or face the other
servants. He wondered what they were making of his sudden absence
from the kitchen, and of Arman fetching and ordering food for him.
He hoped Arman had been serious about him not working with the
others any more, because he would catch an enormous amount of grief
from them if he did have to return to the old routine.

No point in dwelling on it. He
could only use this interlude to recover a little, and enjoy the
general’s strange tolerance for however long it lasted. Not long,
Kei was sure.

He still felt light-headed, so
used the walls for support to get to the little earth closet.
Relieving his bladder took care of one discomfort at least. He
stole some water from the basin to wash his hands and splash his
face to see if it would dispel the dregs of sleep, but it didn’t
really help that much. His body seemed filled with rocks. As a
healer, he knew what he was dealing with—almost total physical
exhaustion on top of malnutrition. If things had continued the way
they had, he might easily have been dead in a couple of weeks. He
had been tired before, hungry before, but never like this. He was
so weak, he could hardly stand, and he trembled no matter how much
he locked his legs or clenched his fists.

The only place he could sit
which wouldn’t appear impertinent was the pallet, and he honestly
didn’t think he could get down to the ground again on his own. So
he stood leaning on a chair and tried not to look as if he was
taking liberties. Arman returned several minutes later, carrying a
tray and grimaced at him. “Why don’t you sit on that instead of
using it to prop yourself up?”

“I’m sorry, my lord.”

Arman sat the tray on the
little table he usually used for his meals, and helped Kei to sit.
“Perhaps I should put some more of that ointment on you.”

Kei shook his head. “No, my
lord, it’s too valuable to waste. It helped last night. I don’t
need it today.”

Arman stared at him in
perplexity. “How is it wasted when you’re injured?”

“Someone might suffer a worse
injury and need it. I can’t replace it down here. The chuo plant
grows only in the dry regions.”

“You’re a stubborn idiot, but
have it your way. I’d ask a physician to come and look at you, but
you wouldn’t consider that good enough, I suppose.”

Arman was now truly annoyed.
Kei wanted to eat the food in front of him because he was very
hungry and it smelled delicious, but he couldn’t afford to anger
his master while he was so weak. “If you wish it, my lord, I would
be grateful for the kindness.”

“Huh. Darshianese for ‘let’s
humour the Prijian fool’.” Kei looked up in amazement at the slight
mocking tone. Arman wasn’t exactly smiling, but he wasn’t frowning
any more. “Do you think you need a physician?”

“Most likely not, my lord. The
bruises will heal, and I can’t feel any infection. If I move
around, I won’t stiffen up. Uh...but I don’t think I will be able
to lift anything heavy for a day or two.”

“A day or two? Try a week.
You’ll stay with me until you heal properly, and if you try to lift
anything heavier than a spoon, I will give you some other pain to
distract you. Now eat. I haven’t got all day to attend to you.”

“No, my lord.” Kei turned his
attention to the food, and tried to eat as politely and quietly as
he could, given he was so ravenous. There was a hot sweet drink
he’d seen served from the kitchens but never tasted, which warmed
him all the way through and did much to help him wake up properly.
He savoured it, wondering if he would ever taste it again, and
enjoyed the rare pleasure of not being hungry or forced to work
while he was starving and sore. He’d almost forgotten what it was
like to have nothing to do. The general sat at his desk and ignored
him, reading through papers. Kei wondered why he had not gone out
as usual, but didn’t risk irritating the man by asking.

He could get used to having a
full belly again too. He couldn’t finish everything provided, to
his regret, and Arman gave him a sharp look as if to ask why he had
not eaten it all. “I can’t finish it, my lord. If you leave it a
while, I could try—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Kei. I’ll
have fresh brought later, if you want it. Do you want to get
dressed? You can keep the robe on if you want.”

The robe was wonderfully
comfortable, but it was the only one Arman owned. The man lived
very simply for someone who owned such a lavish house. “My
clothes...the ones I had yesterday?” He couldn’t see them
anywhere.

“I sent them to be washed.
Where are the others? You have more, don’t you?”

“Yes, my lord—but they’re
probably still wet.”

Arman’s brow creased into
puzzlement. “All of them? How can all your clothes be wet?”

“Um...Mykis wanted me to be
clean. I had to keep washing them.”

Arman threw the pencil he was
holding down on the desk. “So, in addition to beating you, and
starving you, he expected you to appear spotlessly clean.
How...thorough of him.” Kei felt Arman’s disgust as he considered
his steward. “Never mind, keep the robe. It’s not like you’ll be
going anywhere today.”

“No, my lord. Is there
something I can do to assist you?”

“I doubt...wait, you read and
write?”

“Yes, of course, my lord.”

“Do you read Prijian?”

“No, I don’t know the
letters.”

Arman said something quickly in
his language, to which Kei could only give a puzzled look in
answer. “And you don’t speak it well enough yet either. But you
speak some, I believe.”

“Yes, a few
phrases.” Mostly
insults. Kei wondered if Arman wanted a
demonstration.

Arman sighed. “So much for Her
Serenity’s plan of you all learning our tongue. I need to see to
that. There is a task I’d like carried out, but I don’t know if
you’re up to sitting for a couple of hours.”

His backside hurt, but all his
aches were tolerable so long as he wasn’t straining himself. “I’m
fine, my lord. I’ve been enduring worse for some time.” Which
earned him another piercing look as if the general thought he was
being mocked. “I’d like to help you,” Kei added as meekly as he
could.

“All right.” Arman took the
tray and put it outside the room—on the floor or into a footman’s
hands, Kei didn’t know—and then moved Kei’s chair closer to his
desk, even giving him a cushion to sit on, which helped a good
deal. All this kindness made him wary, as if he was being set up
for even greater chastisement, but all he could detect from Arman
was a faint distaste for the situation, and not a little genuine
concern for Kei’s well-being. Of the former intense loathing that
had clung to him like a cloud, Kei only sensed echoes. He supposed
the man was putting the fact of his race aside, and trying to treat
him like any other servant. Kei wanted to fit into that role and
not remind Arman of his hate. It was much easier on both of them
this way.

But it couldn’t be ignored for
long. Arman described the task he had in mind. “There isn’t a
decent Prijian-Darshianese dictionary which uses the Darshianese
characters, not our phonetic representation. I’ve a feeling we’ll
need such a thing soon, and if you’d like to make a start on one,
it would help.”

Kei went still, his heart
sinking. “My lord, can I ask why you might need such a thing?”

Arman’s eyes narrowed as he
looked at Kei. “To read Darshianese documents and books, of
course.”

“I can’t, my lord. You’re
asking me to be a traitor.”

Kei braced himself for verbal
abuse, or worse. From the look in Arman’s eyes and the emotions Kei
sensed, there was a real risk he would be struck. But then Arman’s
hands unclenched. “Yes, I can see how you would see it that way. In
fact, it would make no difference to our campaign—only after. It
would help in dealings when Darshek falls, but it won’t hasten that
event.”

Kei looked down at his hands,
gripped tightly in his lap. “Do I have your word it has no military
implications?”

He heard a snort of anger and
thought he had shattered the fragile truce. Long moments passed
without a word from either of them, but then he heard a sigh, and
risked lifting his eyes to the general’s. “I won’t swear by Lord
Niko because I doubt that would carry any weight with you, but you
have my word on my name and my mother’s memory. I surely don’t need
to explain to you it’s hardly regular for a prisoner to insist on
oaths from his captor.”

“I thought I was a hostage, my
lord.”

“Don’t push me, Kei.” The chill
in Arman’s voice made Kei’s hands sweaty with fear. The general
glared at him for several painful moments. “I would never ask
another man to betray his loyalties. I wouldn’t ever be able to
trust them again if they did.”

“And do you trust me, my lord?
I could badly mislead you on this project, if I so chose.”

“I doubt it,” Arman said dryly.
“You’re not the only Darshianese I could ask, but you wanted to
help. I hadn’t expected to be treated like a cur over it.”

“My lord, I meant no offence,
but our people are at war. You can’t blame me for putting Darshian
first.”

Arman rubbed his temples, and
it wasn’t for show—Kei sensed he was in some pain. “No, I can’t,
and it was perhaps ill-advised to ask you. However, I promise this
work is intended for the peace that follows the siege, not the
siege itself. We haven’t needed such a thing before to defeat your
people, have we?”

“No, my lord,” Kei said, his
hands clenching a little in anger, although Arman was simply
pointing out the truth. “Then I’ll do as you ask, in the hope it
will bring true peace and an end to war, which I truly wish.”

“Moral little bastard, aren’t
you?” But there was no real heat in the words, and Kei even sensed
a slight admiration. “I’ve not done such a thing before, but I
thought if I gave you a list of words in Prijian, you could give me
the characters in Darshianese. I believe the manner of writing the
two languages are similar enough that it will be easy to pick it
up.”

“We can try, my lord.”

It was easily the most
interesting two hours Kei had spent since he had been taken from
his home, with the exception of the time spent with Jena talking
about medical matters. He’d had so little to do with Arman
before—he had only seen the cold, hostile general, and formed no
impression of his intelligence that wasn’t unfavourable to him.
That impression had been misleading. The man was an intellectual
and exceptionally well read by Prijian standards, which meant he
was strong on history and politics, but knew almost nothing of
natural history, medicine or other sciences except for a strong
interest in engineering. However, he made up for this lack with a
boundless curiosity and retentive memory that made Kei feel like a
dullard. He thought deeply but also incisively, and he had a
quickness of wit that reminded Kei achingly of Reji, although Arman
would never be called light-hearted, and had probably never played
a joke in his life.

Arman had the same instinct to
teach Kei’s father had had, and it was impossible for Kei not to
respond. He loved to learn and discover things, a love both his
parents had encouraged all his life. It was rare among the Prij,
though, and there were areas of ignorance and prejudice even in
Arman’s education Kei had to step lightly around. It wouldn’t do to
appear condescending or patronising of his master, especially in
his present condition.

Despite his caution, their
conversation ranged widely, as clarifications over words and usage
led to cultural explanations and examples, and then a few anecdotes
from each of their pasts which gave Kei a surprising insight into
the general. He didn’t know if Arman felt the same way about Kei,
but he sensed a genuine enjoyment of the task, for once without any
shadow of Arman’s apparently ever-present grief.

It was Arman, at last, who
called a halt. “Very good work. An excellent beginning.”

Kei blushed with delight at the
praise, and then was annoyed at himself for being so easily
pleased. “Thank you, my lord.”

“You look pale, though. I think
it’s enough for today. I have to go to the palace and I suggest you
try to rest. I’ll have some food sent in.”

Kei was suddenly afraid of
being left alone in this house without a protector, but was too
ashamed to say anything. “Thank you, my lord, but I’m not hungry.
Sleep would help.”

“As you wish. I should be back
for supper. No one will molest you, you have my word.”

“Yes, my lord. Thank you.” Now
that they’d stopped, he felt exhausted again. He tried to rise from
the chair but was forced to give up. His cheeks burned with
humiliation. “Uh.”

Arman’s strong hands were
already under his arms. “I think you might be better lying on the
bed until I return.”

“Your bed?”

“Why not? You’ll be able to get
up from it without help while I’m out, if you need to.”

Speechless with surprise, Kei
let himself be led over to the bed and helped to lie on the covers.
Arman put a pillow put under his head. “My lord...this kindness, I
won’t forget it.”

Arman’s lips tightened. Kei had
aroused anger, although not apparently directed at him. “There
would be no need for it if I’d been doing my duty. Don’t mention it
again.”

“No, my lord.”

“I’ll leave instructions you’re
not to be disturbed unless there’s a fire. If you don’t smell
smoke, don’t open the door.”

“No, my lord.” Kei came to the
astonishing realisation that the ‘golden general’—the cold and
apparently heartless murderer of Ai-Darbin—had a dry and cutting
sense of humour which expressed itself at the most unexpected
times. Kei yearned to respond to it the way he would with Reji, but
he forced himself to be respectful. Arman was odd and volatile.

Arman pulled a blanket over him
carefully. “Take care you don’t fall in my absence.”

“No, my lord.”

“I’ll be back for supper.”

And then he was left in
peace and in comfort, but more confused and unsettled than ever by
the strange man who held him prisoner. He would never understand the
Prij.

~~~~~~~~

Arman leaned his forehead
briefly on the neck of his jesig, pretending to check the reins
while he got his scattered thoughts together. What in the gods’
name was he doing? Asking an enemy for
help? Enjoying
his enemy’s company? He betrayed his country and
Loke with every word and action today.

But even as the words
formed in his head, he could imagine Loke’s laughter if he’d ever
said such a thing to his friend. All afternoon, Arman had kept
thinking how much Loke would have liked Kei, and Kei, Loke, and how
cruel it was to be so reminded of his lost friend by someone of the
very race that had killed him. But over that thought too, Loke
would have taken him gently to task. Kei had not killed Loke, had
been nowhere near Darbin, and disapproved of the act. Gods—he had
even apologised
without the slightest trace of mockery, and with
every semblance of true sympathy.

What was going on? Arman had
only wanted to right a clear injustice, but instead, he had gone
beyond mere care for an injured man to actual...friendliness.
Kindness, Kei had called it, which made Arman ashamed and angry
someone who’d been abused by one of his people would see it that
way, rather than simply as his due. Why?

Why had he spent so long
talking to the man? Why had he let himself enjoy it, and make an
effort to let Kei relax enough to enjoy it too? He had deliberately
let the boundaries between them blur for those few hours, but he
couldn’t even hold any resentment over Kei taking liberties with
that relaxation, because he hadn’t. Kei behaved like a model
servant, a model prisoner—and still managed to be true to himself,
retaining his dignity and sense of pride. It would be easier if he
was a spiteful little shit like Mykis. But he wasn’t.

Arman mounted quickly and gave
orders to his escort to head towards the palace. This wasn’t how it
was supposed to go, at all. He had vowed to hate the Darshianese
for the rest of his life, to curse each and every one of them no
matter where he found them, and yet he had spent one of the most
pleasant afternoons in months with Kei, even forgetting, for a
little while at least, that they were enemies.

He rode on without seeing,
letting his mount pick her path, led by the jesigs of his escort
around him. He couldn’t allow it to continue, and yet a part of him
had needed that respite, had yearned for the companionship of
someone of similar intellect, a similar way of looking at things,
similar desires. He yearned, in fact, for someone to fill the hole
in his life Loke had left, and which Karus, dear and beloved though
he was to Arman, could never truly fill.

Arman’s hands tightened on his
reins. Here was evidence of his madness indeed. Even if Kei wasn’t
an enemy, he wasn’t a permanent fixture either. When Darshek fell,
hopefully in the very near future, he would go home to his pitiful
village, take that fine mind and waste it putting bandages on the
scuffed knees of yokels, and Arman would never see him again. Even
if he did, Kei would be a member of a defeated race. They could
never be equals, let alone friends.

By the time he had got to the
palace, he had the answer to the dilemma, sending a note to Karus
which would solve the problem entirely to the satisfaction of all.
By the time he had delivered his reports and collected fresh papers
from Blikus, he was calm once more, and able to examine his
behaviour rationally, acknowledging also that he had, at last, made
some progression in his grief in being able to do so. Kei was
likeable and unthreatening, and his wounded, terrified condition—no
fault of his own—had simply triggered Arman’s protectiveness the
way Loke had all those years ago. It wasn’t surprising Arman had
responded, having had no outlet for such tendencies since Loke’s
death.

Nor was it really a surprise he
could hate the Darshianese as a group, but come to tolerate someone
with whom he had to live day to day, who carried no personal blame,
and who tried, so far as Arman could see, to fit in with an
admittedly difficult situation as best he could. Loke wouldn’t have
held Arman to account for this, and would have approved completely
of his treatment of Kei. Knowing that eased his guilt and his grief
in no small way.

He received the reply waiting
for him on his return with a sense of relief. This would solve
things honourably, and with benefit to several parties, without
needing him to spend further time or thought on Kei’s situation. It
was thus with a calmer and lighter heart that he approached his
rooms, after having taken some delight in Mykis’s obvious chagrin
at being ordered to personally deliver food and baths for two in an
hour.

Any slight conscience Arman
might have had over his treatment of his steward would have
disappeared that morning when he had seen Kei naked, the extent of
the truly horrific abuse perfectly evident, the bruises livid even
against Kei’s brown skin. It hadn’t been a single incident, or even
one or two losses of temper or control, which had wrought such
damage. It had been caused by systematic torture by a mean-spirited
coward, and if he had been Kei and treated that way, Mykis would be
dead by now. Except Kei knew, as did Arman and so doubtless did
Mayl and Mykis, he dared not strike back. Each bruise had been
borne for the sake of others as well as Kei himself. Arman longed
to see if Mykis would be so stoic. He doubt that piece of urs shit
would be, somehow.

He took care to enter and close
the door quietly so not to startle Kei, who clearly still expected
Arman to begin abusing him as Mykis had done. But his manservant
was still asleep, deep marks of tiredness and pain marring his
mouth, his braid a tousled mess down his back. All the Darshianese
wore their hair long, but Kei had one of the longest braids Arman
had ever seen, extending to the backs of his thighs, which meant it
had to be nearly past his knees when loose.

A damn nuisance to maintain no
doubt, even worse than Arman’s own unruly mess which he wore long
because it was the fashion for the nobility, but which he wished he
could crop to bristle length as did his men. He bowed to that
expectation of his caste, but refused to shave—beards were out of
style, but much more practical in the field, even though Loke had
often said he wished he would remove it. Loke had thought Arman
looked better clean-shaven. Arman had never seen any Darshianese
with a beard, and they had little or no body hair except about
their genitals. Perhaps their ancestors had considered shaving a
waste of time too and bred it out of the race.

He let Kei sleep a little
longer, but the meal and baths would arrive soon, and he didn’t
want the man startled by their delivery. He took care not to touch
the damaged back, instead shaking Kei by the arm and calling his
name. Shaming to see how the man flinched, at first in fear and
then in pain as he moved, but Kei composed himself quickly enough.
“My lord...is it very late?”

“Not so late, but supper will
be here soon.”

Kei seemed dazed but much
improved even with a few hours’ rest. Arman sincerely hoped his
recovery would be swift because then he could restore their
interactions to that of a normal master and servant, which would be
far less disturbing for both of them.

He helped the man to sit back
in the chair, and offered a comb for him to straighten his
appearance when it became evident his belongings were still in the
washroom, along with his still damp clothes. They would need to be
retrieved. “My lord, I can’t manage this...Do you mind if I don’t?”
Kei looked mortified at having to admit being unable to even groom
himself.

Arman wasn’t prepared to assist
him in such a personal matter—there were limits to his kindness.
“Of course not. Wait until your back heals more.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Kei still
wouldn’t look at him. “You finished your business?”

“Naturally. I have some good
news—”

A knock interrupted him, and
Mykis opened the door at his response. “Your supper, Sei
Arman.”

“Put it on the table.” Arman
kept a deliberately cool and intimidating gaze on the man while he
set the tray down. As Mykis glanced at Kei, paralysed with fright,
his thin lips curled in a sneer. It was the only opening Arman
needed. “Something not to your liking, Mykis?” He was careful to
speak in Darshianese. This was for Kei’s benefit, after all.

“No, Sei.”

“Are you sure? You look
troubled. Perhaps you disapprove of my kindness to one of your
victims.”

Eyes widened at the use of the
word. “No, Sei,” he said in an indignant tone.

“As well you should not,
naturally. It’s very bothersome for me as your master to have to
clean up your mistakes.” Arman had learned this silkily vicious
tone of voice from Mayl—he’d never had to use it before, but he was
discovering it was amazingly effective. “It does not please me at
all to be put to this trouble.”

Mykis gulped. “I’m sorry, Sei
Arman.”

“I’m glad to hear you are. I
wouldn’t like to be in the position of having to treat another
servant for injuries unlawfully given, nor of being inconvenienced
by preparing an affidavit to be used in a prosecution. Assault is
such an unattractive thing to have on one’s record, don’t you
think?”

“Yes, Sei,” Mykis mumbled,
looking at the floor. “Uh, will that be all?”

“Did I say it would be all,
Mykis? Did I ask you to speak out of turn?” Kei flinched a little
at his words—so Arman had guessed correctly at one of the excuses
for chastisement.

“No, Sei.”

“No, I didn’t think I
had. Kei’s belongings are missing—find them and bring them to this
room. I also want two clean, dry sets of clothing delivered
for him, his other clothes laundered correctly and with care, and
also brought here. Find one of my wife’s maids who knows how to
braid hair, and send her along with the bath water. Oh, and Mykis?
You’re untidy. Your hair needs cutting, there’s a splash of fat on
your coat, you missed a spot on your neck when you shaved, and your
left thumbnail looks like you’ve been cleaning a stove with it. I
won’t tolerate such low standards. See you don’t appear before me
again like this.”

“No, Sei.”

“Now go away, I have better
things to do than to dally all day talking to you.”

The man bowed, his face now red
with anger which Arman ignored, and left them alone.

Arman poured himself a glass of
wine and looked at Kei thoughtfully as he sipped it. “You know, I
rather enjoyed doing that.”

Kei’s eyes were on stalks. “My
lord...if I can ask...how does such a man come to work for
you?”

Arman set the glass down, and
wished Kei would lose this tendency to ask the most pointed
questions. “He doesn’t. He’s my wife’s creature. I wouldn’t have
someone like that in my command or my home, if I had a choice.”

“But...this
is your
home, isn’t it? Why don’t you ask your wife to remove
him?”

Arman sighed and folded his
arms, regarding Kei and his still terrified expression. “Because
life and war are about choosing your battles. I choose not to fight
a battle over the staff unless it becomes unavoidable, as it has in
your case. I can keep Mykis under control without dismissing him,
and without an argument with my wife. So I choose one battle, and
ignore the other one. Any more impertinent questions before we
eat?”

“No, my lord,” Kei murmured,
before he picked up his fork and speared a luglo root. “But I’ll
treasure the look on his face until the day I die.”

Arman had to grin, the first
real smile he’d had on his face in months. “It was rather
wonderful, wasn’t it? Stupid damn man— he’d be eaten alive in the
army.”

Kei nodded and began to eat, a
faint smile on his lips, the fearful look now gone. Arman noted his
appetite was heartier than his capacity to finish the meal once
more, and wondered exactly on how little food his servant had been
surviving over the last month. The man wasn’t a giant to begin
with, very tall and quite lean by nature anyway, but he was now
quite gaunt. Although, even with a single day’s better treatment,
he was altogether less ill and worn.

When only half of the food was
gone, Kei stopped, looking at his plate regretfully. “I can’t eat
any more, even though I know I want it.”

“Never mind, don’t force
yourself.”

Kei laid down his fork. “My
lord, you mentioned good news?”

“Oh, yes. I’m afraid I’ll be
too busy for some time to come to work further on the dictionary as
we did today, but I’ve asked a friend of mine if you and he might
continue the task. He’s my former tutor, a trusted friend. Speaks
Darshianese like a native—he’s the one who taught me. You can start
tomorrow if you feel strong enough.” He expected Kei to be pleased,
but his servant looked down at the table and appeared apprehensive.
“Now what’s wrong, Kei?”

“My lord...he’s not...he
won’t...?” Kei bit his lip and went quiet.

Arman tsked in irritation. “Do
you think I would send you to someone else to abuse you, when I’ve
just gone to all this trouble to put a stop to it here? I must have
misjudged your intelligence”

Kei lowered his gaze
respectfully. “I’m sorry, my lord. I’ll work with this man, as you
wish. What’s his name?”

“Karus-pei. Karus. He’s elderly
now, and not in good health, so I expect you to be considerate and
not tire him out. He doesn’t see a lot of people now. He’d welcome
the company, I know.”

“Yes, my lord. ‘Pei’
is...teacher?”

“‘Honoured
teacher’. When the honorific is in front of the name, it’s a title
or position, after the name it’s more a term of respect, an earned
term of affection or status.”

“Oh, I hadn’t realised. So
‘Sei’ isn’t ‘lord’, it’s...?”

“Senator’s child. ‘Ard’, sea
captain, and so on. The Darshianese don’t use such things?”

Kei shook his head. “No, my
lord. We’re a very disrespectful people.”

“So I see,” Arman said dryly.
Yes, it really was just as well to pass Kei to Karus, who was well
used to dealing with young people with more spirit than common
sense. Kei would be well treated, and maybe he would even look back
on this time as one in which he learned some things of benefit to
him. The Prij owed him a little compensation for his pain, after
all, and if the empire got a decent dictionary out of it, then
everyone benefited. It had been a while since Arman had felt so
satisfied with one of his labours. It served justice and
practicality at the same time, while removing someone from his
day-to-day life who disturbed him greatly, albeit in the most
innocent way.

Loke had done that too, right
from the moment Arman met him. But he wasn’t ready for another Loke
in his life—and likely never would be. Let Karus look after Kei,
and let Arman be alone. It was best for all concerned.

~~~~~~~~

Despite the quite
surprising degree of patience Arman had shown Kei over his
fearfulness, and the trouble to which he’d gone to reassure Kei
that this Karus wasn’t another bullying Prij, he couldn’t stop
feeling apprehensive about the meeting about to take place. He felt
a lot better today—still very sore but nowhere near as weak and
shaky as he had yesterday, and had readily assured Arman he could
manage an easy day’s scholarship with a retired gentleman. To be
honest, he could have easily spent another day resting, but if
Arman wouldn’t be there, Kei didn’t want to risk encountering Mykis
on his own, however delicious it had been to see the brute reduced
to quivering, helpless, red-faced anger by Arman’s razor-edged
tongue. Mykis would be plotting his revenge, and Kei wasn’t at all
sure the fear of retribution from Arman was greater than Mykis’s
need to exact
retribution from Kei.

He still couldn’t get over how
civil and pleasant Arman was. Kei could still feel a lot of the
emotions he’d come to associate with Arman—the intense sadness, the
hostility, frustration, and some anger—but they had been
transmuted, their target changed, and Arman himself had at last
reined in his more dangerous feelings. Perhaps the passage of time
had worked its inevitable magic on the man’s heart. Kei hoped this
was so both for Arman’s sake and his own. Grief was a deadly
emotion if left unchecked—he knew this personally. He didn’t want
to see anyone suffer the way his mother had, or the way Arman had
been when Kei had first encountered him. He was still puzzled as to
when the change had occurred—had the business with Mykis lanced the
wound? If so, why?

Arman had offered to take Kei
to the tutor’s house in a light jesig-drawn vehicle, the type which
Kei saw passing along the avenues even now, but the idea of being
jolted in that manner, or on the back of a jesig, made him plead to
be allowed to walk, however slowly. It wasn’t that far, so Arman
had agreed, pitching his stride to Kei’s slow pace, the soldiers
escorting them (as they always escorted Arman, the general hastened
to reassure him) walking at the same rate. Kei was sweating with
the effort by the time they arrived at a much more modest house
than Arman’s, but his aching muscles had loosened up and the
exercise would help disburse the pooled blood of his bruises. So
long as Arman didn’t expect him to haul buckets of water for a
while, he’d be fine.

A footman opened the door to
Arman’s knock and they entered. As Kei’s eyes were adjusting to the
darker interior, he heard a woman call “Kei? Gods, Kei!” Then he
was rushed at and embraced by an excited and delighted Jena. “It’s
you, oh, gods!”

Kei winced. He was as
overwhelmed with relief and pleased surprise as she was—only she
was hurting his back. “Let
go, Jena, I’m injured.”

“Oh.” She let him go and looked
at him critically. “What’s happened to you? You look like
shit.”

“Is that your professional
opinion?” h said with a grin. He heard a throat being cleared and
he turned. “I’m sorry, my lord, I just...we’re just....”

“Happy to see each other, yes,
I can see. Jena, please tell Karus-pei I’m here.”

She bowed. “Yes, my lord.” She
gave Kei a quick smile and left.

“My lord, you didn’t mention
Karus had any of us with him.”

Arman looked at him steadily.
“It slipped my mind, Kei. I hope this will reassure you somewhat
that he doesn’t mistreat people of your race.”

“Yes, my lord, it does.” He
still couldn’t believe it—after weeks with no news at all, to find
Jena of all people living so close by, and that he would probably
be seeing her every day for a while.... He couldn’t stop
smiling.

“If I had known it would make
you this cheerful, I’d have made it my business to remember. Shall
we go on? Karus will be in the garden, enjoying the sun.”

Did Arman not approve of Jena?
He’d spoken to her with familiarity, so must have seen her a few
times before, but he sounded so frosty towards her. Had she upset
him on one of those visits? Kei fervently hoped not. He didn’t want
Arman to retreat into his cold shell again. It was painful for both
of them.

He followed the general out
into a small but lovely garden, in which grew many plants Kei
easily recognised from Darshian, the kind that grew where there was
more water available. In a long, low-wheeled chair, sat an elderly,
rather frail man with intense, brightly intelligent eyes. He smiled
warmly as they approached. “Welcome, welcome, both of you. So,
Arman, this is the young man of which you spoke?”

“Yes, this is Kei of Albon. How
are you feeling, Pei?” he said, standing and going to Karus’s table
to lay the notes he had made about Darshianese characters the day
before, and to touch Karus’s hand with gentle affection.

Karus waved them over to the
chairs near him, metal ones that matched the table he was using for
books, and indicated they should sit. “Much better, Arman. Jena
made me some tea with uyris flowers—did you know they were good for
congestion? Wonderful things, I suggest you try it when you next
have a cold.”

Arman glanced at Kei. “No, Pei,
I didn’t know this. Jena has medical knowledge?”

Kei interrupted hesitantly. “My
lord, Jena is a healer like me, a very skilled one.”

Karus put one hand over his
heart. “Blessed gods, another one. Are you all healers in
Darshian?”

“No, my lord Karus. We’re the
only ones in the hostage group, and there is usually only one in
every village, two at the very most. Jena is far more experienced
than I am.”

“Well, then I am fortunate
indeed to have you both in my home, and I expect to live many more
years with what I will learn from you. Now, Arman, stop scowling.
Have you time for some pijo?”

“I regret not, Pei. I had to do
other things yesterday, but the Lord Commander is expecting me this
morning, and then I have to attend on Senator Mekus. I’ll return
this evening to fetch Kei—are you sure you’re up to him being here
all day?”

“Certainly, and if I fall
asleep like the senile old fool I am, he and Jena can talk until I
wake up.” Kei smiled. He was beginning to feel fond of this kindly
old man. “Let us chatter together while you attend to the important
affairs of state.”

Arman’s face creased with a
genuinely affectionate smile. “I would rather stay than go, but
I’ll go. Kei, please be careful of Karus, he’s a national treasure
and I’d be sad if he was damaged.”

Kei understood the serious
message behind the flippancy and bowed his head. “Yes, my lord.
Thank you for introducing me.”

“Such lovely manners,” Karus
said with a sigh, his eyes twinkling. “Not like someone I could
recall very easily, if I put my aged mind to it.”

“I doubt it will take you very
long, Pei. I’ll be back before supper. Kei, please don’t leave the
house for any reason other than a summons direct from me, do you
understand?”

“Yes, my lord.” Kei
couldn’t sense anything other than slight concern for him, so he
doubted Arman thought he would try to abscond. He must really think his staff are criminally
minded.

“Fine—no, don’t stand, Kei.
Good day, Karus.”

Kei found himself being
scrutinised closely, and forced himself not to twitch. At last,
Karus sighed and rang the little bell he had on the table. “How
badly are you injured, young man?”

“My lord?”

“Call me Karus, dear boy, I’m
no one’s lord or master or ‘Sei’. You’re hurt, are you not?”

“Yes...Karus. Bruising, nothing
more.”

“Hmmm. How did you come by an
injury so severe that Arman is happy for you to sit in his
presence, and forbid you to stand at his departure as is only
expected of a servant?”

“I....” Kei really didn’t know
how to deal with this. If he lied, and Arman had already told him
the truth, Karus would think him sly. If he told the truth, Arman
would have every right to be angry that matters concerning his
household were being spread about. “Forgive me, Karus, it’s a
private matter which Sei Arman will explain if he wishes to.”

Karus grunted, and then was
forced to cough painfully. “Discreet and polite. You must be an
excellent physician.”

“I’m a beginner only, my
lord...Karus, I mean.”

“And modest too,” Karus noted
dryly. “A paragon, indeed. Do you have any faults?”

“I’m told I’m impertinent. Does
that count?”

Karus laughed but then had to
cough again. “Damn cold, makes me feel twice my age. Ah, Jena, are
you pleased at my little surprise?”

“Yes, Karus, thank you.”
She smiled with obvious affection at her master.
She’s been lucky, Kei thought, with only a trace of jealousy. “Do you want a
pot of pijo, or some tea?”

“The tea again, I think, but
inside, in the library. Send Matez to wheel my chair in, and you
take young Kei to the kitchen and find out what he wants to drink.
I shan’t be in any hurry for the tea, if you two want to catch up.
And then Kei and I have our little task to do for Arman.”

“Thank you, Karus,” she said,
and Kei echoed the sentiment. “Come on, I’ll make you something hot
to drink.”

She held his wrist as
they walked. “Gods, you’re
moving like a cripple—what’s happened?”

“Show you in the kitchen, but
don’t say a thing to Karus, all right?”

“You’re worrying me, but I’m so
glad to see you.”

“Same here.”

“I
know,” she said with a grin, tapping her
forehead. “I nearly fainted
when Arman turned up here the day after I arrived. I had no idea
you were with him. Has it been very bad?”

“I’ve not
been as fortunate as you, let’s put it like that.”
They had arrived at the kitchens, which, like
the rest of the house, were smaller than those of Arman’s home.
“How many staff does Karus have?” Unlike Arman’s kitchens which
were never empty of people, he and Jena were the only people
there.

She drew boiling water from the
supply on the stove into a teapot and added a handful of uyris
flowers from a container near the sink. “Apart from me, there’s
Cook, and Siza, her assistant—they’re both out at the market—and
Matez, who’s the footman and the gardener and general help.”

“Gods, Arman has four times as
many, and a wife as well.”

“I’ve heard about her,” Jena
said dryly. “Now show me what you’ve been hiding.”

“Are you sure we won’t be
interrupted?”

“Kei, have you injured your
penis or something?” she asked impatiently. “You’re making me very
worried.”

“You’ll need to help me with my
shirt.” He sensed her anxiety—it wasn’t going to improve.

He was right, of course. She
gasped as he turned around. “Oh...gods.”

“Is it very bad?”

“You should be in bed with chuo
sap dressings on it, and you damn well know it. Who did this? The
golden general? I’ll kill him!”

Kei grabbed her wrist.
“Don’t say that even in jest.
You could end up getting yourself and the rest of your villagers
killed. It wasn’t Arman—it was his damn steward. Arman didn’t
know—he was furious when he found out. That’s why I’m here—to keep
me out of the little bastard’s way.”

“Was it by his wife’s orders?
Karus doesn’t come right out and say it, but I know he thinks she’s
a bitch—and Arman is here almost every night.”

Kei hadn’t known this was
where Arman spent his time. “He thinks she’s behind some of it, at least. She definitely
knows it’s happening. I’ve hardly seen her, don’t think much of
what I do. They’re not love’s young dream, but she’s
expecting.”

“Only takes one lucky fuck for
that to happen, as you know.”

“Jena! Anyway, I don’t think
it’s infected, but I can’t see it. Tell me honestly how bad it is,
and then you better get that tea to Karus.”

She skimmed her hands gently
over his back, which still made him flinch. “It must really
hurt.”

“It was worse two days ago.
Will I live?”

“Probably, unless the bastard
who did this has another go. You don’t have to exert yourself while
this heals? Tell me he’s not that callous.”

“No, he’s not. He’s not
anything like as bad as we thought.”

She gave him a sceptical look.
“We’re talking about the ‘golden general’? The one who killed the
boy in Ai-Darbin?”

Kei tugged his shirt down and
retied the side sashes. “Yes, that’s the one. The bomb the boy
threw killed a civilian, a personal servant of Arman’s. More than a
servant—his closest friend, I think. He was mad with grief at the
time. He’s still in a lot of pain. It’s not an excuse...but I can
understand the reaction. He’s not an evil man. He doesn’t like us,
but he doesn’t want us mistreated either. Dead, yes, beaten,
no.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Now I’m
even more worried about you.”

“What’s the point? It’s not
like I have a choice where I’m placed. Have you seen any of the
others?”

“Yes, a few are around this
area. I’ve talked to Gonji and Myri once, at the market—they’re all
right, or they were. You?”

Kei sat down—he felt a little
shaky again. “This is the first time I’ve been out of Arman’s house
since the last time I saw you.” He pulled her close and hugged her.
“Gods, Jena, I’ve been so worried and frightened. After what
happened to me, I thought the same thing might be happening to
everyone else.”

“I can’t swear it isn’t, but
I’ve no proof it is. At least it’s stopped for you.” She pulled
back. “It has, hasn’t it?”

“I think so. Arman’s pretty
angry with his steward.”

“So he should be. A man like
that belongs in a prison cell or...or....”

“I was thinking of a rectal
application of tirsel leaf, and then hanging him upside down for a
week.”

She chuckled. “Oh, now, that’s
mean. The tirsel leaf, yes, definitely. But the smell....” She
picked up some dark green beans and put them into a grinder. “I’ll
make some pijo. If you don’t want it, I’ll drink it or Matez will.
I have some chuo sap ointment, if you need it.”

“No, keep it. I have some and
used it, but we might need it for something more serious.”

“Kei, you
idiot—this is
serious, and besides, who will need it but you
or me?”

He shrugged and then winced at
the pain. “It’s the principle of the thing. You never know. Come
on, he really needs the tea.”

Karus wasn’t at all put out at
the lengthy delay in fetching his refreshment, and he beamed
paternally at them as they sat down at his invitation. “Jena, if
Cook doesn’t need you, I think you would be able to help us get on
faster.”

“Of course. What is it you’re
doing?”

“It’s a Darshianese
dictionary,” Kei said.

She touched his hand.
“Are you insane? They’re
the enemy!”

“Yes, I know. It has no
military application, Arman promised. Look, he could ask anyone in
south Darshian for this, it’s not a code. It’ll help me learn
Prijian and it gets me away from that bastard steward of his. You
don’t need to help—you can excuse yourself. He won’t mind.”

She shook off his hand. “Tell
me what you want me to do, Karus,” she said sweetly. Kei sighed.
His life was so full of compromises.

~~~~~~~~

Mekus was such a
politician, Arman thought, giving the word the emphasis of a curse.
One of the most high-ranking senators, but still a small-minded
windbag for all that. He’d known Arman since he was in nappies, of
course, and never seemed to be far from mentioning the fact either.
His daughter was a close friend of Mayl’s, which didn’t recommend
father or daughter to Arman, and Mekus’s heir, his son, was an
honourless, lazy, whiny brat who expected the world to stop
revolving if he stamped his foot, and everyone else to defer to
him, even other senators’ sons five years his senior. He needed a
good slap and possibly a ten-year stint in the army. Arman was no
admirer of the hereditary form of government which meant oldest
sons of oldest sons became senators with no other qualification at
all. The Prij had had a series of good, strong rulers presiding
over weak and talentless senates, and this would do the country no
good in the long term. He hoped he was dead or retired before
Prijus took his father’s place. He’d never submit to an order from
the man. He’d cut his own throat first.

He left with a pounding
headache and a letter from Mekus’s daughter to Arman’s wife—he was
considered little higher in status than an errand boy in that
family’s eyes. He was tempted to tear it up, but that would be
petty. Arman liked revenge on a large scale, and this wasn’t worth
the price of the argument he would get into if Mayl discovered him
shredding notes from dear Meke.

He managed to calm down on the
walk from Mekus’s house to Karus’s. He hoped Karus wouldn’t too
worn out by having Kei with him—he trusted Kei not to do anything
deliberately, but Karus’s enthusiasm all too often exceeded his
physical abilities. Arman had been slightly jealous at the warm
welcome the young Darshianese had received, but Karus was always
polite and kind, and had had fifty years’ experience in greeting
new pupils and putting them at their ease. Kei had responded just
as Arman had, and dozens of other men beside him. Karus was very,
very good at what he did.

He heard gentle laughter even
before he knocked at the door, and as he walked through the halls
to the library, he heard it again—Karus, and a woman. Jena, he
supposed. A happy scene greeted him. Karus had his kezi board out
and Kei stared at it with an expression Arman knew all too well. It
was the look of a man having been outwitted by a seventy-year-old
with an innocent gaze and a mind like a steel trap, with no idea
how it had happened.

“Come in, Arman, I’ve been
teaching our guests the gentle sport of kezi hunting.”

Arman looked at the board. Yes,
a classic set up indeed. “Not fair, Karus. I was playing for two
years before you tried that one on me.”

Kei looked up and grinned. “So
it’s not that I’m particularly stupid, after all?”

He’d forgotten his ‘my lords’
but Arman overlooked it. “We’re mere neophytes, Kei, and always
will be in comparison. Karus was playing kezi in his mother’s womb,
and was plotting kezin-ge while he was spitting milk all over her
shoulder.”

“A slight exaggeration, dear
boy,” Karus said, but with a smug look. “Have you come to stay for
supper?”

Arman nearly said yes,
but then looked at his servant and his friend. Both were close to
exhaustion. “Not tonight, Pei, if you will forgive me. I’ve some
reports to write and I need Kei’s assistance.” That got him a sharp
glance from the woman, to which he responded with a cool look of
his own. Did she think he had injured Kei? “We should
really be getting back.”

“Yes, my lord,” Kei said,
standing by holding onto the desk. He bowed his head. “Thank you,
Karus-pei, for your help and the game.”

“It was a delight, Kei-gidu.”
The use of the honorific startled Arman. Karus really must be
impressed. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

Karus looked at Arman as he
spoke. “Yes, if you don’t mind. I take it the dictionary is going
well, if you have time to play kezi?”

Karus waved impatiently. “Oh,
don’t be a prig, Arman. Work and rest in the proper proportions are
fundamental to health and productivity. I taught you that.”

Arman bowed. “Yes, Pei, you
did. I meant no criticism.”

“Hmmm. The list goes very well.
Jena is helping us too. It might make us all famous one day, what
do you think?”

“I think, Pei, you are already
famous, and that I really must take my leave. I’ll bring Kei back
tomorrow. Goodnight.”

Kei bowed. “Goodnight, Karus,
Jena.” The woman showed a little more propriety than she had this
morning, Arman was glad to see, and only bowed in response.

Arman led Kei out and their
escort joined them. “Are you up to the walk back?”

“Yes, my lord. I rested when
Karus did. Uh...I didn’t tell him what happened. He asked but...I
thought it was something you might not want bandied about.”

“Quite right, I don’t. Not to
protect Mykis, but because gossip could hurt more than him. Karus
doesn’t need to know, but I’ll explain if he does.”

“Thank you, my lord. May I ask,
what does ‘gidu’ mean?”

“‘Learned’.
It’s often used by physicians of one another as a courtesy, but
when Karus uses it, he’s paying you a remarkable
compliment.”

“Oh.” Kei was silent for a few
moments, and Arman suspected he might be blushing, as well he
might. Praise like that from Karus actually meant something. “He
should really call Jena that. He’s in good hands with her—she’ll
care for him very well.”

“Until she goes home, of
course,” Arman said neutrally.

“My lord?”

“Have you forgotten? This isn’t
going to go on forever—one day, one day very soon I hope in fact,
the siege at Darshek will succeed and you and your friends will be
free to return to your villages. It’s what you’re longing for,
isn’t it?”

“Yes. Yes of course it is, my
lord.” They walked in silence for several minutes, but then Kei
spoke again. “It feels odd—to have spent so much time here, to have
learned of your ways and your language, and then I’ll never use it
again, I suppose, nor ever return to Kuprij.”

Arman was curious as to where
Kei was going with this. “After your experiences, I would wonder
you would ever want to lay eyes on another Prij as long as you
lived. Even I admit you’ve not been treated particularly well, not
at any point.”

“No, my lord, we haven’t. Yet a
man like Karus is something special, someone to treasure having
met.”

“But he’s the only one,
surely.”

“No, my lord.”

That surprised Arman, he had to
admit. “Is that so? Well, when Darshek falls, the empire will be
united. There might be opportunities for you to come back to Kuprij
if you’re so inclined. I doubt I would feel that way in your shoes,
but then I’m not you.”

He sensed Kei’s surprise
at his cold tone, but it was time for a little restoration of the
proper balance in this relationship. Kei could satisfy his natural
desire for friendship and intellectual stimulation with Karus.
Arman didn’t need to be anyone’s friend. It hurt, a little, to push
a congenial soul away, but they were enemies. A couple of days of
necessary relaxation of the rules didn’t change this
fact.

Kei didn’t speak again until
they reached the house, the darkness hiding whatever his expression
may have told Arman of his thoughts, but when Arman reached his
rooms and lit the lamp, he saw some of the silence had to be caused
by pure tiredness. “You overdid it today, Kei. I warned you not
to.”

“Yes, my lord. It was just
sitting, I swear to you, and Jena found me a place to rest for a
couple of hours.... It’s been a while since I had to work so hard
intellectually for so long.” But then he smiled. “It’s good for
me.”

“Indeed,” Arman said, sorting
through the letters on his desk, and not looking at Kei. His
servant fell silent again, and when the meal arrived, he ate
without talking at all. He managed more food this time. Anything
which helped the man recover more quickly was good, so he was
pleased.

He left Kei to bathe on his own
while he checked some records in the library, and when he returned,
Kei was dressed again and sitting on his pallet. The waiting
footman took the dirty water away, and Arman could then bathe
quickly and have the water and the trays removed. “You should turn
in.”

“Yes, my lord.” Kei shifted as
if he was about to lie down. “My lord, have I offended you in some
manner?”

“No. I would tell you if you
had.”

“Oh. Only, you keep
grimacing—does your head hurt?”

Arman blinked in surprise—that
had been the last thing he expected. He’d thought to hear a
petulant complaint about being ignored. “Yes,” he admitted. “It
does.”

“I can do something about it,
if you like.”

Kei was being scrupulously
polite, and his eyes were downcast. Hard to know what was going on
in that curious mind. “Another ointment, perhaps made from
caterpillar spit, or some such?”

Kei smiled a little. “No, my
lord, just a neck massage.”

“You expect me to let a
Darshianese get their hands anywhere near my neck? I think
not.”

Kei looked up in shock. He
seemed about to speak, but then he shook his head and turned,
clearly giving up on the idea. Which, perversely, though it was
exactly what Arman wanted, annoyed him. “Can you really cure
headaches this way?”

Kei turned back to him. “Not
all of them, my lord. It depends on the cause. It’s good for those
caused by overwork or strain. If there is an underlying illness,
it’s not very effective.”

Despite himself, despite his
resolution, Arman was curious, and his headache was indeed very
bad. It had grown worse steadily since they had returned to the
house, although he had not actually been doing any serious reading.
“You may try. If you kill me, remember there won’t be anyone to
keep Mykis away from you.”

It was only intended as a joke.
Arman honestly didn’t believe Kei would lift a finger to harm him
if he had not attacked Mykis with far more provocation. But as Kei
rose, his expression was solemn. “I’ve told you, my lord. I don’t
kill. I’ve never killed anyone, I never wish to. I serve my
patients by easing illness and pain.”

“All right, don’t get
upset.”

But the man persisted, still
speaking quietly, his dark eyes intense with his emotions. “My
lord, I apologise, but to me, it’s not a joking matter. You called
me a murderer when you first spoke to me. I couldn’t—I could
never.... To kill someone...it’s sickening.” His voice was low, but
the passion behind the words was clear enough.

It infuriated Arman to be
held to account this way. “I’ve killed, Kei. I’ve killed
your people. I would do so again, if ordered to, and gladly. Do you
hate me for that? Do I
make you sick? Do you want to put your hands
around my neck now and avenge your kin, the way I avenged....
Soldiers kill. It’s my job. Do you think me
evil, or cursed?”

Why was he debating this with
the man, when he should just order him to shut up? Why did his
opinion matter in the least to Arman? His head throbbed even
harder—that and his rising anger made his next words harsh. “You
have no answer for me then? You seem to have an opinion on
everything, but none on this?”

Kei wrapped his arms around
himself, his face miserable. “Whatever I say will anger you, my
lord.”

“That’s not stopped you opening
your mouth and expressing whatever impertinent thought pops into
your head before, so come on, I want to know. Do I make you sick?
Am I condemned in your eyes for my crimes?”

Kei shook his head and walked
closer to Arman. “Let me treat your headache and then I’ll answer
you, because your pain is making you irritable.”

Arman nearly threw a
paperweight at him for his impudence, before realising that would
exactly prove his point. “You go too far. You test my limited
tolerance and you exceed your licence. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, my lord,” he answered, as
meekly as Arman could have wished, but that enraged him too.

“If your hands slip, if I
suspect for a second you are trying to do me harm, you will die, do
you understand? I can kill without my sword, don’t imagine I
can’t.”

“I don’t, my lord.” Hesitantly,
Kei walked behind him. Arman tensed up immediately even though Kei
would be hard pressed to squash the life out of a hisk in his
present condition, but as he felt cool, slightly trembling hands on
the back of his neck, he forced himself to calm down. Let this
farce be over, he could set a punishment for the man, and then he
could stop making a damn fool of himself, losing his temper and
shouting at a servant over moral issues which weren’t his or any
other Darshianese’s concern.

A firm pressure at the base of
his neck, and despite himself, he sighed. Incredibly, some of the
pain had dissipated already. He let his head fall forward, and
Kei’s fingers dug carefully but firmly into his scalp. Gods...he’d
had massages before, but nothing like this, ever. It really felt
marvellous, his headache, the pain, and his anger with it, seeping
away and leaving nothing but pure relaxation and calmness in their
wake.

He was shocked to find he was
practically falling asleep, but when he lifted his head, Kei had
already stepped away, looking at him apprehensively. “Does...does
it feel better, my lord?”

“Yes, it does. Thank you.” Kei
nodded, but clearly didn’t want to risk his wrath by speaking
again. Now his temper had calmed, Arman was deeply ashamed of
himself. Kei had only wanted to help him and be kind, but as
payment Arman had behaved no better than Mykis, for all he’d used
only words, threats rather than actual violence. The effect on Kei
had been exactly the same—the fearful looks, the way his hands were
shaking. “Will you sit? For a moment? I’m not angry, I promise
you.”

Kei stared for a moment, and
then moved hesitantly to the chair Arman had indicated. He was
still biting his lip, and his hands were clenched in his lap, as if
to stop their trembling.

“I apologise. I behaved like a
thug.” Kei’s head jerked up in surprise, but he didn’t speak.
Perhaps he was wary of another attack. With perfect cause, Arman
thought ruefully. “I understand your intentions not to kill. I
don’t believe for a moment you would ever do such a thing, whatever
I said before in anger. I...may not have been entirely rational
then. Loke’s death.... Even now, when I think of it...I would kill
that boy again, if he were here. I hate him, I truly do. But my
reactions...they were disproportionate. Many tried to tell me. You,
ironically, are the only one who has not, and yet you have more
cause than most. Why?”

He’d kept his voice
deliberately gentle although even saying Loke’s name had made his
chest tight with grief. He had shouted like a drunken lout before.
A dishonourable way to behave to a prisoner, let alone a
servant.

“My lord...may I speak?” Arman
nodded. “I didn’t blame you because I knew how you felt, a little.
My parents died two years ago, my father of bej fever—a great loss
to our village, and to my sister and to me. But my mother.... I
wasn’t there, I only know...Myka, my sister, said she couldn’t eat
or sleep. She was driven by this huge guilt that she could not,
with all her skill, her training, all her experience, save the man
she loved. Adored. So she drank nitre distillation. Nitre
weed...the death is very painful. Cruel, in fact. There are far
kinder ways a healer can use to kill herself. She must have chosen
that route because she felt she deserved it.”

Arman drew in a breath in
shock. “That must have been hard for you as a healer too.”

Kei nodded jerkily. “Yes, it
was. Because I had failed too. And for a while, I too thought about
death, only for a short while, but then I remembered Myka and my
duty. But even knowing the pain I would cause with my suicide, the
pain in my heart from losing the two of them, so close together,
one so pointlessly.... It seemed, even for just that short while, a
way—the only way—to end that agony. So, no, my lord, I don’t blame
you for your reactions or what you did. I don’t accept it’s right
to kill, but when the pain is so hard to bear...I know sometimes,
you just do what you need to, to make it stop.” He lowered his eyes
again. “If I’ve caused any offence....”

“No, you haven’t. But you know
I have killed without the excuse of grief. I’m a soldier. Does that
not sicken you?”

“No, because who am I to judge?
If I’m not willing to kill with my own hands, but yet it’s
necessary, then can I blame those who will, in my defence or in the
defence of others, even my enemy?”

“So you don’t believe that boy
at Darbin was evil either.”

Kei looked at him with weary
eyes. “You know the answer to that, Sei Arman. If we had attacked
Kuplik, if your home, your family, your loved ones were under
threat, don’t tell me you wouldn’t look for a bomb or whatever
weapon came to hand to fight back. You wouldn’t have it in you to
stand and watch. Not you.”

Despite himself, Arman felt his
eyes filling, remembering that day yet again. “It was such a cruel
death, such an unnecessary death. He died in my arms, in pain, no
dignity—how can I forgive, Kei? How can I stop hating a race who
took my heart and crushed it?”

He found to his horror, that
tears were coursing down his cheeks. What on earth was he doing,
sitting here, weeping in front of his servant? His prisoner? He
squeezed his eyes shut, and cursed himself for ever starting this
stupid conversation. He heard Kei moving, and then a gentle touch
on his hand. When he opened his eyes, Kei was kneeling before him,
his hands pressed lightly over his own.

“Forgiveness does not
mean forgetting, my lord,” he said in a quiet voice. “That boy took
something away from you that he should not have. You took away
something from him you
should not have. Neither of you gained any
comfort or benefit from killing. Blame...hate...fear, these bring
nothing but harm to those carrying the emotions. I just...want
you...to let your memories of your love be unclouded by your hate,
and then your friend’s life will be a blessing once more instead of
a burden. I want you to heal, Sei Arman, so you won’t be driven by
your pain through your days like a beast. Your friend would wish
this too.”

“I loved him. Truly, with all
my heart and soul. I’m empty without him.”

“Yes,” Kei said gently, his
grip a little firmer on Arman’s hands. “I know you are, my
lord.”

Arman’s tears wouldn’t stop
however much he willed it, but somehow he knew Kei wouldn’t use
this weakness against him. He felt...only gentle concern...and no
judgement. “Will it ever stop, this pain? Can I ever feel joy in
life again?”

“Yes, you can, you will, my
lord. I believe you’ve begun to find your path already, but you’re
afraid to let go of your hate for fear of losing your love. You
won’t, I promise you. Loke isn’t lost to you, and never will be.”
Kei put his hand over Arman’s heart. “You carry him here, safe,
loved...always.” The hand moved back to cover his own again. “My
lord, won’t you let yourself rest, as you’ve allowed me to? Your
hatred denies you peace and it’s what you need, more than
anything.”

“I have no peace, there’s no
rest. My friend’s dead. Loke....”

“Is still beloved, my lord.
Still here to let you rest, if you will let him give it. Let go
your hate, and let your love heal you.” Kei stood and moved behind
him again. Once again, those gentle, clever fingers were on his
neck. “Rest, Sei Arman. Be at peace.”

Blind with tears, he closed his
eyes again, and let the soothing words drift over his head, Kei’s
hands leeching away the renewed ache in his head and in his heart.
A minute or two later, Kei touched his face, and when Arman opened
his eyes, Kei looked at him kindly. “Go to bed, my lord.” His hand
was taken and he let himself be led over to his bed, urged to lie
down. “You need to sleep.”

He curled up on the bed and
closed his eyes, feeling so very tired and needing an end to this
pain. Something covered him and the glow of the lamps beyond his
eyelids disappeared. He heard soft shuffling as if at a great
distance, and then silence.

And then at last...at long
last...blessed peace.


Chapter : Utuk 6

Kei had grown used to an
unpleasant feeling of disorientation and spiking pain upon waking,
but if he waited a moment or two, and moved slowly, he would be
able to sit up. He waited, expecting to hear Arman call his
name—but there was only silence. He sat up and looked around—to his
surprise, the general was still on his bed, apparently asleep, the
first time Kei had woken before him since he had come to his
service.

He got up carefully, pleased
his legs were steadier and the pain somewhat less, but regretting
the headache which he had inflicted on himself the night before. He
went to the bed, and yes, indeed, Arman was fast asleep, looking
young and peaceful, even if his mouth was drawn down in a sad line.
Kei didn’t begrudge the man his rest, even though helping him to
it, and fighting his way through the incredible waves of pain and
grief that had boiled off him so suddenly and so powerfully, had
stretched Kei’s control to the limits, for which he was now
paying.

He relieved himself and
wondered what he should do—he couldn’t face going to the kitchens
to ask for his breakfast, and didn’t trust the staff not to refuse
him if he did. He wouldn’t wake Arman even if he dared. He needed
to sit, though. He pulled up the low stool Arman used when he
pulled on his boots, and set it next to the end of the bed. Then he
sat leaning on the bedpost, watching over the man who had disrupted
his life so thoroughly and who now dominated it and his
thoughts.

He’d been wrong to think Arman
had lanced the boil of his pain—all he had done was bury it under
politeness and duty, before it had erupted in an emotional
explosion with alarming suddenness and ferocity. It had taken all
Kei’s understanding, all his control and skill to try to help this
agonised soul. Had it worked? Kei fervently hoped so.

He was dozing against the
bedpost when he heard a movement, and looked up to see Arman’s
drowsy eyes looking back at him. “Kei,” Arman whispered.

“Are you well, my lord?”

Arman nodded, and then reached
for his hand. Puzzled, Kei let him take it. “Thank you. I haven’t
slept so well in months. I owe you a debt.”

“I’m glad, my lord. You needed
the rest.”

Arman still held his hand,
still seemed rather sleepy and sad, but where his pain had been
sharp and agonising to sense the night before, it was now a deeper,
dulled ache, more like a healing bruise than the slash of a knife.
“I hadn’t realised how exhausted I’d become. You were right...I was
no better than an animal, the way I was behaving.”

“You were in pain. There was a
reason.”

Arman stiffened, and Kei felt
his guilt spike a little. “I was in pain, but there was no
reasoning. Today I feel like a man, with a man’s griefs still, but
with a man’s strength and control. I...can see the events...that
day...I can look at it honestly now, I think.”

“You need to, my lord. Your
friend deserves that honesty, and it will give you the peace you
seek.”

“Yes, it probably will. I’ll
try hard to be honest with myself, and remember your help. Thank
you, Kei-gidu.”

The honorific pleased Kei, but
more than that, knowing indeed, Arman really was calmer, truly
gratified him. “You’re welcome, my lord.”

Arman sat up, yawning,
scratching his messy golden hair. At last he had woken up properly.
“You know, you should really call me ‘Sei’ or ‘Sei Arman’,” he said
in what was obviously an effort to change a painful subject. “Or
just ‘Arman’ as Loke did. ‘My lord’ is the Lord Commander, who I
decidedly am not. You can use my name, if you want.”

“Yes...Sei.” The word seemed
awkward. “I suppose it’s because ‘my lord’ is the only title we
use, and if I call you by your name, I might do so when it’s
inappropriate and then people will talk.” As they already did, Kei
thought darkly, thinking of the abusive terms flung at him, and the
sniggering gossip of the kitchen maids. For such a prudish race,
the Prij spent a lot of time talking about sex.

Arman sighed. “True, and if I’m
honest, I don’t like ‘Sei’ either. Being reminded of my caste
doesn’t bring me pleasure. Do as you wish. I don’t want to make you
feel awkward.”

“Thank you...Arman,” Kei said,
which earned him a smile. “Should I ask for breakfast?”

“No, let’s wait until a stiff
breeze wouldn’t knock you over before you have to face Mykis and
his lovely crew. How do you feel? You look tired. I’m sorry for
inflicting that outburst on you last night. Please forgive me.”

He looked so young, so
earnestly worried, it touched Kei. “Nothing to forgive, my
lord...Arman. Seeing your pain made me sad, not angry or
irritated...or disgusted,” he added deliberately. “I was glad to
help, and would do so again. As for me, I feel better. I am tired,
but not in a bad way. I shouldn’t try to learn a game like kezi
from a master strategist while I’m not at my best.”

Arman smiled a little. “Karus
is the best kezi player in Kuprij—I know, because I’ve played
against generals and admirals and they’re nothing in ability
compared to him. I can teach you more of the game if you like. It
would please Karus to have someone other than me to play with. He
knows all my tricks.”

“I’d like that.”

“Good.” He swung his legs out
of the bed. “Let me order our food, and then we can go over there
after we eat.”

Over breakfast, Arman told Kei
how he’d first encountered Karus, and that led to a more general
history of Arman’s childhood. He’d lost his mother in childbirth at
the age of eight—a common tragedy for the Prij, who were more
fertile than the Darshianese, but who lost more of their infants in
childhood and more of their women in producing them.

Kei also learned, more from
what was not said than what was, that there was no love lost
between Arman and his senator father, although Arman was fond of
his older brother who lived on a family estate to the north of Utuk
and who would one day inherit his father’s senatorial status. Karus
was very much a father substitute for Arman, and the pattern on
which he had formed himself which, to Kei’s thinking, was a very
good thing, but meant Arman would be faced sooner rather than later
with the loss of another person close to his heart. Karus was
frail—one day soon, Jena would not be there to treat the next cold,
or help him if he fell, and Prij medicine offered no real
treatment. It made Kei wish there was some way of letting Jena stay
that didn’t mean cutting her off from her village—but there was
not. When she returned home, Karus would have to get along without
her. As would Arman when Kei left. He hoped, by then, Arman would
really be healed. He’d made a good start.

It was much easier today.
Before, Arman’s polite consideration had the brittleness of duty
and pretense about it, and Kei had not been able to trust it.
Today, he was much more at peace. His grief, his deep sadness was
still there, but he had set aside a heavy and damaging burden of
anger and hate upon his soul. It showed in every line of his body,
everything he did or said. Kei could only feel glad for him.

Kei finished his breakfast, and
sat sipping his pijo as Arman ate. He was coming to enjoy this
strange, delicious drink made from beans imported from islands far
to the south of Kuprij. The drink was warm and smooth on the
tongue, and lit a pleasant fire in his belly. Something else he
might actually miss when he returned home, although it wasn’t
enough to keep him here when the war was over. Other things would,
possibly, if he didn’t have the many ties he did. Of course, he
assumed he would be welcome. That was unlikely. The Prij, even
after twenty years, still ruled at a distance from the Darshianese,
and never mixed with them. There were no others of their race in
Utuk, Jena said, other than the hostages, and while intermarriages
were not forbidden outright, there was such a strong social taboo
on them, they never occurred. Sad. The two peoples could give a lot
to each other, more than the crops, mineral wealth, labour and
taxes that were all the Prij seemed to want from their
subjects.

Arman called him back to
himself. “Kei? You seem distracted. Is something wrong?”

“Sorry, my lord, just thinking
about the Prij and Darshian.”

“Solving all our problems in
that clever brain no doubt, Gidu.” Kei flushed a little at the
compliment. “Forgive me, but there is something I need to ask. You
told me of your parents’ death—but I understood you to be the son
of the clan head, whom I spoke to in Albon.”

Arman wasn’t outright calling
him a liar and Kei could sense no suspicion, but he hastened to
explain anyway. “Fedor is my father by adoption and my uncle—my
mother’s brother. It’s the custom of my clan for a senior family
member to adopt orphans of their relatives, where the children are
unmarried or under the age of majority. As I was above that age, I
could have refused, but I was happy to let it happen. I honour him
as my father and my uncle, and he’s been unfailingly kind to my
sister and me. There is no distinction in our law between adopted
and blood children. It’s a very common thing.”

“Hmmm. We allow adoption, but
the children are never really considered of the same rank.” Kei
heard him mutter something in Prijian, but couldn’t make it out
what he was saying. “It sounds a close and supportive clan—but your
father, your uncle, seemed so unmoved by being forced to lose you
as a hostage. Are you all so stoic?”

Now Arman’s emotions were
stirred, although why, Kei didn’t know. “We’re not stoic, far from
it. But do you reveal your weakness to your enemy so easily?”

“I revealed it easily to my
enemy last night.”

Arman stared at him intently,
clearly waiting to see how he would respond. “I’m not your enemy,”
Kei said in a low voice, wondering if he was betraying Darshian and
all his kin, but not caring much. “I would never hold such a thing
against you, any more than I would hold Karus’s cold, or a
patient’s broken arm. If you’re afraid I’ll become too familiar
with you because of it, don’t be.”

Arman nodded. “I know you
wouldn’t. There is a grace about you...I hope your village
appreciates you, and honours you for what you are when you return,
because you’re a remarkable man. I’m grateful that chance, however
unfortunate to you, gave me the opportunity to meet you.”

Now Kei really flushed with
embarrassment. “Thank you, my lord...Arman.”

“It’s only my honest opinion on
the subject, and you deserve my honesty after last night.” Arman
held Kei’s gaze with his powerful, blue-eyed stare for a moment
longer, and then his expression relaxed. “Now, let’s take you to
Karus, and see if he can wear you out again. Oh, there’s a bit of
news that should make you happy—it’s Her Serenity’s birthday at the
end of next week, and she’s declared all the Darshianese can attend
the festival in her honour. Senator Mekus is sending the notices
out today. So, if seeing Jena made you so cheerful yesterday,
you’ll probably faint with delight next week to see the rest of
your friends.”

Kei grinned to himself. Arman
unknowingly spoke the literal truth, and Kei reminded himself to
work with Jena on his control before next week arrived. “I’ll be
looking forward to it. Thank you, Arman.”

Another genuine
smile. Careful, Sei
Arman. Keep that up and it
could become a habit that will be hard to break.

~~~~~~~~

“Are you sure you want to do
this today?”

Kei tied off his braid—Arman
was always surprised by the ease with which he managed that
enormous rope of hair—and gave him a long-suffering look. “I’m
fine. You’ve been more than kind but you know it will only cause
more talk if I don’t get back to my regular duties soon.”

“I don’t care about the gossip
of servants. I care about you being made ill again.”

“Fetching your breakfast won’t
make me ill, and since gossip entertains Mykis’s staff so much, why
not deny them their fun for a while longer?”

Arman shook his head, secretly
pleased Kei’s spirits were high enough for him to argue with him,
but not wanting to show it. “As you wish.”

“Thank you, Arman.” The quick
smile, and the use of his name, also pleased Arman in a way he
suspected was probably a little unwise.

“Just be careful,” he said
gruffly.

“Yes, my lord,” Kei said with
apparent respect, but his dark eyes were full of mischief as he
left the room. When he looked that way, Arman’s heart felt a sharp
pang of loss—it was so like the way Loke used to tease him. He
never thought anyone would tease him again this way. He was still
amazed it was one of the enemy who had. But Kei was not his enemy,
not any more. He felt it to be so, knew it in his heart.

He should dress, but instead he
sat waiting for Kei to return. It was ridiculous he should be
afraid what might happen to his servant while simply getting a meal
for him—but after what had happened to Kei, Arman couldn’t be
complacent. Kei had barely begun to lose the fear that came into
his eyes every time he left Arman’s rooms, and he had only just
healed enough to return to duty. The bruises were still lurid, and
he was still somewhat stiff and awkward on rising. Every time Arman
saw Kei wince, he wanted to rip Mykis’s lungs out and serve them up
as a sacrifice to Lord Quek—only the sea god would probably refuse
them as being as tainted as their owner.

With pure relief, he saw Kei
come back soon enough, bearing a food tray and with no sign he’d
been attacked in any way. “What happened?”

“Nothing. There was only the
cook, and she said nothing to me.” But the relief in Kei’s own
voice told Arman he had not been anything like as sanguine as he’d
pretended, and he cursed himself again for having let things get so
bad.

They had decided today was a
good day for Kei to resume his duties, a sufficient time to heal
coinciding neatly with Punus-feast, when most of the staff would be
taking their day of leisure, going down to the civic square to see
the celebrations and enjoying food stalls and free entertainment
after the sacrifices. In other circumstances, Kei might enjoy
seeing it too, but Arman was reluctant to let the man be exposed to
large numbers of strangers until his confidence completely
returned. He wouldn’t be able to protect him all the time—he had
his own duties to perform today, and there was always the
delightful prospect of Kei possibly being forced to endure meeting
Arman’s father. Arman didn’t want a fragile soul exposed to that
acid tongue.

“You should stay here until I
get back. I’ll only be a couple of hours.”

“Yes, I will. I’ll have a wash
though, while everyone’s out.”

Arman frowned at that, even
though this was also necessary, even more so, to prevent the kind
of filthy accusation Mayl had threatened to put out about Loke, and
which Arman had no doubt her servants already believed. No one who
knew Arman would seriously have credited he had been sodomising his
childhood friend and servant. But Kei was a full-grown man, a
remarkably handsome one at that, and without the excuse of injury,
his bathing in Arman’s rooms would be seen as meaning only one
thing. Arman didn’t want to offer any supporting evidence for
Mayl’s spite. It would do too much harm in too many quarters, and
not all of it to him. “Can’t you wait until this evening?”

“Won’t they be back by
then?”

Arman sighed. “Oh, do as you
wish. You know, you’re a lot of trouble for a servant.”

“I’m sorry, my lord.” Kei’s
eyes were downcast as he spoke.

“It’s not your fault, you
idiot. I know it’s not easy for you either.”

Kei looked at him. “No, it’s
not. But it’s far easier than it could be. I have you and Karus-pei
to thank for that.”

“Yes, well....” Arman was
surprised—and warmed—by the unexpected, probably unearned
gratitude. Such a generous spirit, when he had been so badly
harmed. “Come on, eat up, I’m tired of Karus’s cook giving me those
mournful looks because she thinks I’m still not feeding you.”

“I’ll be heavier than you in a
month if I keep eating her sweet cakes,” Kei said with a grin. “She
feeds me non-stop while I’m there.”

“That’s because Karus has the
appetite of a bird these days. It’s frustrating to the poor woman.
Indulge her. It won’t be for long.”

Kei looked down. “No, my lord.
I hope it won’t.”

And there it was again. Every
conversation had this shadow over it. Kei’s hostage status, the
siege, the fact there was only one realistic outcome to the war....
Perhaps they would meet again in their next lives, if the Darshian
beliefs were true, and then they could be friends without
reservation. A nice idea, anyway.

Arman ate and then
dressed in his armour—the less dazzling version, for, as he
explained to Kei, there was no point in inuring people to his
majesty. Kei gave him a grin at that comment. “My lord, I doubt
that could ever
happen.”

Which, if Arman were prone to
blushing, would have made him blush. He wasn’t, but he was still
oddly pleased at the compliment. He liked to think he wasn’t a vain
man, but living with Mayl and the disdain of his father made him
forget very often that he wasn’t exactly repulsive by conventional
standards. Not that it did him any good, but that he didn’t revolt
Kei, who had to be used to very different standards of
attractiveness, was something which pleased and surprised him,
being a sign of a lack of resentment on Kei’s part for which Arman
was grateful.

He pulled on his best cloak.
“I’ll be back soon. Stay out of trouble,” he said, strapping on his
sword.

“Yes, Arman,” Kei said, and
this time there was no humour in his eyes.

Arman suppressed a sigh as he
left. His life had come to this, that there was more danger to a
Darshianese hostage inside his own home than there was on the
battlefield. If the Darshianese were right, he must have been a
very great sinner in his past life.

~~~~~~~~

The kitchen was empty.
Kei put the dishes in the sink for washing—Arman had told him not
to worry in future about cleaning them, or doing his or Arman’s
laundry, for there were people employed to deal with that and they
damn well would
do, he’d said—then he crept as quickly and
quietly as he could to the washroom. He took a hasty bath, not
wasting time waiting to draw hot water since he could bear cold,
dressed in clean, fresh clothes, and hoped he’d be able to escape
back to Arman’s rooms without being seen at all. He now wished he’d
listened to Arman’s advice and waited—his stomach had been churning
since he’d left Arman’s chambers.

Unfortunately he was out of
luck. He heard Mykis’s voice as he came out of the washroom, and
unless he wanted to hide in there indefinitely (and perhaps be
discovered skulking, which would be humiliating to say the least),
there was no choice but to walk out and hope Arman’s warnings would
protect him.

It did, a little. Mykis only
scowled at him, but didn’t speak as Kei emerged. Mykis wasn’t
alone, however. Peri, the hisk-faced boy who acted as messenger and
general hand about the gardens (and who had gladly passed many of
his duties to Kei before Arman put a stop to it), was there too—as
was Arman’s wife. Kei couldn’t rush past her with impunity, so he
stopped and bowed respectfully, hoping she would think him beneath
her notice.

In that, he was also out of
luck. She handed something to Peri, said something to him about
“Mekus” and dismissed him, before walking over to Kei. She said
nothing, merely giving him that same cold appraisal as she had the
day he’d arrived. She said something to Mykis, whose scowl
deepened. “Sei Mayl wishes to know if you are now fully
recovered.”

“Please tell her yes, I am.”
Kei stared straight ahead, trying not to catch either of their
gazes.

Mykis repeated the information,
or Kei assumed he did. She tapped her fan against her lips and
walked around him slowly, like he was a vase in the market she was
considering buying. She said something else. “She wants to check
you’re healed. Take off your shirt, boy.”

Kei started and looked down at
her in horror. “My lady—”

“Are you deaf, boy?” Mykis
snapped. “Take off your shirt. It’s not like it’ll hurt you,” he
added with a sneer.

Kei fumbled at the ties of his
shirt, his face burning with embarrassment. She watched him calmly,
betraying no emotion in her expression, but Kei sensed her malice,
and something...less wholesome. He swallowed as he took his shirt
off, holding it in front of him, and wished he was anywhere on
earth than here. This was worse than being beaten.

Again, the slow appraising
look. She said something to Mykis, who smiled unpleasantly and made
an unmistakeably sexual gesture towards Kei’s body, which made her
laugh. Kei couldn’t believe a married woman, a pregnant one at
that, would engage a servant in this...this lascivious assessment,
nor make what were clearly prurient comments on the half-naked body
of another man in this way.

At last she was
satisfied, and Mykis curtly told him to put his shirt back on. “My
mistress wants to know if you enjoy serving her husband.” The way
Mykis said ‘serving’ left little doubt what he really meant—Kei
couldn’t tell if that was how she meant it, but somehow he
suspected she did.

“Sei Arman is a good and kind
master,” Kei said. Let them make of that what they wanted.

She gave him a knowing look as
his remark was repeated back at her. “My mistress says to take
care, my master has a habit of risking his servants’ lives.”

Kei looked at Mykis then. “Is
this a remark you want me to pass back to Sei Arman as from your
lips, Mykis? Tell your mistress I have no concerns or fears working
for her husband. He treats me with kindness and respect, as an
honourable person should.”

Sei Mayl’s lips tightened as
Mykis reported Kei’s comments, and she snapped something back at
him. “She wants you to remove yourself from her presence. As do
I.”

“Gladly,” Kei said calmly,
walking without haste from the kitchen, but still half expecting
Mykis’s fearsome cane to land on his back at any moment.

He kept his composure until he
got back to Arman’s rooms, and then he sank onto a chair, his hands
shaking and sweaty. Gods, how could there be people like this and
Arman in the same city, let alone the same house? He pitied Arman
deeply over this home of his. At least one day, Kei would escape.
Arman would never be free—at least not, Kei suspected, without
paying a high price in scandal and loss of face. There were
definitely benefits to not being of any nobility of any kind. If
this was what it meant to be a lord in this society, the Prij were
welcome to it.

He couldn’t help but wonder
over the constant innuendo he’d heard about Arman and Loke. It
didn’t seem unusual for a manservant to sleep in his master’s
rooms, so Kei could only assume the closeness between the two of
them had led people to speculate there was something improper going
on, even if that very speculation made Arman’s wife look something
of a fool. Arman had never mentioned anything of the kind regarding
Loke, even though he freely admitted, at least to Kei, to loving
Loke much more deeply than he could ever have done his spouse. But
had Arman really been sleeping with the boy?

Arman didn’t appear the type,
somehow. Despite his non-relationship with his wife, he seemed to
suffer none of the sexual frustration beginning to build in Kei now
he’d stopped being beaten, starved and worked to a frazzle. Kei’s
urges, fuelled by his memories of lovemaking with Reji, were a
constant but easily bearable irritant, a background to his life he
took for granted as part of being a man. But Arman appeared to be
without interest in such things—never making any remotely ribald
comment or indicating he noticed the attractiveness of anyone, and
certainly never referring to Loke with anything other than
reverence.

Kei was no expert on the man,
and he had only had a short time to observe him, but it was still
puzzling. Arman was a handsome, desirable man, in good health, and,
apart from his period of wild grief over his friend’s death, a
remarkably stable person. Why he would suppress his natural
instincts this way?

Perhaps being married to that
bitch would put a rope around anyone’s balls, Kei thought, allowing
himself a bluntness he would never express to Arman. He hoped
sincerely the happiness Arman did not get from his marriage, he
might yet gain in fatherhood. But the upcoming birth, just a couple
or so months away, was something Arman never referred to, not to
Karus or to Kei. It was if he forgot most of the time he had a wife
or child on the way at all.

As promised, Arman was back in
less than two hours, for which Kei was grateful—being alone in his
house inevitably left him feeling anxious, uncomfortably conscious
of his vulnerability and how much his present safety depended on
the goodwill of a single man. If Arman tired of him, or was told to
send him away, Kei could easily end up under the control of another
Mykis, and this time, without a powerful patron to protect him.

“What’s happened?” Arman said
quietly as he came in and shut the door. “You’ve got that spooked
jesig look in your eyes again. Has someone done something to
you?”

Kei took Arman’s ceremonial
breastplate from his hands, and hung it on the stand. “No, not
really. I just encountered Mykis earlier...and your wife. No one
hurt me.”

“Good. And how was the honoured
Sei Mayl? As pleasant as ever?”

“She’s apparently concerned for
my wellbeing.”

Arman raised an eyebrow. “That
I find most unlikely. Ignore her. She likes to torment. If it would
not have offended my father, she’d have done it to Loke too.” He
rubbed his forehead. “Gods, why do I go to that every month? Would
it trouble you to work your magic on my head again?”

“Of course not. Lean forward.”
Kei put his thumbs gently against the pulse points and massaged,
while he used his mind-mover’s gift to ease the blood vessels
making Arman’s head throb. It only took a minute before he felt
Arman relax. “Better?”

“Much,” he said with a sigh. “I
wish I knew how you did that.”

“Trade secret, my lord.” Arman
gave him a weary grin. “Why do you go to that if it annoys you so
much?”

“Because it’s expected twice
over of me. I’m a general and of the senatorial class. Piety is
obligatory in us.”

Kei had learned more of the
Prijian religion from Karus, who genuinely believed in his gods and
took comfort from them, although he wasn’t a superstitious man or a
gullible one. He sensed Arman’s faith was less solidly founded, but
it wasn’t an area he would tread in. Religion was a touchy subject
with the Prij, the bedrock of their state and their belief in their
right to rule other nations. Asking about it opened up a thurl’s
nest of questions, which could lead to bad feeling. Kei wasn’t
going to risk that.

He turned the conversation to
the celebrations he was to attend in three days’ time, and Arman’s
role in them. Mykis and Arman’s distasteful wife were left aside as
something neither of them wanted to talk about, and lunch with
Karus, finally over his cold and back on his feet, improved Arman’s
mood again. The day with its unpromising beginning, turned out in
the end to be a good one for all of them.

Kei left Arman talking quietly
with Karus indoors, while he and Jena enjoyed the last of the
daylight out in the garden which made them both homesick, but yet
was a source of comfort too, with the familiar scents and colours.
“I can’t wait to see the others,” she said, sitting on the grass
under the big tido palm. “Does it sometimes feel to you like we
could be here forever?”

“All the time. Yet Darshek
could fall any day now. It’s ironic it would mean we go home but
the others would be captives, maybe. I don’t know what to wish for
any more.”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”
She looked around to see if they were being overheard. “You don’t
think a rescue will come now, do you?”

“No. I think the siege is
working too well. So much for their damn plans and promises—we
should have all fled to Darshek instead of a few of us.”

“But then we’d all be captured
when Darshek fell.” She sighed. “Why us? Why can’t the damn Prij
stick to their own damn islands and leave us in peace?”

He took her hand as he sat
down. “It’s their nature. Like some men are more argumentative, and
some women more lusty.”

She gave him an odd look, and
grinned at their joined hands. “Is that a comment on anyone in
particular?”

He stuck his tongue at her.
“Not you, you prim little healer. You want to hope Aldik hasn’t
moved onto someone else by the time you get home. Ow!” She’d poked
him hard in the stomach. “Well, it’s true.”

“He wants a quiet life. He
doesn’t have a roving eye or I wouldn’t put up with him.” Her lover
was a widower who didn’t care she was infertile. His children were
grown, and she had him all to herself. It was an arrangement a lot
of gifted people had, and it worked as well as turning to one of
their own kind, often not an option in the villages. The only other
alternative was casual romps with normals, who then discarded them
for proper spouses when they were ready to build a home and a
family.

Still, when Kei saw what Arman
had to put up with for the sake of a so-called normal life, he was
happy to be the way he was. “I wish all married people were like
that,” he said heavily.

“Oh? What’s happening?”

“Arman’s wife,” he said
in a low voice, worried about being overheard. “Tell me, if you had a choice between skinny,
bruised old me and Arman, who would you choose?”

She grinned.
“Him, of course. He’s like
one of their gods. He’s taller than you even, and I didn’t think
that was possible. And that amazing hair...for a Prij, he’s
beautiful.”

“Exactly. So why was she giving
me the once over in the kitchen, do you think?”

“What?” He shushed her.
“Are you joking? She’s
pregnant.”

“Yes, I know.“

“Ick.”

“Exactly.”

She looked at him in
concern. “Be careful. The
last thing you need is to be accused of raping one of their
women.”

“Tell me something I
don’t know.” “I don’t
encourage her. She’s not my type for a start.”

“Oh, right. So who is your
type? The golden general?”

“Jena,” he said, shaking his
head in exasperation. “Don’t even think that as a jest.”

“That’s all it is. He’s a
handsome man, but he’s not one of us. They don’t want to pollute
the pure Prijian blood with that of nasty primitive Darshianese.
We’re safe.”

“I hope. Come on, Cook must be
ready to serve dinner by now.”

~~~~~~~~

Arman was glad on Kei’s account
for the day-long celebrations of Her Serenity’s birthday, but for
his own, he only wished it to be over. He didn’t enjoy the
ceremonial part of his job in the least—although to be fair, the
same was true of his fellow generals and the Lord Commander
himself. This year, because he was the only one of the three
generals actually on Kuplik, he would have an even more prominent
role, having to prance about in his best armour for at least an
hour, and spend at least another two listening to dull speeches of
congratulations from the senators. Usually he contrived to be off
Kuplik if he could on this day—no escaping it this year.

He sent Kei to Karus’s house
early, so he and Jena could go with Karus’s people to the festival.
Karus thought he would not go to the square this year, having been
so recently ill, and had told everyone in advance he was saving
himself for the Solstice night bonfires, which he loved to watch.
Arman wished him good health for that, and had promised to join him
then. Privately, he prayed Jena and Kei would still be there then,
to make sure Karus was well for it. It was only three weeks
away—surely it wasn’t wrong of him to want to delay their departure
for that short time, and for Karus’s sake, not his own. Yet the
siege had to end soon. He wanted it to end. Kei needed to go home,
Arman knew it very well, and would not place any obstacle in his
path. But if he could just stay those three weeks....

He rode down the docks where
five hundred of his troops were assembled, all specially chosen for
the honour of participating in the birthday celebrations. It would
hold no surprises for him. There was to be the usual military
parade with drums, musicians, dancers and children strewing
flowers, starting from the north end of the Avenue of the Gods. The
Lord Commander was to ride beside him. All Arman had to do was sit
on the back of his well-trained jesig and look imposing, which he
could do with his eyes shut—literally, since his ceremonial helmet
hid them so well—but would not do so in case he actually fell
asleep, as was rumoured to have happened once to one of his
predecessors in the reign of Her Serenity’s father. Landing in an
undignified heap on the ground for his jesig to step on would not
enhance his standing with Her Serenity.

The weather was a little damp,
which made things cooler in his armour, thank the gods, but the
crowds didn’t seem to mind in the least, the numbers even larger
than Arman remembered from two years ago, the last time he’d been
in Utuk for the event. He greeted Blikus and then inspected his
troops, receiving their salute before he led them towards the
parade route. After that, he wouldn’t need to engage his brain
again for some time. Blikus was equally bored as they made their
slow way along the avenue, past the cheering crowds. “One of these
years, they’ll come up with a new idea that doesn’t involve us,” he
said out the side of his rigidly smiling mouth as they rode
along.

“Never—the army’s the best show
they’ve got, unless you want to flood the avenue and ask Ard Peku
to sail a ship of the line down it.”

Blikus snorted in amusement. “I
dare you to put it to Kita, I really do, Arman.”

“Not on your life, my lord.
She’d take me up on it, and I’d have to arrange the troops to clean
fish heads off the street for a year.”

“Almost certainly. I see the
hostages are here as planned.”

Arman had already noticed
dark-haired heads here and there. “Yes, they’ve been looking
forward to it. I hope it’s good for their morale.”

“Their morale be damned, I just
wish Darshek would hurry up and come to its senses. The people must
be eating their boots by now.”

“One can only hope, my lord.”
Arman scanned the crowd for Kei. With his height he should be easy
to spot, but Arman would understand it if the man had no wish to
see the Prijian military on display. Other than being able to meet,
there really wasn’t any reason for the hostages to watch this
parade. Arman wouldn’t want to, in their place. But in their place,
he doubted he would behave as amiably as Kei had, or Jena. He would
make a damn poor hostage.

They’d nearly reached the
end of the route, and Arman was sure Kei had decided to miss the
parade, until he spotted a tall figure waving discreetly at him. He
couldn’t help a grin as he nodded at the small group, which he saw
included three other Darshianese. Kei had found his friends.
Good.
Arman wanted him to enjoy this day. He’d had such a damn bad time
of it to now, and Kei deserved better. Far better.

They were turning, and Arman
lost sight of his friend. He now had to concentrate a little more
guiding his animal and his troops into the narrow corridor leading
to the ceremonial arches at the end of the square. One hour down,
two to go, and then he could be free to call on Karus and enjoy a
rare free day.

His troops stood at rest in the
square. Arman saluted Her Serenity and then rode out again behind
Blikus. They had privileged places reserved for them up on the
balconies along with the senators where they could listen to the
long boring speeches in a little comfort. Out of the public gaze,
he and Blikus dismounted, handing their reins over to waiting
soldiers. “My Lord Commander? Sei General Arman?”

Arman took off his helmet—he
couldn’t see the speaker clearly in the shadows. “What is it,
lieutenant?”

“An urgent message, Sei
general. You need to come.”

Arman raised an eyebrow at
Blikus, who said, “Lead the way, lieutenant.”

They were taken to Blikus’s
offices, where he was handed a note. He waved Arman down to sit as
he read. Arman watched his commander’s face grow grimmer, until at
last he put the paper down on his desk with a sigh. “Bad news, my
lord?”

“Yes. One of our troops in
north Darshian has been killed. One of the ones stationed at the
villages—at Vinri.”

Arman stared in surprise.
“What? After all this time? Do we know what happened?”

“Senator Mekus just quotes the
report—look, here.” He passed the paper to Arman who read it but
gained little more from it than what Blikus had said. “You know
what this means, Arman.”

The
hostages. “Surely not, my lord. Not until
we know the full story.”

But Blikus shook his head. “Her
Serenity’s already given the order. Mekus has already started
rounding them up using the palace guard—he doesn’t want to wait
since they’re all here today.”

“But there’s no hurry, is
there? My Lord, this will do no good and cause unrest.”

“Be that as it may, the terms
of surrender were clear and the people of Vinri have chosen to
ignore it. The hostages are only here to ensure the good behaviour
of their villages—they have no other use to us.”

Arman struggled to find
something—anything,—that would delay this decision, so
unnecessarily rushed, and entirely unwise. “But my lord...on Her
Serenity’s birthday?”

Blikus only shrugged. “They
mean nothing to her, I imagine. Mekus is dealing with it. We don’t
need to be directly involved—I suggest you ask Captain Peyo to work
to Mekus’s orders.”

“Yes, my lord,” Arman said
through gritted teeth. “Where are they being taken?”

“To the blue reception hall.
Damn stupid people, these north Darshianese—why risk ten of your
own for a single one of ours?”

“Indeed, that’s what I’d like
to know. I would still counsel a delay, my lord, until we do.”

“It’s out of my hands, Arman.
Please see to her orders and get it over with.”

~~~~~~~~

Kei was having a hard time
maintaining any semblance of calmness. Not only was he battered by
the fears and anxieties of his fellow hostages as they huddled
together in the hall under guard, he was also desperately trying to
work out what was happening. One minute he was watching Arman in
the parade with Jena, Peit, Myri and Urki, and then next they were
surrounded by guards who hustled them through the gawking crowds at
sword point. No one would tell them what was going on—he didn’t
even know if any of the soldiers forcing them along spoke any
Darshianese, and his attempts to ask them in Prijian were
ignored.

They had been taken in the hall
he remembered from his first day in Utuk, where twenty or so of the
other hostages were waiting, obviously terrified and no more aware
of what was happening than Kei was. Over the next hour or so, the
other hostages were also brought in. Their guards kept a close
watch on them, but didn’t try to stop them interacting, so Kei
spoke to as many as he could, not only to see if anyone knew what
was going on, but also because he had an uneasy feeling this might
be their last chance to do so. Most of them looked well enough,
some looked depressed and rather tired, but didn’t want to talk
about what had been going on. From what he gathered, most of them
were being used as domestic servants, but he couldn’t see signs of
serious abuse. That was one small mercy at least.

He made his way back to the
group of people he’d come in with. Urki and Myri clung to Peit,
their terror obvious. Jena was silent, grim-faced. Kei returned to
her side, unable to offer any comfort or information. Had the siege
ended? That seemed to be the only thing that might require them all
being together like this.

Quite suddenly, without
any fanfare or announcement, there was an inrush of heavily
armoured soldiers who took up positions in front of them and facing
them, forming an impenetrable barrier between the hostages and the
rest of the room. Shortly after that, Senator Mekus came in and
snapped out an order for the hostages to form in village groups,
the clan head’s children at the head of the lines. As soon as that
was done, still more troops came in and stood among the hostages—by
then there had to be two hundred soldiers in the room.
What in hells do they imagine we can
do to them?

“The hostages from Vinri, step
forward,” Mekus ordered. The ten men and women were dragged out
past the barrier of soldiers to stand in behind of Mekus.
Immediately, two soldiers apiece came to stand next to each of
them, holding their arms in a tight grip. Myri was one of them,
searching out Kei with terrified eyes as she stood dwarfed by the
soldiers. “People of Vinri, your clansmen have murdered a Prijian
soldier. Under the terms of surrender signed by your clan head,
your lives are therefore forfeit.”

No. They
couldn’t.... “No!” Kei yelled, as the
other hostages screamed and cried out. “No, you can’t, they haven’t
done anything!”

“Silence!” Mekus yelled, but
despite his commands, and the efforts of the troops to stop them
surging forward, the Darshianese would not be silenced. Kei was
sick with horror and the emotions being forced on him. He felt the
terrors of the Vinri hostages most of all, like a choking knot in
his gut that made it hard to even breathe for the pain of it, like
he needed to vomit to expel it.

The soldiers guarding them were
finally forced to gag many of them, including Kei, by holding their
hands over their mouths, forcing them to their knees. Even then,
Kei and the others continued to scream their anger from behind the
gagging hands and to struggle futilely, but the relative order
brought by the use of such force was all Mekus was apparently
waiting for. Without any further announcement, he made a signal and
a soldier came up behind each of the Vinri hostages. He nodded—and
with a short stabbing motion, as one man, the soldiers thrust their
swords into the hearts of their prisoners.

Kei screamed in pain—he’d felt
that moment of hopelessness, the last terror, and then...the spark
of life snuffed out, as if his own heart had stopped. He struggled
as tears poured down his face, trying to get to the dead, trying to
escape the agony. Wave after wave of sorrow and terror and anger
and pain hit him from dozens of agonised Darshianese. “No...gods,
please, no,” he whispered, voice still muffled by the hand clamped
over his face. He fought to get to his feet, wanting to get away
from people and what they were forcing on him, surprising his
captors by his hysterical strength so much that he briefly broke
their hold on him. But before he could get an inch forward, he was
clubbed down, and between the blow and the pain of so many emotions
crushing him, he lost his senses, seeing the floor rising, but
never reaching it.

~~~~~~~~

From the gallery above the
hall, unseen by the people below, Arman had watched the entire
disturbance and the execution with a rising sense of disgust and
dismay. What possible good would this do? The villagers at Vinri
had not been deterred by one set of hostages being taken from doing
what they had, why should these deaths and another group being
taken, offer any more guarantee? All this would do would be to
cause unrest and rebellion where there had been peaceful
co-operation. Mekus was a cruel idiot. He could have prevented
this, but hadn’t lifted a finger to stop it.

There was still an unholy mess
in the hall with soldiers forcing the struggling, weeping hostages
back from the corpses left where they’d fallen. He saw Mekus speak
briefly to Peyo and then sweep out of the room, clearly no longer
interested in the matter. “Ask Captain Peyo to attend me here,” he
told his lieutenant. “Make sure none of the hostages leave before I
give the order.”

“Yes, Sei general.”

Arman tried to find Kei in the
melee, but there were so many struggling men and women, so many
soldiers, he couldn’t catch sight of him at all. The man would be
distraught. How Arman would ever make this right for him? He
probably couldn’t. It was both a political mistake and a personal
tragedy. If he had foreseen this day, he would not have taken such
a savage delight in reading the terms of surrender out to the
villagers as he had done, all those months ago in Darshian. He’d
never expected the clause to be invoked. He’d never imagined it
would really be needed.

But the thing was done, and it
looked like Mekus was leaving the army to clean up the mess he’d
made, literally and metaphorically. His captain came up onto the
gallery and saluted. “Did the senator order anything regarding the
hostages, or the bodies?”

“No, Sei general. Only that we
should ensure the celebrations are not marred.”

Then why in
hells be in such a rush to murder the poor sods? “Very well. Keep the hostages here for a couple of hours
until they calm down, and then have them taken back to their houses
in small groups—no mass departure, and tell their masters to keep
them under curfew for the next two days, unless by my order or that
of Her Serenity.”

“Yes, Sei general. And the
corpses?”

Arman had only the haziest
knowledge of Darshianese funeral rites, but they could hardly be
taken back to the villages, and to have them buried in the south
might cause trouble. “Have them taken out of the hall and kept
somewhere. Treat them respectfully, Captain. I’ll make enquiries
about the proper disposition.” He looked down again at the
hostages. “That big fellow, from Rutej, I think, he seems less
overwrought. Send him to my office. And Peyo, have the men treat
the hostages with a little consideration—we don’t want a revolt on
our hands. There’s no need to provoke them more than they have
been.”

Peyo was a little surprised but
made no comment on the order. “No, Sei general.”

“Have that hostage sent to my
office. There are two others—my servant, Kei of Albon, and Jena of
Rutej. I’ll see to their return myself.”

“Yes, Sei general,” Peyo said,
snapping a salute and leaving.

Things were quietening a
little, but the sound of weeping was louder than ever. He thought
he could see Jena at last, and it looked as if she was cradling
Kei. Gods...Karus would be hurt by this too. Arman couldn’t see a
single benefit from this act today, and cursed Senator Mekus and
all his kind. This was no way to win a war.

~~~~~~~~

Gonji, as the man was called,
from Rutej, had been a good choice. He was calm, although grim, and
answered Arman’s questions respectfully. Darshianese burial rites
were simple, apparently, and needed no priest to officiate. Nor was
it particularly important the hostages be buried on Darshianese
soil. “Their spirits have already been freed, my lord,” he
explained with weary patience.

“You understand I can’t allow a
mass funeral. It would cause a disturbance.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Would it be sufficient for you
and perhaps one other to attend the burial?”

“Whatever you direct, my
lord.”

Arman sighed in exasperation.
“I’m asking you this honestly, man. I won’t punish you for your
answer.”

“No, my lord. I answered
honestly. Your offer is sufficient. Thank you.” The man hesitated.
“My lord—more will be taken from Vinri?”

“Yes, of course. You know the
terms of surrender.”

“Yes, my lord. Is that
all?”

“Yes—wait...Gonji, you must
make your fellows understand any rebellion will end in the same
way. If anyone attacks a Prijian citizen, or absconds, all of his
village will pay.” He held the man’s gaze, willing him to take that
message into his heart.

“We all know that, my lord.
None of us want to bring the wrath of the Prij down on anyone else.
I really don’t know why Ai-Vinri did this. It’s
incomprehensible.”

“As it is to me, but the
reports are unambiguous.” But
suspiciously lacking in detail. “You’re
dismissed.”

The man bowed and left.
Arman rubbed his forehead. Such dignity made him feel ashamed to be
Prijian today—and then he realised how ironic such an idea
was. Loke, my friend, are you
laughing at me now? You should be. But he
was glad Loke hadn’t had to see the executions.

He called his lieutenant
in and told him to bring Kei and Jena to him, and then wrote a note
to Mekus informing him of the arrangements for the burials he
planned and the curfew he had imposed, trying to keep the annoyance
and disgust he felt out of his written words. That was the problem
with mixed civilian and army control over a situation—too many
loose ends, and a clumsy approach which served no one well. As
Mekus was in control of the matter, he should have been the one to
deal with the corpses and any potential problems caused by the
executions. But as was typical of the man, he only wanted to be the
one shouting orders and pushing people around. Arman almost wished
his father had been in charge of the hostages—for all his many
faults, Senator Armis was meticulous, and would be disgusted by the
sloppy handling of this. But then, being Arman’s
father....

No, perhaps better it was
Mekus, after all.

A knock on the door and he
called for them to enter. Kei and Jena were brought in under close
guard. Jena was distressed and tearful. Kei was barely conscious,
and unable to stand without the support of the guards. “Put him in
a chair,” Arman snapped, “and send for a medic.”

“My lord, he needs no
medic—”

Arman snarled at Jena to shut
up, so she did.

Kei was helped to a chair where
he lolled helplessly. Arman grasped his chin to see if there was
any injury to explain his state—he had a bruise on his forehead.
“Was he struck?”

“Yes, my lord,” she said
quietly, “but not dangerously. He’s just overwhelmed.”

“‘Just’ seems
to be understating it,” he said angrily. He sent the guards out of
the room, and then crouched down. “Kei? Wake up.” Kei winced and
curled in on himself, but didn’t answer. “Has this happened
before?”

“Yes, my lord.
He’s...sensitive...to the strong emotions of others.” Her look was
stony. “It’s hardly surprising he felt distress today.”

Arman wasn’t going to waste
time debating the issue with her. “In that cabinet there are
glasses and a carafe. Bring him some water.”

As she moved to the cabinet, an
army medic was admitted to the office. Arman directed him to
examine Kei, and then stood, arms folded as he waited for the
diagnosis, trying not to look as worried as he felt.

The medic peered into Kei’s
face, checked his eyes and his pulse and then straightened. “A
faint, Sei general. Dazed a little from the blow, but other than
that, all he needs is rest and quiet. I could have him taken to the
infirmary if you wish.”

“No, I’ll attend to the matter.
Dismissed.”

Jena brought the water over and
handed it to Arman. “I could have told you what he needed, but of
course, we Darshianese are just animals to you, aren’t we? To be
ignored and derided, and then slaughtered without conscience—”

“Still your tongue, woman, and
remember your position!” Arman slammed the water down on his
desk.

She squared off to him,
hands on her hips, her eyes flashing with rage. “Could I ever
forget it, Lord General? After what your people did to him, what
happened today? Do you ever think we forget we’re
prisoners, my lord? Denied all mercy and all
justice by the magnificent Prij?”

He gripped her arms. “You go
too far. How dare you? What happened today was the consequence of
your own people killing one of ours. They were warned—”

“Yes, they were, but I’ve only
got your damn word for it any death even occurred!”

“Shut up.” The soft words were
slurred. “Just...gods...shut up, both of you.”

Arman ignored the rudeness of
the command as he crouched by Kei’s chair. “How do you feel?”

The second the words left his
lips, he knew they were foolish in the extreme. Kei’s mouth
tightened as if in pain. “I...I felt them die...all of them....
Why, Arman? Why did you kill them?”

“I had no choice.”

Kei pushed himself out of his
chair on shaky arms, and stood, wavering back and forth, to glare
at him. “Always have a choice. Those...were innocent.... You’re
just a murderer.”

“Kei, please.”

Arman put his hand on Kei’s
arm, which made him flinch. “Don’t...you make me sick....” Kei
passed a shaking hand over his face. “I...can still feel it.”

Arman only had a split second’s
warning, Kei’s eyes rolling back in his head as he crumpled, to
catch the man and stop him collapsing onto the floor. Jena rushed
forward and helped Arman lay him down.

“You did this,” she said
furiously. “You made us watch out of pure spite.”

“It wasn’t—”

“Your decision? Just some other
Prijian thug? He’s right—you make me sick too.” Arman gripped her
arm again in anger, but she looked at his hand in scorn. “What will
you do, Sei Arman? Execute me too? Kill all my villagers for the
crime of honesty? Or can’t you face the consequences of your own
actions?”

He shook her. “Shut up,”
he said in a low, threatening tone. “Stay here and care for him,
and shut up or you will surely bring death on your head. I don’t
care what you say to me, but your tongue will bring grief on your
people. You’re all in danger now, so for the sake of whatever gods
you hold dear, be quiet.” He stood up. “I’ll tell
Karus where you are. You stay with Kei until I return. If anyone
comes in, treat them with a damn sight more politeness than you’ve
just shown me, or I won’t be able to protect you.”

He grabbed the note he’d
written and stalked out of the room, his hands shaking with anger
and worry. He thrust the note at one of the guards and told him to
deliver it to Senator Mekus, telling the others to make sure no one
went in or out of the office without his say so. He needed to find
Blikus and report to him, but his thoughts were back in his room,
on a friend who was no longer a friend, and an enemy who was not
that either. Mekus had no idea what a damn shitty mess
he’d made. Arman clenched his fists as he strode angrily through
the palace corridors. Maybe one day the man would be forced to face
the consequences of his acts, for a change.


Chapter : Utuk 7

Kei cried out as the pain in
his head spiked. He couldn’t even see...but then cool, gentle hands
on his forehead stole a little of the ache in his head, and it was
the pain in his heart...that awful, ripping pain of loss and...then
a void....

“Lie still, Kei.”

“Jena, the...deaths...make it
stop...I keep feeling it.”

“I’m sorry...I can’t do
anything...lie still and wait for the headache to ease.”

Her hands kept stroking
his face, but all he wanted to do was curl up and wish the world to
disappear. He’d never felt anything like that before and he
couldn’t get the sensation to go away...he could still feel all the
terror. “Why?”

“Because the Prij are cowardly,
evil thugs who have no sense of justice. I wish we’d never
encountered them or learned of their existence.”

Kei agreed, although he
was too heartsick to summon the anger Jena clearly felt, and which
washed through him. “Jena...stop...I can’t bear to feel your hate.”

She was silent for a
moment, her hands stilling, and then the emotions he felt from her
dropped away almost to nothing. She began the stroking of his face
again. “I’m sorry, I was so
angry, I forgot to control it...but gods...Myri, Syra...all of
them, all dead.”

“I know. How
could they do that? We were nothing to that Mekus
fellow. It was like putting down a sick urs beast, but without the
mercy.”

“I want him to die.”

Kei forced his eyes open,
gulped down the nausea this caused, and gripped her hands. “No!
That makes us the same as them.”

Her eyes were full of angry
tears. “They think we’re murderers anyway, or have you forgotten
what Arman thinks of us?”

Arman.
“Where is he?”

“Who cares? He’s a vicious
killer, and we were fools to think otherwise. Are they still going
to force you to serve him?”

“Probably, the sovereign
ordered it. Will you...go back to Karus? He’s not like...not
Arman.

Her expression softened
slightly. “No, he’s
not.” “I can’t bear you being forced to
work for that bastard.”

Kei didn’t know how he would
stand it either, but not for the reasons Jena had. He was so...even
her company made him ache inside. He wanted to be alone, but he was
never alone any more, always supervised, under guard, being
watched. He never wanted to feel the touch of another human soul as
long as he lived.

“Can you help me sleep? I need
to not feel anything for a while?”

“Of course.” She moved his head
into her lap, and covered his eyes with her hand. “The pain might
go in time.”

No, this time, he really didn’t
think it would.

~~~~~~~~

Blikus was sympathetic to
Arman’s carefully neutral complaints about the way the hostage
executions had been handled and said he would speak to Her Serenity
about them, but he had no interest in the personal impact on the
Darshianese, any more than Arman would have done a few short months
ago. Had he
changed or had he just realised more of what was
going on? When had the welfare of the hostages—not just those two
he knew best—become of any concern to him?

Concern or not, the matter was
over as far as Blikus was concerned, telling Arman to get his
servant home and not to worry about returning for the celebrations.
He would not be missed, and if he were, Blikus would make his
excuses, he said. Arman thanked him. He still had to check whether
the removal of the bodies and the survivors from the hall was going
smoothly. It was—the corpses were gone, and the floor strewn with
sawdust to soak up the blood. There were still thirty or so
hostages sitting subdued and frightened in the hall, so he told
Peyo to speed up getting them home. He wondered what the masters of
the households to which they belonged would make of their servants’
tale, or if they would even care. Most likely the ones who had lost
servants would complain about the inconvenience, and that would be
it. Arman had few illusions about the other members of his class
and their attitudes to those of lower rank.

He gave orders he wasn’t to be
disturbed and entered his office quietly. Jena was sitting on the
floor with Kei’s head in her lap—she gave him a fierce glare as he
approached.

“How is he?”

“Much afflicted, thanks to
you.”

“Jena...you’ve made your point.
Kindly cease to speak to me in this manner in this office, or
you’ll force me to have to take notice of it.”

She glared again, but when she
stopped doing that, she looked more exhausted than anything. “I
don’t want to wake him, but he can’t stay here.”

“Agreed, and you need to get
back because Karus will worry.” He shook Kei’s shoulder gently.
“Kei.”

She touched his face. “Wake
up.”

Kei opened his eyes, and
grimaced, shrinking from the touches of both of them. “Please...let
me alone.”

“No one’s going to hurt you. I
just want to get you home.”

“Home? We can go home?”

The sudden hope in Kei’s voice
sent guilt through Arman. “No, I’m sorry—I meant my house. Can you
stand?”

Kei nodded, but there were
fresh tears in his eyes as he let Arman help him up. “I thought...I
just want to go home.... Let me go, Arman, please.”

The soft plea came close to
breaking Arman’s heart, but he could only shake his head. “I’m
sorry, not yet. Soon, I promise.” Kei nodded, but tears spilled
down his cheeks. Jena wiped them away for him.

Arman got him to sit, and Jena
to fetch some more water. After a few moments, he seemed a little
better. “Jena, I’ll arrange a calash for the three of us. Keep him
awake, please.”

She nodded sullenly, and Arman
left only long enough to send orders to the stables to have a
jesig-drawn calash brought for him.

With Arman’s support, Kei
walked to where the carriage was waiting. He no longer seemed to be
about to faint, but was withdrawn and silent, responding in the
briefest way to any questions. Arman felt strongly he wasn’t trying
to be rude or slight him. It was as if he couldn’t bear to interact
with anyone, even with Jena. The woman glared angrily at him all
the way to Karus’s house—Arman couldn’t blame her, but he wished
she realised the danger she put them all in. If word of her
behaviour and her familiarity with Arman got back to Mekus, Arman
wouldn’t put it past the senator to have her removed, possibly
killed, as a bad influence. Mekus had the same attitude to the
Darshianese he did to jesig breeding, which was that you culled the
ballsy ones so the rest of the population was more tractable. Jena
would be culled in an instant if Mekus saw her now.

It only took a few minutes to
get her to Karus’s house, but before she left the carriage, Arman
took her arm. “Please, I beg you, be gentle with him and don’t let
him worry about Kei. I’ll tell him more but don’t take revenge on
him for my sins.”

She shook him off. “Don’t
worry,” she said coldly. “Vengeance is a Prijian habit, not mine.
Take care you don’t add to his pain, my lord, for he suffers
more than you can possibly imagine.” She leaned over and touched
Kei’s face. Kei moved and opened his eyes, but said nothing to her,
and almost didn’t seem to notice she was leaving. She left the
vehicle without another word.

Gods. How could Arman explain
this to Karus? It was one thing to be quelling rebellions in south
Darshian, decimating troublesome villages and towns to keep them
under control. It was quite another to do so right under Karus’s
nose, and to hurt those he called friend. His old tutor was no
innocent, but he was no a military man either. Arman hoped Jena
would be kinder to Karus than she was prepared to be to
him.

To the curious looks of his
footman, and a passing maid, Arman managed to get Kei back to his
room, and made him lie on his pallet. “Is there anything that would
help?”

Kei shook his head. “No, my
lord.” He looked at Arman with miserable eyes. “I miss...I wish I
could go home.”

Arman touched his shoulder. “I
know, my friend, and I wish I could send you back.”

“You killed them,” Kei said,
cringing away from his touch. “Like animals. You’re no friend.”

Hurt despite himself at the
bitter words, Arman sat back on his heels. “As you wish it, then.
Rest, stay here. I’ll see to what needs doing.”

Kei ignored him. Arman took off
his armour and went to the library to keep out the man’s way. So it
had come to this, at last. He wasn’t surprised—it was always likely
their different positions would kill their friendship, if such it
had been. But he regretted it more than he would have thought he
would. For a brief time, the pain in his own heart had been eased a
little, but now he was alone again. Even worse, another he
respected and liked was suffering because of him. He wished he had
not begun to care at all, but it was too late for that.

~~~~~~~~

Kei crept through the next few
days, trying to avoid anyone and everything, a hole in his heart
the size of his fist. Every whisper of emotion he felt from others,
every voice he heard, was like broken glass ground into his mind.
He felt exhausted just trying to get through each day, but his
dreams made his sleep unrestful so he woke tired and in pain,
mental and physical. He feared he was going mad, but there was no
remedy, no ease, except avoidance.

Arman, to give him his due, did
as much as he could to let him pursue that path of least
resistance. He left him alone, and for the first two days,
continued to have food and baths ordered as he had done while Kei
was injured. But then he came to Kei one morning and said his wife
had complained about her servants waiting on another whom she knew
to be in perfect health—she had seen proof of that with her own
eyes. She’d implied she would spread the word Kei was being kept as
a pet more than a servant—and that was something Arman dared not
risk in the current climate. He told Kei there was some bad feeling
about the hostages coming to light, that their very existence and
drain on the state was being questioned. Arman didn’t want to fuel
that line of attack, he said.

So Kei returned to his duties,
slipping like a ghost along the corridors of the big, soulless
house, and avoiding all eye contact and conversation. Despite
Arman’s repeated, stern injunctions to Mykis and the other
servants, he couldn’t stop the comments, muttered and some not so
muttered, nor the gestures, or the slowness of the response to
Kei’s careful Prijian which forced him to repeat himself over and
over to get what he needed so he could leave the kitchens. There
was nothing anyone could do to stop the loathing and the jealousy
emanating from the other servants, which felt as harsh and cruel as
Mykis’s cane on his back, but which no ointment could numb.

Arman didn’t press him to
return to Karus, for which he was thankful. Kei couldn’t even face
Jena just now. Arman was being very thoughtful and kind, Kei had to
admit, and felt the tug to respond to such concern, but every time
he looked at Arman, he saw Myri and the others as they died, and
his heart filled with hate and grief. He couldn’t bring himself to
hate Arman himself—he could sense no malice in him to indicate what
he’d done had been mere wanton cruelty—but he feared the way
Arman’s sense of duty had overcome his decency so easily, and so
Kei feared him too.

More than ever he wanted to
leave Utuk and Kuprij, and return home, away from these harsh,
cruel people and their unforgiving ‘justice’. The only hope he had
was that familiar faces, and the kindness of his lover and sister,
would fill the emptiness within him. For nothing else seemed to,
and nothing else brought any ease. He would even welcome the fall
of Darshek, if it brought him home soon, for he didn’t think he
could live like this much longer.

He tried not to think of his
medical kit—and the release from pain it held. He had sworn to
himself long ago never to take that path because of what it would
do to Myka and his friends. But with each day, and each renewed
torment, that resolution became harder and harder to remember.

~~~~~~~~

“How is he today?” Karus asked
as Arman joined him in the library. He found it easier to take his
suppers with Karus once more, and could only order Kei to make sure
he ate in his absence—he suspected more often than not, he wasn’t
doing so.

It had been nearly three weeks
since the executions and there was no improvement in any of it. Not
in the political climate, still worryingly antipathetical to the
hostages, not in Jena’s hostility, and worst of all, not in Kei’s
mental state. “The same, Karus-pei. I regret to say, possibly
worse. I really don’t know what to do. I would do anything that
would help, but I’ve tried everything I know of.” Arman touched the
little statue of Lord Niko on Karus’s desk, wondering if the gods
would help him if he asked. He doubted it. “I truly think he’ll go
mad.”

Karus nodded. “It’s a risk,
certainly.” He looked seriously at Arman. “You know you should talk
to Jena—she knows him best.”

Karus had urged this before,
but Arman had pointed out the obvious problem, and he did so again.
“She won’t talk to me. She hates me, and with good cause.”

“Yes, she does,” Karus said
simply, yet again without any judgment in his voice, the same tone
he’d used to offer every comment since Arman had admitted to him
what had happened and what the effect had been. Karus had simply
accepted Arman’s belief that he’d had no choice, without any
criticism at all. He had also accepted Jena’s hatred and avoidance
of the general with equal tolerance. “But she loves Kei and will do
anything to help him, even talk to you. So I suggest once more you
try that.” Karus touched Arman’s hand. “If only for my sake,
because I miss the boy myself, and don’t like to know he’s in
pain.”

“Do you think I do, Pei? Do you
think I did this just to make him suffer?”

“No, I don’t. But Jena does in
some way. It is up to you to convince her otherwise. She’s in the
kitchen. Take her out on to the verandah and talk to her.”

There was no arguing with that
gentle, authoritative tone—there never had been. Arman bowed. “Yes,
Pei,” he said, as he had when he had been Karus’s student.

With no small apprehension, but
a sense this needed to be done, he headed for the kitchen, and
found the entire staff involved in preparing the evening meal. Cook
was making dough, Siza basted the fowl on the spit, Matez washed
dishes, and Jena beat eggs in a bowl, her face flushed with the
heat of the room. Everyone but her merely nodded politely to Arman,
long used to him and knowing there was no need for formality. But
Jena put the bowl down and made an elaborate curtsy. “My lord Sei
General Arman,” she said in perfect Prijian.

Arman ignored the obvious
sarcasm of her greeting. “I need to speak to you, alone.”

“I’m busy, my lord.” She picked
up the bowl and started to beat the eggs again, dismissing him from
her attention.

“I know you are, but it
concerns Kei.”

Oh, that caught her notice.
“Something’s happened?” Her eyes went wide in fright. “Is he
hurt?”

“Calm yourself, woman, he’s
much the same as he was—but I need your help with him.”

She put the bowl down and
dusted her hands on her apron. “Very well.”

He led her out onto the
verandah and got to the point. “I believe Kei is close to going
quite mad and I need to know what I can do to help him.”

“You mean, other than send him
home, or not to have killed ten of his friends in front of
him?”

“Yes, other than that,”
Arman said, ignoring her insolent tone. “I need to know
why he’s
like this. You all were there, but he’s the only one who is
suffering this way. It’s not an act, I know. No one acts this
well.”

“No, it’s not an act,” she said
in a low voice. “But equally, there’s nothing you can do to help.
You’ve probably made it inevitable he’ll go insane, and most likely
he will die of it.”

Arman gripped her shoulders.
“You’re a healer, you must be able to help him!”

“I can’t, my
lord. What
he’s suffering from is beyond medical help.”

“But what is he
suffering from? Gods, woman, stop being so
damn cryptic and tell me the truth for once!”

She pulled away from him. “If I
tell you the truth, you’ll use it against him, against us all. Kei
would not want that, however ill he is now. I will not, my
lord.”

“You would rather he died?”

“I would rather you did, you
murdering bastard.”

Arman pushed her against the
wall and put his hand over her mouth. “They could have you gutted
and your corpse put on display in the civic square for such a
remark. Curb your tongue, if not your anger, I beg you.” Her eyes
told him she thought such a death would be worth his own, but he
set her free anyway. “I will swear any oath you want that whatever
you tell me, I won’t use to harm you or Kei or any Darshianese. I
only want to help him.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s my...friend...and
I don’t want to lose another in this war. Please. I promise to use
the knowledge only to help him.”

She glared again. “Will you
promise also not to treat me as if what I’m about to tell you is
superstition and myth?”

“If that’s your wish, yes.
Let’s sit.” He urged her over to one of the long stone benches that
lined the wall of the verandah. “Now tell me.”

“Swear on your god and your
honour, my lord.”

“I so swear it. I swear it also
by my love for Karus, which means much more to me.”

That seemed to surprise her,
but also convince her. “All right. Kei is a soul-toucher. He can
feel people’s emotions.”

Despite his oath, Arman
couldn’t hold back his disbelief. “That’s ridiculous.”

“You promised, and yet
already you’re an oath-breaker,” she said, sighing wearily. She
gripped his wrist. “And is
this ridiculous, my lord murderer?”

He yelped and jerked away.
“What in hells? What kind of trick is this?”

She grabbed his hand
again. “No trick, no myth. I
am a mind-speaker, of limited powers. Kei is a soul-toucher,
perhaps more powerful, but also of limited scope. When you feel an
emotion, and you are near him, especially if you’re touching him,
he feels it as his own.”

Arman stared at her in
amazement. “But—” Then he realised that if she was telling the
truth.... “He felt...all of it...everyone in that room?”

“Yes, and not just that. He
told you, my lord. He said ‘I felt them die’. And so it was. He was
joined to them, their emotions, and at the moment of their death,
he felt as if he died too. They are dead, and he’s alive, but dead
also. That’s why I can’t help him. Part of him is crippled—there’s
an empty place in his soul which medicine can’t help.”

“As I felt when Loke died,”
Arman said softly.

“Only much worse, my lord.” She
dusted some flour from her gown thoughtfully. “How did you start to
recover from the death of your friend?”

“Kei...he helped me.”

“How? Why him, why no one
else?”

“He...gave me trust, and I
trusted him. He saw my pain, and accepted it as his own. Gods. What
he must have felt.” He took her hand in a painful grip. “But then I
can help him, surely.”

“No, my lord, because he can’t
trust you any more. He can’t accept you, or what you did, and dares
not let you in because you’re everything he abhors. He was close to
friendship, before, I think...but no more. You make things worse
for him, not better.”

Arman groaned. “I had no
choice. It wasn’t my decision to kill those people, or to have you
watch. I only provided the tools.”

“How hard did you fight the
decision, my lord? Did you take it to Her Serenity?”

“The order
came from
her, you damn woman. My sovereign commands, her generals obey or
they die and are replaced. It’s not a battle I could ever have won,
and Kei would be just as damaged, only in the household of someone
like Mekus. Is that a better fate, do you think?”

She tugged at his grip but he
wouldn’t free her. “Better him than the betrayal of a friend. He’s
lost his family, his lover and his role in life, and the person he
had begun to open his heart to, has stabbed him through it. He
probably wishes he could die. He’s a healer—he’ll find a way.”

“No! Please, just tell me how
to fix it.” Arman felt tears pricking his eyes. “I won’t let him
die—I’ll take him into custody, prevent any weapons coming into his
hands—”

“And that’s better than death,
my lord Arman? For Kei, truly?”

Her angry brown eyes bored into
his. “No. But I can’t bear him to die.”

“Perhaps you need to
think what he wants, and stop telling me what you can or cannot
bear, my noble lord. You can’t help him because he can’t trust you.
You can’t force that any more than you can force love, and you
can’t win his love or friendship by guile or tricks. He can feel
your emotions, he knows the truth of your feelings.”
“As do I, Arman.”

He forced her to look him in
the eyes. “Then tell me my feelings, madam, read my heart, and read
the truth. Please.”

She stared at him intently. He
wondered if she could really see as deeply as she claimed.
“Actually, more deeply than even you’re aware of, my lord...Arman,”
she said quietly in response to his unspoken thought. Something had
been settled. Her hostility diminished a little after that. “I have
no more doubts on your score, but it still doesn’t help him. He
can’t just see your need to help him and accept it. I don’t know
the answer—you need to find that. But you need to know this—every
contact with a person, every touch to the skin right now, is agony
for him. A prison cell would be kinder in some ways. Don’t force
him to interact with you for pity’s sake. If you can’t make him
better, please don’t make him worse.”

“I won’t. Is there nothing you
can do even temporarily? Give him some rest? No drug, no....” He
waved his hand at her head. “Anything?”

“There are drugs which
would numb his pain, certainly. But he would need more and more of
them, for less and less effect, until they stopped working and he
would be left both with a craving and the pain. So I won’t even
suggest such an option, and nor would he. As for...my gift...I can
make him sleep when he cannot, take some physical pain away—nothing
else. It’s his soul, Arman. My powers don’t
extend so far. No one’s do.”

“So even if he trusted me,
accepted me as a friend, I still couldn’t help?” Arman felt his
heart sinking again, having briefly begun to hope there might be a
way out for Kei.

“I didn’t say that, my lord. I
just don’t know if it’s enough.” She searched his eyes again. “Kei
has an enormous heart. His injury is proportionate.”

“I understand. I thank you too,
and I won’t betray this confidence. Would sending him here make it
easier for him, do you think? I could lie and say I needed him to
work with Karus.... I think Her Serenity would believe it.”

“Right now, he just needs to be
left alone. If you could send him home, where those who love him
are, it might help.”

Arman shook his head with
genuine regret. “I can’t, I honestly can’t, although I wish I
could. I may not be a soul-toucher, but I feel that need in him as
strongly as if it was my own. There’s no way I can do it without
risking every one of you, and I know, you know, Kei would never
accept that as the price.”

“No, he wouldn’t.” She looked
at her hands. “It was an evil act.”

“I regret it, I do, but such
things happen in a war, and even worse.”

She lifted her head and glared.
“A war begun by the Prij, for the Prij. You are still my enemy, Sei
Arman. You hurt and killed my people, you seek to crush my home.
Don’t imagine I don’t hate you.”

“I don’t. But
I don’t
hate you or your people any more.” He smiled, although it was
painful. “Kei is indeed ‘gidu’, learned healer, if he can cure that
sickness in me.”

“Kei’s mother was one of the
most skilled of our profession, my lord, but I think he matches her
already even though he’s only twenty. If you really want to make
reparations for your crimes, then make sure he goes home and is
allowed to be a healer once more. He was born to it. It’s his true
love.”

“I promise, I swear I will.
Thank you.” He stood. “I better let you go back to your
cooking.”

“Yes, so I can spit in your
omelette.”

He only raised an eyebrow at
her insolence. “If you so wish, lady Jena. I’ve eaten worse, I
assure you.”

That won a reluctant grin
from his sworn enemy. Now, if
only making Kei smile were so easy....

~~~~~~~~

Making Kei smile was utterly
beyond Arman’s abilities, so he went against his instincts,
listened to Jena’s advice, and continued to leave the man alone as
much as he dared. He had to be there for some meals, or Kei
wouldn’t eat—careful and frankly sneaky enquiries had confirmed
what he’d suspected. Kei simply didn’t leave Arman’s room if Arman
was out, and the other servants could hardly be ordered to wait on
him. It was a juggling act between giving him the solitude which
was the only salve for his soul they had, and making sure he didn’t
starve again. He was losing weight already but there didn’t seem to
be anything Arman could do about it.

He had no answer to the
dilemma, however much he searched his heart. He’d had no choice
that day, even if Kei wouldn’t ever believe him. He had begun
investigations into what exactly had happened at Vinri, but any
response would take many weeks to arrive, and it wouldn’t bring the
dead back to life. It wouldn’t change the fact the executions had
been at best pointless and at worst, purely vindictive and cruel,
carried out in the most vicious way. He couldn’t fix that either,
but it meant the images in Kei’s mind, his memories, were as
painful as could have been designed. Arman even wondered if killing
Mekus the same way would help at all—and it was a measure of his
desperation that he could seriously consider murdering a
senator—but he knew it wouldn’t. The answer was not more death and
cruelty, any more than another death had eased Arman’s heart when
Loke had died.

Loke...now, he would have known
how to fix this. He would know instinctively how to gain Kei’s
trust again, and how to heal that damaged heart. But Arman was not
Loke, and didn’t have a solution.

The military situation refused
to change at all. If anything, the siege was draining Kuprij more
than Darshek, and there had been discreetly angry exchanges in the
senate over the policy. No direct criticism of Kita, of course, but
the senators were beginning to lose faith in the project. What they
would decide to do if they dropped the siege, Arman didn’t know—he
wasn’t privy to that level of discussion, at least, not yet. No,
they would tell him when they wanted some more innocent Darshianese
murdered and not before.

The Solstice came and went.
Karus stayed in good health, but Arman felt guilty for wishing Kei
and Jena would still be here for the festival. His wish had been
granted in a way he’d never wanted, the gods perhaps punishing him
for his loss of faith, which was nearly as effective as punishing a
woman for losing her virginity outside marriage. Once lost, never
recovered, no matter what the retribution. The gods had no more
claim on Arman’s heart. They had broken their covenant with him too
many times.

He had insisted to Senator
Mekus he wanted an opportunity to question the replacement hostages
from Vinri when they arrived, which they did two days after the
Solstice. He had them taken to the blue reception hall and then
extracted their unofficial leader for a private audience in his
office. The man was sullen, with none of the air of pleasant
cooperation Arman had come to associate with the first group of
hostages, but Arman wouldn’t hold that against him. The man had
good cause.

“I want you to tell me how the
soldier died last month—why he was killed by your people.”

“He wasn’t
killed, my
lord,” the man said, making no attempt to hide his anger. “He was
surprised by the husband of the woman he was raping, and he was
injured in the fight that followed. He killed the husband first,
slashed the woman with his sword, and died from his injuries which
he inflicted himself—he slipped in the blood and cracked his skull.
Our man wasn’t even armed.”

“Do you have any proof of
this?”

“Ask anyone, my lord. He
attacked the woman in her own home, and any number of us saw the
end of the fight. If you believe our kind, that is,” he added with
a sneer.

This would
explain the lack of detail, if true. He
questioned the man further, and then carefully interrogated each of
the other nine hostages separately and without allowing them a
chance to confer. The story was the same in each case, with only
the slight differences that came from different vantage points.
This fact, the impression of honest anger, and his previous
suspicions, were enough to make him believe this new version of
events.

He felt utterly sick with fury
and shame at the deception, and the unjustness and pointlessness of
the hostage deaths. If the men responsible had been in Utuk, he’d
have taken great pleasure in venting his rage and punishing them
for their betrayal of their duty. Frustrated by the distance and
slow communication, he had few options, but he exercised them all.
He asked for a meeting with Her Serenity that very day to bring the
matter to her attention—she granted the audience, with Mekus in
attendance. That suited Arman perfectly. He laid out the
information he received and carefully detailed why he believed the
story to be true, but he was surprised at the lack of reaction on
both the part of his sovereign and the senator at the gruesome
story.

“We really don’t know what you
want us to do, Arman,” Kita said, sounding less than enthralled.
“The people are dead, we can’t bring them back to life.”

“Your highness, you can send
the new arrivals home, or offer to compensate them. It’s a simple
matter of justice. Even an apology—”

Mekus snorted. “General, don’t
be ridiculous. We’re waging a war against these people. We don’t
offer apologies or compensation to the enemy.”

“Senator, with respect, the
hostages and the villages are not the enemy, they’re now Her
Serenity’s subjects, to which the law of the Prij applies.”

“Then they shouldn’t have
killed one of our soldiers, should they?”

“They—”

Kita held up her hand. “Enough.
We don’t wish to engage in this unseemly discussion any further.
Arman, the senator is correct—we’re at war, and in wars, people
die. When the peace is restored, then perhaps.... We shall do
something as a gesture, perhaps erect a statue to improve their
town square. The sovereign of the Prij does not explain her actions
to anyone, or apologise.” She rose, and they stood too. “That is
all. Good day, senator, general.”

Arman bowed, seething with
anger. There was warfare and there was simple murder. He knew which
had occurred a month earlier.

Outside the private chambers,
Mekus regarded him with undisguised scorn. “Was there something
else, general?”

“Yes, senator, there was
another matter. I’ve been hearing reports of attacks against
hostages, and mistreatment in the houses in which they’re being
kept. I believe one woman may even be pregnant.”

“I don’t believe I’m
responsible for that, general.”

“I don’t mean to imply you are,
senator. But it concerns me such mistreatment may bear bitter fruit
in the future when Darshian is entirely under our control.”

Mekus gave him a scornful look.
“You sound as if a handful of disgruntled farmers are your only
concern these days. Are you not occupied with enough affairs?”

“Yes, senator, I am. But I have
a care to the military implications.”

Mekus snorted, flicking his
hand dismissively. “There are none. Don’t be a fool. As for
mistreatment, I heard your own servant might have a complaint in
that direction, so I suggest you don’t put your hand in that
thurl’s nest for your own peace of mind. Now, if there’s nothing
else?”

Arman bowed. “No, senator.
That’s quite enough.”

Mekus looked if he was going to
say something about the ambiguous meaning of his response, but then
he gathered his robes about him and stalked off. Arman clenched his
fist and punched the wall, right in the middle of a mosaic
depicting a victory of Lord Quek over the demon Squiluk. This was
wrong. This was such rank injustice, it made his blood boil. But at
the same time, there was nothing more he could do—the sovereign and
Mekus were right, in that as the ruling nation, they had no
obligation to do a damn thing. There had to be an answer....

~~~~~~~~

Kei dozed restlessly on his
pallet, the same way he spent most of the days now in Arman’s
absence. Arman didn’t expect him to do anything or go anywhere,
which meant Kei at least got a little relief from the effect of
other people. He was wasting his life in dreams and in his
thoughts, but in his present condition, he had no future to plan
for anyway.

A knock on the door startled
him, and for a moment, he thought about ignoring it and hiding
until the visitor had gone, but then word might get back to Arman’s
wife he was being rude if he did that, and the idea of an interview
with her to explain himself make him shiver. So, hesitantly, he
opened the door, and found Peri there with a soldier.
Instinctively, he took a step back—had they come to arrest him? The
soldier didn’t notice his fear.

“Sei General Arman requests you
to come to the palace,” he said, as Peri watched bug-eyed in the
background. “I’m to take you by calash.” He took a piece of paper
from his sleeve. “He’s given me a note for you.”

Kei took the paper and unfolded
it. In carefully lettered Darshianese, it read, “Don’t be afraid,
it’s safe. Arman.” It bore Arman’s personal stamp.

He folded it and placed it in
the breast of his shirt. “All right.” He collected his cloak
because it was cold even in the house, and wondered what Arman
could want after weeks of virtually ignoring him. Despite the note,
he shook a little in fear, his mind replaying the events of four
weeks ago, and imagining that, at any moment, he would be dragged
away to see more of his fellows killed. Or killed himself, although
he no longer feared that. Death would be a release he would welcome
now.

The soldier with him didn’t
send out any particularly hostile emotions, but his mild disdain
for Kei was salt in a raw wound, as were the curiosity and contempt
of the people who walked past them as he was led through the
palace. He wanted to get away from them, but all he could do was
wrap his cloak more tightly about him and hope this would all be
over soon.

He was taken to Arman’s office,
where the general was waiting for him. “Kei, thank you for coming.
Please have a seat.” Arman was perfectly civil, even gracious, even
though there was a soldier watching the exchange. Why? Arman didn’t
explain, but he snapped an order at the soldier, who saluted him
and left.

Arman turned to him. “Is there
something you would like, Kei? Drink? Food?”

“No, my lord. Why am I
here?”

“To act as a witness. It won’t
bring you pain, I promise.” Arman’s voice was gentle, as if he was
trying to soothe him. Kei didn’t know why he bothered. Did he think
Kei would forget what he’d done, for the sake of a few sweet
words?

The soldier returned with a
Darshianese man Kei had never met before. “Leave us,” Arman said to
the soldier. “Gyu, please take a seat. This is Kei, of Ai-Albon.
Gyu is from Ai-Vinri.”

The new hostages. Was Arman
rubbing Kei’s nose in this mess, to make him learn manners? The
stranger looked at him curiously and with suspicion. Kei even felt
some contempt from him, and he shrank further into his cloak.

“Gyu, I wanted Kei to witness
what I’m about to say, so the fact of it will not be denied later.”
Arman turned to him. “I’ve investigated the death of the soldier at
Ai-Vinri, and I’ve discovered there has been a terrible mistake and
injustice. The soldier who died, died as a result of his own
crimes, and before he did, took the life of a villager and attacked
another. The sergeant in charge of the unit there has been
concealing the facts from us and covering up his own
complicity.”

“They died...for nothing?” Kei
asked uncertainly, afraid of angering Arman, but unable to believe
this horror could be made even worse.

Arman nodded, frowning. “Yes,
I’m afraid so. I had my suspicions...I tried to urge a delay, but
the order had been given before I could influence the decision.
Gyu, please accept my personal regret for that.” Gyu just shrugged,
unimpressed. Kei wondered if he had any idea of the magnitude of
Arman’s gesture. Probably not. “Now...given the situation between
our peoples, it’s not possible, Gyu, to return you to your homes at
this time, although you can have my solemn word I believe you
should be.”

“No, my lord. We’re your
prisoners, after all.”

No softening
up this man easily. Kei’s chest became
tight with worry. Where was Arman going with this? Despite himself,
he leaned forward in anticipation and anxiety.

“That’s not really the point.
I’ve...made representations about the need to have you compensated
in some way, and while it’s not possible now, I also swear to you
that when the war is over, if I have to pay for it myself, I will
see to it some reparations are made. I know it won’t bring your
people back, but it might help their families.”

Gyu stared, clearly puzzled.
“Yes, my lord.”

“However, there is
something I can
do now which is entirely in my remit, and that
is to discipline the soldiers responsible for concealing this
matter. I’ve already given orders they are to be removed, stripped
of their rank and uniforms and brought back to Utuk in
irons.”

Kei jerked in shock—the Prij
would humiliate their own people on behalf of the Darshianese?

“I’ve also given orders that
reports of deaths among quartered soldiers need to be countersigned
by an officer at a different station, of two ranks above the senior
person at the place where the death occurred. This should prevent
such falsifying in the future. I appreciate that treating this as a
disciplinary matter may trivialise it in your eyes, but I assure
you, it won’t be seen that way. I can at least stop other hostages
being killed for a lie. I can’t offer my country’s apologies, Gyu,
but you can have mine for the failure in discipline and honour of
my troops.”

Kei was frozen in his chair.
He’d seen the arrogance of the Prijian elite. Apologies didn’t trip
lightly from their tongues, and though Arman wasn’t typical, to
hear him say such things in public.... Even Gyu was astounded.
“Yes, my lord. Thank you.”

“I hope you and your people,
and the rest of the hostages will be returning home soon. I wish
you hadn’t been brought here in this manner, but I also hope you’ll
endure with the same grace as your fellows from Darshian have done.
When the war is over, you’ll be sent back with all speed, I
promise.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“Right.” Arman went to the door
and called for one of his people. “You’ll have to go and be dealt
with by Senator Mekus now. Thank you for coming.”

Gyu got to his feet. He looked
rather dazed by all he’d heard. “Yes, my lord. I mean, you’re
welcome.”

Arman shut the door behind the
man, and then returned to sit at his desk. Kei was without words,
he was so shocked by what he’d heard. But why...why had he been
brought here?

“Because I needed you to see
it,” Arman said gently.

Kei hadn’t realised he’d spoken
aloud. “My...my lord.... Why did you do that?”

“Because a wrong needed
righting, and this was the only thing I could do, given the
political climate. It was nothing but a crime against your people.
Against you. Jena told me about your...soul-touching...and what it’s
meant in this situation. I can only say how sorry I am, how much I
want to help you, and how much I miss your friendship and your
trust. I wanted to prove myself worthy of it. I also needed to
satisfy my own sense of honour. Those people should not have died,
and most certainly not in that way, although you should realise
that saying so, in public at least, would get me hanged. Her
Serenity has already told me no apologies will be forthcoming. I
tried, Kei. I wanted to get them sent home, but she refused. This
is all I can do—for now.”

“My...my lord.” Kei clutched at
himself, confused and unable to make sense of all he had heard and
was feeling. That Arman would go to all this trouble—humiliate
himself, put himself at risk for the sake of justice.... Kei had
been so afraid of him, but had he been right in the first
place...to trust? Could he trust him? His heart pounded,
overloading with sudden hope, his grief, confusion, whirling inside
him.

“Kei?”

“I....”

He couldn’t deal with this any
more, with his emotions boiling up so fast and confusingly. He got
to his feet, thinking only that he needed to escape, no plan in his
mind other than finding a place to be alone. Arman got up so fast,
he knocked his chair over, and then he held Kei, stopping him from
falling—or leaving. He cried out as Arman’s emotions flooded him,
but then he felt...warm.... He wasn’t being hurt by this touch. He
just felt...warm...and more...perhaps.... He wept tears of raw
relief because the pain had stopped.

“Don’t cry, Kei,” Arman
murmured.

But Kei was helpless to obey,
wrapped in this strong, comforting embrace, feeling so safe...it
felt so good. “Arman....”

“It’s all right. Sit down.”
Arman led him back to his chair, then made to move away, but Kei
clutched at him, needing that comfort for a little longer. Arman
knelt and kept his arms around him, a loose, unthreatening embrace.
Kei rested his head on Arman’s shoulder, and wondered at this
miracle, this end to apparently endless agony.

“It doesn’t hurt,” he murmured.
“Why doesn’t it hurt when you touch me?”

“I don’t know, but I’m glad it
doesn’t.” Arman moved a little, so Kei had to look at him. “I
wanted to help you. Watching you...die slowly...I would do anything
to stop that, you understand? I would give all I had to keep you
safe and alive.”

“They died...they’re still
dead.”

“Yes...I can’t change that.
Will it always be between us? I told you, I’m a soldier—soldiers
kill.”

Kei wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I
can’t...forget...I still feel it.... But...would you do it
again?”

Always the sticking point. “If
ordered to—but I would argue to the limits of my ability if I felt
it was wrong. I should have done that this time, and I did try, if
not hard enough. I won’t make that mistake again. I’m sorry. I want
your trust. I would not betray it or you. If you can’t forgive me,
there’s nothing more I can do.”

Kei nodded. If only he could
stop feeling that emptiness...but Arman...he was not an evil man.
“I forgive you...but I can’t forget what happened.”

Arman stroked his cheek. “I
wouldn’t expect you to. I just don’t want you to hate me. I want to
be allowed to help you.”

“You do...I don’t know why....
I don’t hate you. I couldn’t make myself, I wanted to....”

“I’m sure you did,” Arman said
gently. “I won’t betray you. I can’t promise I won’t be asked to
kill again, but I’ll do all I can to argue against it. Let me help
you. Watching you in pain...it’s like feeling it myself.”

You have no
idea what’s that’s really like. “At
least...it doesn’t hurt when you touch me...it makes it
stop.”

Arman found his hand and
clasped it between them. “Then use it. Let me help you find time to
think, to heal.”

“Yes,” Kei whispered, fresh
stupid tears falling again. “I just wanted to know I could trust
you. But I couldn’t.”

“And can you? Now? “

It might be a mistake, but Kei
felt he could let this man into his heart. Arman would not hurt
him—not deliberately. “Yes.”

Arman carefully pulled him
close. “You won’t ever have a reason to doubt my word, I
swear.”

And Kei knew this would be
true. He had found a little peace, a little rest, for a while at
least. He hoped it would be enough to let him find a way to live
again.
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When Arman cautiously moved a
second time to detach himself, worried they would be discovered,
Kei let him go without complaint. Arman remained crouched beside
him for a moment. “Do you want to go back to my house, or stay here
with me this afternoon? I can’t leave yet.”

Kei pulled his cloak around
him. “Stay...please,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry to be any
trouble.”

Gods—that Kei would
apologise to him. “Kei...please don’t. I have
Karus’s papers on the translations—if you have those in front of
you, you can say you’re working on them. You don’t need to actually
do so.”

He retrieved the papers from
his files, and laid them on the desk next to Kei, who looked up at
him. “Karus...is he all right?”

“He’s very well. Worried about
you, as is Jena.”

Kei reached out as if to touch
Arman, but then he pulled his hand back under his cloak. “I can’t
see them,” he whispered.

“They understand.” He touched
Kei’s shoulder and felt how Kei relaxed a little with the contact.
He cupped Kei’s chin and looked into his sad, weary eyes. “Will you
heal? Given time?”

“I don’t know.” Kei reached up
and closed his fingers around Arman’s wrist. “But now’s there a
chance. I just—”

There was a knock at the door.
Arman gently removed Kei’s hand. “We’ll talk later. Be calm.”

He called for his visitor to
come in, and dealt with his captain’s request and report in short
order before dismissing him. Kei kept his eyes lowered to the desk,
apparently absorbed in the dictionary, but the fingers holding the
pencil shook, and Arman doubted he was really reading Karus’s
notes.

That was the pattern for the
afternoon, a stream of people, even one senator who looked at Kei
in disdainful curiosity, needing Arman’s advice and attention.
Through it all, Kei was silent, standing respectfully for the
senator but not looking at him, and otherwise, staring down at the
notes while Arman conducted his business. After a while, he began
to do some real work on the thing although it wasn’t what Arman
expected of him. Kei’s able mind needed occupation. Arman wondered
if, in following Jena’s advice to the letter, he’d forgotten this
important fact. A little useful work might distract Kei from his
distress.

It was nightfall before he
could get free, and send for a calash to take them to his house.
He’d already had a note sent to Karus to explain he would not be
there for supper that evening, and to ask him to tell Jena Kei was
a little better. More than that, Arman didn’t want to say, because
he had no idea if Kei would improve at all.

Kei was quiet, huddled into the
corner of the carriage for the short ride back, and appeared
somewhat at a loss when Arman took him back to his rooms. But he
wouldn’t allow Arman to get their meal in his stead. He didn’t want
the talk to start again, he said.

Arman let Kei have his way—at
least when Kei went home, he wouldn’t have to be the victim of such
nonsense any more. That Arman would be left with the wife and the
household he had, was only justice for what he’d done to this man,
to this man’s people.

What would happen to Kei then?
He had a lover, Jena said. Arman wondered what she was like and if
she would be able to help Kei at all. If he loved her, at least she
must be a good person. Arman felt jealousy rise as he wondered what
this person was like who'd caught Kei’s affections, but then he
pushed those feelings back down hard. If Kei felt that in him, he
would be distressed, and it was pointless. The simple fact was,
Arman would not always be there. Kei needed a lover of his own
race, someone to build a future and a family with. At least he
didn’t have the dynastic pressures on him Arman had. What a
blessing it would be, to be able to follow one’s heart without
restraint. To be able to offer love, without shame, to hold, and to
love, with true desire, not duty.

Kei was taking a long time.
Arman was about to go find him when he returned, looking pale and
tense. Arman took the tray from him and made him sit. “Gods, what
happened? Did they hurt you?”

Kei shook his head.
“Just...such dirty minds.”

Arman uncovered the food and
urged Kei to eat. “Not a gift so much as a burden, this
soul-touching, if you ask me.”

“It doesn’t usually bother me,
but—” He clenched his hand around his spoon. “Now...there’s nothing
between my feelings and other people’s, like a curtain ripped away,
or a wall...and a void in here.... Death would be a blessing.”

Arman gripped his shoulders in
alarm. “No! Kei, please....”

Kei winced at his passion so
Arman let him go. “I was just stating the truth,” he said, rubbing
his shoulder where Arman had held him.

“No more talk of death, I
forbid it.”

His eyes shuttered. “Yes, my
lord,” he said in a dull voice.

“Don’t...gods, in another time
and place, we would be equals and you would have no need to fear me
or my kind, but can’t you just...forget that, while we’re alone?
Please?”

Kei still wouldn’t look at him.
“I have nothing to offer you, offer anyone...I’m a shell.”

“You’re not,” he protested.
“When you go home, won’t your lover be able to help?”

“Reji has no special powers
over the heart to heal it.” He grimaced as he looked at his food.
“I’m really not hungry.”

“Leave it then. You might want
it later.”

Kei covered the plates and put
them on the tray near the door, and then walked over to his pallet,
lying down on it and facing the wall as if Arman no longer existed.
Perplexed, Arman sat down to eat, wanting to let Kei do whatever he
needed to do, but at a loss to know what to try next.

His meal finished, he returned
to his desk. If Kei wanted to be left alone, he might as well use
the evening to work on his reports. He would need to go to Garok
soon and see the new recruits. He could visit Tijus, perhaps, on
the way.

He managed to lose himself in
his work for several hours, and so was shocked when he felt a hand
on his shoulder. “Kei?”

“I just needed to touch you,”
he said, sounding embarrassed. “I’m sorry.”

Arman stood and took him
into his arms. “No, please, do what you need,” he said, pulling
Kei’s head onto his shoulder, feeling him shivering a little. What
could he do
to help this man...the enemy only of his peace.
“Whatever you need from me is yours.” Kei was silent for a moment,
but then he said something Arman couldn’t make out. “What did you
say?”

“In another time or
place....”

“Yes, if the gods allowed it.”
Kei’s braid under his fingers was as smooth, as soft as he thought
it might be. He was such a handsome man. “It’s very late.”

“I won’t sleep, but you
should.”

“Is there anything...?”
He couldn’t ask the man to share his bed, as he would have done
without hesitation if Loke were in this state. His control
wasn’t that
perfect, and if Arman’s body betrayed any
desire, it would undoubtedly distress Kei in his present vulnerable
condition. He would never do that to Kei, it would be dishonourable
and wrong when he was in such a position of weakness...and Kei
already had a lover. “Do you want to eat?”

Kei shook his head. “No.”

“Then try and rest. Do you
think you will want to come to the palace tomorrow?”

“I don’t know. What would I do
there? Won’t people talk?”

“What do you do at home when
you’re not treating people? I think you said you were pursuing your
father’s research—is there nothing here you could do in that
line?”

Kei gave him a ghost of a
smile. “Not wishing to offend you, but the facilities are too
primitive here.”

“Then change that. Write down a
medical guide. Perhaps even for treating injuries gained in
battle...like gut wounds....”

His chest ached a little at the
memory, and Kei reached out to touch his hand. “I can’t teach that
in words, but I could make notes about some of the treatments that
might help. It would be a start.”

“Would it bother you the army
would use it?”

“An injured man is an injured
man, Arman. My patients are not enemies.”

Arman wondered whether any of
the physicians down on the Street of Punus Gift would feel that
way. They were arrogant and proud of their so-called skills, loudly
proclaiming the support of the gods for their vocation, even though
their only real talents lay in ushering the dying out of this
world, and snatching their fees from the living left behind. The
army medics were far more honest and less likely to sacrifice a
basket of fowls as an answer to a marsh fever, but their successes
were no greater, unfortunately. “Start writing it in Darshianese
and then we can work on translating it as it’s in progress. It may
be never be finished, but perhaps one day someone will take up the
task.”

“As you wish. I doubt anyone
will listen to a filthy Darshianese.”

The low bitter words were not
like Kei at all, and Arman wondered who or what he’d heard. “Never
mind, I will.”

Kei nodded and then gave him a
quick, almost embarrassed hug before turning to lie down on his
pallet.

Arman retired to his own bed,
and tried very hard not to think how good it felt to hold Kei. That
line of thinking had to be closed as tight as Kurlik Pass, or he
would go mad.

~~~~~~~~

It was like trying to climb
naked out of a long, dark well, with slime-covered walls, having
only a single rope to pull himself up with—a rope that only bore
part of his weight so he had to use his fingertips, his toes, and
raw willpower to climb. Every inch was won at the cost of bloody
hands and feet, and every foot came at the price of falling back
six inches. The only guide was the distant, dim light above him,
promising freedom if he could only reach it, and that fragile,
precious rope.

Arman was the light, his touch
the rope, and Kei used them as much as he dared to help himself
escape from the void eating at him from within. Every day was a
struggle, the nights a torment. Arman was almost always there, a
kind presence when Kei needed it, offering a touch, an embrace,
stolen when they were alone—small things that created the footing
Kei built for himself. He still slipped, and the slipping was
agonising—but at the end of a week, he was amazed how far he’d
come.

The project Arman had thought
up was a stroke of genius. A useful task, absorbing enough of his
attention to distract him from the ache inside for long periods of
a time, and occupying his intellect rather than his emotions, it
was ideal for his present situation, and he threw himself
wholeheartedly into it. Such guides already existed in Darshek,
texts for training healers sent from the villages, and for the
staff who worked in the infirmaries in the city. But a simple
instructional text that even a common soldier or farmer could use,
did not exist, and so Kei set to writing it.

He refused to care some
of his people might think he was giving aid and comfort to the
enemy. He healed and he helped the sick. His father had never said
his drugs were to be used only on the Darshianese. His mother had
taught him the correct way to bandage all wounds, not just those on
brown skin. Besides, his enemy was giving aid and comfort to
him, so he
was in no position to sit in judgment.

Arman was taking an enormous
personal risk for him. Not only had he left himself wide open
before now to accusations of infidelity against his wife by
treating Kei with such consideration, he left himself vulnerable to
even worse attacks by keeping Kei in his office each day.

He and Arman were careful to be
discreet in their friendship. Kei was always meticulously
respectful to any visitors, leaving the room if directed without
any question (and then having to find a corner in which to hide, to
escape the curious looks of the soldiers and palace staff), but
Arman was still exposed. He received high-ranking visitors on a
daily basis, and it could not have been normal for him to have Loke
with him as he did Kei.

Other people didn’t think so
either. One afternoon, when Kei was working intently on a
description of the management of infected thurl bites, the door
opened without any warning and in swept Senator Mekus.

Kei stumbled hurriedly to his
feet and bowed, but Arman merely looked coolly at his visitor.
“Senator, is there something I can help you with?”

“Yes, you can, General—I want
to know why you have a Darshianese hostage right in the heart of
the palace, allowing him to spy on us!”

Kei gripped the back of the
chair he was standing behind, and tried not to be sick on the spot
with fear and with feeling the anger and resentment of the man in
front of him. He also wished his Prijian hadn’t become so
fluent—ignorance would be bliss in this situation.

Arman switched to Darshianese
in his reply, which Kei was pretty sure he only did to annoy the
senator. “Spy? If you mean my manservant, I don’t understand the
accusation.” How did Arman do that? Manage to seem unconcerned,
even slightly bored, when Kei knew how strong his anxiety was.

“I mean
this,”
Mekus said, snatching up the paper on which Kei had been writing.
“I’ve been told he sits here, day in and day out, listening to
private meetings, making notes! What possible purpose can it have,
and what in hells do you think you are doing!”

“Senator, Kei is never present
at any meeting with a security implication. What you’re holding is
a medical manual in Darshianese, which he is writing, and I’m
having translated. If you would care to look....” Arman made a
pretense of sorting through his files, even though he knew exactly
where what he wanted lay. “There—my notes, translated from his.
Shall I read the original, Senator? Or would you accuse me of lying
to you?”

“Why him? He’s a barbarian
villager from the middle of nowhere!”

“He has some small medical
knowledge—I thought to exploit that. However, if you don’t want the
Prij to benefit....” Arman shrugged, as if it was no consequence at
all to him. “I’m merely making use of a tool, Senator. I’d have
thought you would have approved of the economy.”

Mekus sneered. “Then one
hopes his village will continue to behave itself. It would be a
pity if your tool
had to have his throat cut, along with the
others of his clan, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, I suppose it would,”
Arman said, sounding utterly uninterested, even though Kei sensed
his roiling anger. “But unless that happens, I don’t see any
problem.”

“It’s irregular in the
extreme.”

“The notes don’t leave my
office, Senator. You can have them all now, if you wish.”

Mekus looked at the pages,
obviously frustrated by being unable to read the characters, and
threw them down on the desk. “I’d heard you hated the Darshianese,
general. On the whole, I’d prefer you did.”

Arman made a slight bow. “Then
I will endeavour to maintain whatever emotions serve the senate
best, senator.”

“You impudent brat. I never
thought you were officer material—you’re too damn soft and too damn
bookish. Your father should have settled you on an estate and kept
you out of mischief.”

“This is an opinion you’ve
shared with Her Serenity, senator? Because I understood the
decision to promote me was a personal one, based on her assessment
of my ability. I’m sure she’d like to have that assessment
corrected by you.”

Mekus glared, and Kei felt
faint at the loathing radiating from the man. “You’ll slip and fall
one day, general. Your family’s prominence is based on a very
slight foothold. I’ll be there when it disappears, mark my
word.”

“I’ll be sure to share your
good wishes with my honoured father, senator. Now, was there
something else?”

“Keep him out of the rest of
the palace,” Mekus said, stabbing a finger in Kei’s direction. “If
I catch him where he should not be, he’ll be killed on the
spot.”

“As you wish.”

Mekus growled and then stalked
out of the room, slamming the door which Arman quickly locked
behind him.

Kei had to sit down—he really
felt like he would be sick, until Arman put a hand on his shoulder
and he could use the warm concern and the buffer his touch provided
as an antidote to the poison of Mekus’s emotions. “Are you all
right?”

“He...he wants me dead.”

“Not personally, I think,”
Arman said calmly, sitting on his desk but keeping the hand on
Kei’s shoulder.

“But why does he hate us? You
had a reason...but what did I ever do to him?”

Arman sighed. “What did any of
us do? He thinks the world owes him a lot more respect and honour
than it gives him, and if he became the sovereign, it wouldn’t be
enough. He won’t touch you, I promise.”

Kei swallowed down the sickness
he felt. “If he ordered you...to kill me, to kill the others of
Ai-Albon, what would you do?”

“I don’t know—delay and try and
get you away, if I could. I’ve been giving it some thought,
actually.”

“Really?” Kei looked at
him in amazement. “You’d really help us escape?” Even with
everything he knew of Arman now, it was very hard to imagine him
even contemplating
that.

Arman smiled. “To save your
life, I would try, certainly. But it won’t come to it. I’ve put so
many safeguards into the reporting procedure that unless your clan
loses the patience they’ve held for so long, no one will pull a
trick again like at Vinri.”

“But if the siege goes
badly....”

Arman’s expression darkened.
“Then I’ll still do all I can to get you away. The fact remains
that I may be a general, but I’m still only one man. There’s a
limit to what I can do, you have to understand. Be assured I will
fight to the death to protect you. That’s the least I promise
you.”

“I don’t want your death for
mine.”

Arman squeezed his shoulder.
“Then let’s avoid that, shall we?”

He hopped off the desk, and Kei
straightened the papers the senator had thrown into disorder.
“Arman, I think I want to visit Karus tonight. At least, visit
Jena.”

“What? Are you sure? You can
barely stand my officers coming in and out the way they do.” Arman
peered at him, his blue eyes full of concern for him.

“But they’re not friends, and
I’m finding I can more easily bear sensing the less hostile
emotions. I don’t...it’s not everything so much any more.”

Arman gave him a wide smile.
“By the gods, that’s good news. Of course we’ll call on Karus. I
get notes from him every day asking about you. I think he doesn’t
care about me at all anymore,” he added with a mock frown.

“I doubt that, my lord,” Kei
said, and was able to find a smile too. Another inch gained
today.

He had to visit Karus’s house
sooner or later. If he couldn’t bring himself to tolerate Karus’s
gentle kindness or Jena’s loyal affection, then he really would be
better off dead, because there would be no one he would be able to
turn to, not even Myka. Arman would not be with him forever. Kei
didn’t spend any time thinking about the future any more, or the
day when he would leave Utuk, but it would come, however much he
ignored it. Arman had given him the place from which he could
rescue himself, but it was up to him now.

Besides, he wanted Jena to
restart the mental exercises with him, to see if he could tolerate
them at all and if they would help, and also to see if working with
Karus once more would be possible. Arman was trying to dismiss
Mekus’s threat, but he was worried, very worried. Kei didn’t want
to die if it meant the others did. Or that Arman did. He felt sick
and cold at the very idea he could cause Arman’s death. He didn’t
want his spirit burdened with that crime, nor his heart with that
sorrow. So, if he reduced his visibility, Mekus might leave Arman
alone. He had to try it.

Arman sent a note to Karus to
warn him of their intention to call on him, and then after another
two hours which, fortunately, brought no more hostile visits, Arman
took Kei by calash to Karus’s house. The streets were empty—it was
now deep winter and cold by the standards of Kuplik, although
nowhere near as cold as it got in the north.

Kei welcomed the lower
temperature as it meant fewer people were around, and it seemed to
have a dampening effect on people’s passions too—or perhaps he
really was starting to build his defences again. Nothing could
touch the shocking emptiness in him, the wound left by the loss of
ten souls—nothing except Arman. Kei didn’t know why that was, and
it made him shudder at the idea of there being no other remedy for
this pain. To live with it for the rest of his life, was a prospect
worse than torture.

Arman held his hand in the dark
in a way which was nothing short of tender. Kei sensed the
carefully suppressed desire underneath Arman’s kindness, a desire
neither of them would ever dare give into—Arman because of his
position, and Kei because...to have sex with someone would be to
make himself open to them in a way he could not bear at all, and
perhaps never would be able to. Arman’s feelings were buried deep,
perhaps unacknowledged even by himself, and Kei would not utter a
word to arouse them. His nights would have been easier if he could
have spent them at Arman’s side, but there was no way that could
occur without raising uncomfortable questions Kei couldn’t deal
with.

The Prij were a reserved race,
so unlike the open and exuberant people Kei had grown up with. They
rarely touched in public that Kei had seen, and Arman wasn’t even
physically affectionate with people like Karus. He didn’t know how
Arman rationalised the touches, the affection, the...caresses...to
himself if he would not admit his physical desires. Kei could only
put it down to long practice at self-denial. Arman was chaste and
faithful to a woman who loathed him, and with whom he never spent a
night or a willing conversation. Either he spent a lot of time in
secret masturbation, or he really did have a rope around his
balls.

But Kei was grateful not to be
pressured, even though he wished he could offer more of himself
than he could. He was a hollow wreck now. Ai-Albon would get back a
mere shadow of the healer it once had. He hoped that would be
enough for his clan.

He steeled himself as they
arrived at Karus’s home. Apart from the transitory visits from
Arman’s officers, he’d had no prolonged contact with anyone other
than Arman in over a month. The house was quiet, and Matez left
them alone as soon as he let them in, which immediately made Kei
suspicious.

The suspicion was confirmed
when Karus made no move to take his hand, even though he was
clearly delighted and relieved to see him. “Pei, Jena’s told you,
hasn’t she?”

“About what, Gidu?” Karus’s
guileless blue eyes were wide in enquiry and nothing else.

Kei looked at Arman, who
shrugged. “About my...gift,” he said, using an ambiguous word he
could explain away if he was wrong.

But he wasn’t. “Yes, my boy,
she did. I’m so very sorry this has happened to you and I won’t
burden you this evening with my company. Jena’s waiting for you in
the front room, with a good fire and a hot meal. Arman and I will
keep each other occupied tonight. Go see her, she’s missed you
terribly.”

Kei bowed. “Karus-pei, you’re
both kind and wise. I’ve missed you too.”

“Well then, I hope you’ll be
able to spend more time with us soon. Run along, and remember you
promised me to tell me more about that academy in Darshek one of
these days.”

“Yes, Pei, I haven’t
forgotten.”

He went looking for
Jena. There, that hadn’t hurt
too much.

~~~~~~~~

Karus sighed, and asked Arman
to help him to his feet. “Poor child, what a dreadful
affliction.”

“I’m sorry not to tell you,
Pei, but I was sworn not to.”

“Of course you were. If I
weren’t a harmless doddering old fool, Jena would doubtless have
made me swear too, but who would believe my tales of people who can
read your thoughts with a touch?”

“I’ll allow the ‘old’, but only
a fool would think you one. Where do you want to go?”

“To the kitchen. I gave Cook
and Siza the night off, and told them to find their sweethearts and
enjoy themselves,” he said with a chuckle, leaning on Arman’s arm
as they walked towards the kitchens.

“I never knew you were a
matchmaker, Pei.”

“Oh, a terrible meddler, given
my choice. Such am I reduced to that I need to arrange the affairs
of servants to amuse myself.”

It was warm in the kitchen, and
smelled deliciously of the meal waiting for them. Karus indicated
he wanted to sit at the main preparation table and told Arman where
Jena had left them their supper. He sighed happily. “This reminds
me of my childhood, watching my mother prepare our meals with our
cook. So many changes have happened since then, of course. Even
what we eat—I’d never heard of medo fruit when I was a child, and
then it was a luxury only the rich ate. Now, of course, they throw
them at the festivals as if they’re nothing. I don’t suppose you
can remember a time without cheap Darshian fruit at your meal
table.”

“No, Karus, I can’t.” Arman set
the cold cooked fish and the spiced vegetable soup out in front of
them, and handed Karus bowls and implements, before serving the
food and cutting some bread. It reminded him of the quiet suppers
with Kei in his own rooms—how much more enjoyable it was to be with
a friend over a private meal, than at a state feast. Most of the
senatorial class adored big occasions like those often hosted at
the palace—Arman had always loathed them with every fibre of his
being.

“So many changes,” Karus said
again, spooning his soup into his mouth. “So many changes in you,
Arman.”

“Me? Well, of course I’ve
changed, you’ve known me since I was in baby robes, Pei,” he said
with a smile.

“Yes, and you were such a sweet
baby to grow up into such a disobedient child,” Karus said wagging
his finger. “That blessed tuktuk was never the same after what you
and Tijus did to him.”

“Sorry, Pei,” Arman said but
still able to grin over the incident. He lost his grin as he
remembered telling Loke about it on his death bed. But it had been
so funny when the tuktuk had sworn at Senator Dizus’s wife....

“But that’s not the kind of
change that strikes me most about you, my boy. Even since you came
back from Darshian...do you not feel it yourself?”

Arman cocked his head. Karus
was giving him one of his critical looks, the one that seemed to
know exactly what he was thinking or feeling at any point. That
look had made him an effective disciplinarian in former years, and
it was one Arman used on his officers from time to time with great
effect. But he really didn’t know what his friend was getting at.
“What do you mean?”

“When you left, you were a
disappointed man wrapped in duty. I ached to see you thus, and when
you came back, you were so bitter and angry. But now you remind me
of when I first met Loke, that time you brought him with you to
visit. The two of you were such good friends, I rejoiced to see it,
and every time I saw you with him. Now you’ve made another friend,
and it’s changed you again. Even with this latest trouble...as with
Loke, he feeds your soul and makes it grow. Am I speaking out of
turn?”

“No, you aren’t. But
since I tore his
soul in half with what I did, it’s not like I
deserve his friendship in the least.”

Karus gave him a sharp look.
“He forgives you. I can tell by the way he looks at you, that he
bears you no ill will at all.”

“Perhaps not, Pei, but we’re
still at war. He’ll leave soon, I sincerely hope for his sake. All
I can do is try and heal the hurt I’ve given him.”

Karus nodded and ate more soup,
as if that was all he had to say on the subject. But then just as
Arman relaxed and began to eat his own meal, Karus spoke again.
“And then, my dear Arman, what will you do? Retreat into bitterness
again? Do your familial duty and let your soul die?”

“You speak as if I have any
choice in the matter. I was born in this caste, I let my father
make my marriage. I accepted my rank. I can’t complain now if it
doesn’t bring me joy.”

“No, my boy, you can’t. But
Loke brought you joy. I think Kei would if you let him. All I
suggest is that you let yourself believe that even when they are
both gone, the possibility of happiness exists in your future, and
not to retreat into yourself again. I won’t be here forever,” he
said gently, laying his hand on Arman’s wrist. “I don’t want to be
with Loke, watching from the heavens, as you turn into a sour,
angry old man.”

“You’ll be here for a while
yet,” Arman said gruffly.

“My boy, don’t insult my few
remaining brains,” Karus chided gently. “Bring your child up to
have an open, honest heart and you will do us all honour, and find
some joy in your life. Leave yourself ready to find friendship
again.”

“I’ll try, Karus-pei, but I
don’t want to speak of the future.” Arman changed the subject to
what had happened that day in his office. “Kei was terrified, and I
don’t blame him.”

Karus sighed. “Ah, Sei Mekus,
what a horrible child he was, though I shouldn’t say it. He’s a
bully, always was. You need to treat him the same way you treat
other bullies.”

“I very much doubt Her Serenity
would appreciate me picking one of her senators up by the scruff of
his neck and beating the dust out of his bones,” Arman said dryly,
and Karus chuckled.

“No, I fancy not. But I also
fancy you have better weapons than your fists these days. I pray
daily for the end of the siege, much as I will feel more that I’m
losing a daughter than a servant in Jena. Is there any movement at
all on that front?”

“None whatsoever. At this rate,
you’ll have Jena with you at the next Solstice.”

“Which would bring her no
happiness, so I won’t wish it, however much we each want our
friends to stay. I never expected to see this day. To be at war but
to have found friendship through it. It’s very strange, is it
not?”

“Indeed, Pei. Very
strange.” But also
wonderful. A brief but wonderful time to
be cherished in the future which, whatever Karus said, had no
prospect of joy at all.

They finished their meal,
not talking of the war of which Arman had had more than enough
lately, but of small things. Karus’s garden and his plans to try
and cultivate the difficult yusus tree with its extravagant,
delicate blooms and edible blue berries. Matez’ budding
relationship with a servant in one of the neighbouring households,
and what that might mean to Karus. The books on the history of
Andon Karus had ordered and that he was expecting to arrive soon.
Little, undramatic things Arman rarely had time to contemplate, but
which were things he would like to have time to contemplate.
He suspected he would be Karus’s age before he had that luxury—and
even then, he would have his wife and her bastard to ruin his
peace. He had no expectations Mayl would die in childbirth—the gods
wouldn’t want to take her back to them sooner than they needed
to.

Jena came in as they were
finishing. “He’s resting,” she said, forestalling both their
queries. “You’ve done good work with him, my lord.”

“Hurt to admit that?”

She raised an eyebrow at him.
“Not at all. A healer takes her remedies even from the most
poisonous bushes.” Karus chuckled at that. “He’s a long way to go,
my lord. Don’t imagine he’s close to being healed, because he’s
not.”

“No, I don’t, but I urgently
need to know if you think he can bear to be away from me for a few
hours each day. The situation has become dangerous at the palace
for him.”

“Mekus? He told me,” she said
with a scowl. “That...bucket of urs piss!”

“Jena,” Karus said in mild
reproof. “Arman has to look the man in the face, you know.”

“Yes, well, maybe he could poke
him in the eye too while he’s looking. All right, I know. The
answer is, yes, if Karus will not mind him hiding away for the
first few days.”

Just what Arman had hoped for.
“Excellent. Pei, if he can come to you in the afternoons, that will
reduce his time there.”

“Yes, of course—he can spend
all day here, you know that,” Karus said with a puzzled frown.

“No, he can’t, Karus,” Jena
said.

“I don’t understand, my
child.”

Jena glanced at Arman. “It’s
complicated. I’ll explain later, perhaps. But Kei should spend more
time with Arman now than with you or me. For a little while longer,
at least.”

Karus blinked a little. “You’re
the healer, my dear. Whatever he needs, you know that. We need to
send him home safe and in good health. It’s only fair.”

“Yes, and I intend to,” Arman
said, looking at Jena who nodded. “I’ll wait until he’s ready and
take him home. Thank you.”

“Thank you—for his sake.”

“Of course. For what other
reason?” Karus was looking down at his plate, so Jena put her
tongue out at Arman. Arman only grinned. Jena held no fears for
him—he was married to a champion practitioner of nastiness. Jena
was but a rank amateur in those stakes.

~~~~~~~~

It was an intense relief to
Arman to find Kei could, at last, spend some time at Karus’s house,
and even benefit from it. He’d explained what he and Jena had been
doing—Arman really couldn’t understand this strange power or what
it felt like, let alone these mental exercises, but he accepted
their necessity and the benefit Kei derived from them. He was a
long, long way from normal, but at least he no longer returned from
the kitchens pale-faced and sweaty every time he fetched a meal for
them.

There was no joy in him though,
no real spirit in his conversation. Jena said his recovery would
take time and kindness from his friends. Arman could offer one, but
who knew how much there would be of the other.

He could at least make him
safer and exercised his little used political skills to make sure
Mekus’s spite didn’t lead to fatal results for Kei. Arman let it be
known what Kei was working on, casually mentioning the dictionary
and the medical text to Blikus as “being of some possible use, my
lord,” carefully underplaying it. Blikus’s curiosity was piqued,
just as Arman hoped it would be, and so Arman told him a little
more about Darshianese remedies. His scepticism died somewhat when
Arman had Kei’s medical supplies brought to the palace and had Kei
demonstrate the effect of the chuo sap ointment to the Lord
Commander.

“Amazing stuff, Arman,” Blikus
murmured, looking at his fingers. “You, Kei—you know the recipe for
this?”

“Yes, my lord, my family
invented it. But you can’t get chuo sap in the south.”

Arman was proud of how Kei held
his nerve under Blikus’s penetrating gaze. “Really. But still—put
the recipe in that thing you’re writing. You never know, we might
get supplies of it. Are you describing the use of this nitre weed
solution?”

“Yes, my lord. It needs to be
used carefully, it can be an irritant as well as a poison.”

“Hmmm, since the last time I
had a bad back the liniment the medic gave me brought me out in
hives, I don’t think we’ll be too frightened by this. It’s a good
idea, this book, Arman. I’ll mention it to Her Serenity. No point
in prejudice getting in the way of keeping our troops healthy.”

“No, my lord, exactly my
thoughts.”

And now you
can go sit on an angry thurl, Mekus. He
would look like a perfect idiot if he complained to Kita over this
now, and Blikus hadn’t raised the slightest objection either to Kei
being in the palace in the mornings. Had even suggested Kei speak
to the medics, but Arman politely suggested that since the siege
might end any day, the notes would be a valuable resource, as would
the dictionary, and would it not be best if he continued to work on
them instead? Blikus had agreed, and Arman could relax
again.

Kei understood what he’d done,
and was grateful in a subdued kind of way. His reactions were
growing less severe as the days passed, and he admitted his control
was improving. The last time anything remotely like this had
happened, it had taken nearly a month for him to really be normal,
he said. Arman got the impression that six months or more was
likely to be the case here.

Kei was unlikely to still be in
Utuk in six months’ time. But neither might Arman. Three weeks
after the new hostages had arrived from Vinri, he was summoned to a
meeting of the security cabinet. Kita was present, as were six of
the most senior and capable senators, Captain Peku, and the Lord
Commander. He expected it to be about the siege at Darshek, and was
resigned to listening to a lot of stupid complaints and ideas which
they had gone over a dozen times before. But to his surprise, it
was Blikus, not Peku, who got to his feet. “Your highness,
senators, we have lost all communications with north Darshian.
There’s been no goods or messages through Tirko Pass for three
weeks. We’ve sent a number of messengers and scouts—not one has
returned.”

Consternation broke out. “It’s
winter, Lord Commander,“ Senator Kizus—one of the oldest and most
acerbic members of the senate—pointed out. “Is it possible they’ve
been lost in snowfalls or avalanches?”

“Yes, it is, although the
snowfalls have not been severe, according to General Ritus. But if
the passes were simply blocked, at least some of our men would be
turning back and reporting the problem. At this point, we have to
assume anything from a simple problem at Fort Trejk, to a total
loss of our troops.”

Kita said nothing, but she
looked thoughtful. “Your suggestion, Lord Commander?” another
senator asked.

“The only solution is to find
out what’s going on—and that means sending a force north.”

“More
soldiers?” Kizus snapped. “Impossible—this war
is stretching us thin. The senate won’t approve it.”

Her Serenity raised her hand
for silence. “How many soldiers, Blikus?”

Blikus bowed a little to Kita.
“I would suggest at least two hundred, your highness. But it would
depend on what is found.”

She folded her hands. “You
seriously think we could have lost our entire force, including
General Jozo? Is that even possible?”

“I would hope not, your
highness. But a total lack of communications means just that—and
until we know why, we have to assume the worst.”

“Your highness, my lord,” Arman
said, getting their attention. “A force of even a hundred men,
carefully chosen, might be able to investigate this. We can spare
those from Utuk without compromising security.”

“And who would lead this? You?”
Kizus snapped.

“I could, Senator. I know the
terrain and the pass better than anyone on this side of the
mountain range.”

“Couldn’t one of your captains
lead it? It doesn’t need a general’s attention.”

“No, it doesn’t, not just
getting through the pass. But if some catastrophe has befallen our
army, it will
need my attention. I would feel easier about the
matter if I could assess it with my own eyes and make a judgement
on the spot.” Kizus grunted, accepting the point.

“A hundred soldiers, Arman. You
would be sitting targets,” Blikus said.

“If the worst has happened,
yes, my lord. But if the worst has happened, even a thousand men
might not be enough.”

“We’re not sending another
thousand troops,” Kizus said. “It exposes Kuprij too much—we’re
already exposed too much by this siege. If there was an attack by
the Andonese, we would have all our defences tied up in the
north.”

Kita held her hand up. “Arman,
if we’ve lost Jozo, losing you would be a bitter blow.”

“’If’, your highness. I don’t have
your belief in my indispensability, but in any event, it needs
experience more than numbers for this task. It’s probably something
remarkably simple,” he said with more confidence than he
felt.

She tapped the arms of her
chair with her fingers as she thought. “Very well. Arman, take a
hundred troops and plan to only go as far as Vinri, unless you
consider you really need to continue once you’re on the ground.
Send reports back at every station. We shall have four hundred men
kept in reserve in Urshek, waiting for your command. If you
determine more troops are needed, then more will be provided,” she
said with a sharp look at her senators. “We’ve devoted many
resources to the fight for Darshek, senators, let us not quibble
now when victory is so close.”

Arman noted the scepticism of
her cabinet, but she ignored it. “When can you leave, Arman?”

“In two days, your highness. My
lord, we will need cold weather equipment, and urs beasts for all
men, for greater speed.”

“Ritus will provide them. Peku,
we want your fastest boat for Arman.” The admiral nodded. “Anything
else?”

“No, my lord. It’s always
possible news will come before we enter the pass—another reason for
a smaller force.”

“True.” Blikus didn’t look
happy. “That’s the end of my report, your highness.”

“Very well, we trust you to
provide what is needed. Good day, gentlemen. Arman, wait a moment,
please.”

He stood and waited politely
for his colleagues to leave. Kita took his arm. “Walk with us.” She
led him out into the walled garden, where braziers were lit here
and there to warm the more delicate plants. “You seem eager for
this mission.”

“Eager to know the fate of our
men, your highness. General Jozo is too valuable to lose this
way.”

“As are you. Does it not
concern you that your wife is soon to give birth?”

He nearly rolled his eyes—Kita
always picked the most irritating moments to be womanly. “My wife
is a soldier’s wife and a senator’s daughter. We all know our duty
to Kuprij, your highness.”

“Indeed, we’re sure you do.
We’ll keep her safe for your return.”

“Thank you. I don’t expect it
to be as dangerous as you fear. The chances something catastrophic
have occurred are slight.”

“Of course. The Darshianese
don’t have a large army, we already know this. As you say, it’s
most likely a problem at the fort.” She made him turn towards a
display of bright red berry plants, a type he didn’t recognise.
“Will you take this manservant of yours? The one Blikus says knows
so many remedies?”

Gods, he’d not thought
about.... “If your highness would permit it, it would be helpful.
Your kindness in that matter has been much appreciated.”
Eventually, he thought wryly.

“Thank you. Yes, you have my
permission, but see he continues with his work. We should like to
see this text when it’s completed. And, of course, if the
Darshianese should kill this servant too, then it’s only
fitting”

Cold-blooded
reptile of a woman. “Of course. He is as
much use as a hostage with this expedition as in Utuk, and I won’t
have to waste of the time one of my soldiers performing menial
duties.”

“Yes, true. Now, we better let
you make your preparations. We would be most upset if you were to
get yourself killed on this venture, Arman. We want you to know
that.”

He bowed. “Your highness is too
kind. I expect to be able to give you a report within a month, all
being well.”

She smiled. “Ah, then, good,
you shall have the naming ceremony in the palace. Your child will
be a kinsman of ours—it will be joyfully welcomed.”

How he would have enjoyed
telling her the child wasn’t even his kin, let alone hers. “Thank
you.”

She dismissed him and he backed
away. Gods...what had he just agreed to do with Kei?


Chapter : Utuk 9

There were days when Kei almost
felt normal, normal sad at least. Working with Arman in the morning
was more stressful in some ways, but his presence gave Kei the
strength to keep his control. The afternoons with Karus and Jena
left him without that source of strength, but he didn’t need it so
much—sometimes, not at all. Karus was so even in his temperament,
he didn’t put a strain on Kei’s gift at all, and Jena could conceal
her more changeable emotions enough they didn’t burden him.

But he was also improving
overall. Karus’s other servants offered no special concessions, and
yet Kei now handled interactions with them easily. He could even
now deal with Arman’s household staff, even though they still made
him sick in every way with their unpleasant speculations and hate.
They were a good test for measuring his recovery. Maybe once he was
back at Ai-Albon, with people who weren’t hostile, he would really
be able to live and work with them again. Jena believed it was so.
The other matter...well, it was possible to live with a deep
sorrow, a painful loss, however great. He was proving to himself he
could bury himself in his work, and there would be work aplenty in
which to do so when he returned. It would help to numb the
ache.

His heart always lifted a
little in the evening when he heard Arman’s cultured voice asking
Matez where they were, and he could always let a little tension go
when Arman at last entered the library or the kitchen wherever Kei
was working or talking. Arman always managed to give him some
contact, a squeeze to the shoulder, or a hand briefly on his back.
Like water to a drought-dying plant, it revived him—not forever,
but for a while—although he drooped again if Arman was gone for
long. It angered him to be so dependent on another in this way, to
be so weak and in need of comforting. But the situation wasn’t of
his making, nor under his control. All he could do was work
determinedly on his exercises, force himself to tolerate more and
more exposure to the emotions of strangers to build up a callus on
his heart, and to remind himself daily he would not have Arman here
for long, so he had better not use him more than he absolutely
needed to.

Jena’s reactions to Arman were
always powerful and mixed. Kei was amused by the mixture of her
determination to loathe the man for what he had done and who he
was, her gratitude for the help Arman gave Kei, and her reluctant
liking for Arman himself despite her intentions. It wasn’t as if
Arman set out to charm Jena, and she was always as rude to him as
she could get away with, but Arman didn’t mind, which puzzled her.
It certainly led her to mutter frequent imprecations about him to
anyone who would listen, usually Kei—and Kei had to wonder if she
was fooling even herself. It was one of the small entertainments of
his day, watching them at it.

They were in the library, Arman
having missed supper, and Karus having already retired for the
evening—feeling over-weary, he said, which always made Kei and Jena
anxious to hear it. They both did as much as they could to make his
days easier, but Karus was old. Some men lived longer, especially
in Darshian, but he was one of the most elderly Prij Kei had
encountered. Kei’s healing skills could not make a man more
youthful, however much he wanted it.

Kei heard the front door of the
house opening, Matez’ deep rumble and Arman’s tenor in response. A
moment later, Arman was with them. As he came to Kei’s side and put
an arm over his shoulder to look at what he and Jena were working
on, Kei felt there was something serious on his mind. “Jena, would
you mind if I spoke to Kei alone? I will then want to speak to you
if you can wait.”

“Yes, my lord.” She was as
puzzled as Kei. “Has something happened? Not one of the
villages—”

“No, nothing like that, but
there’s been a development. If you can curb your curiosity then
I’ll tell you about it later,” Arman said with a trace of
impatience in his tone.

“You should forgive my
suspicion, lord general,” she said huffily. “It’s not like we
haven’t had nasty surprises from you before.”

“Jena, stop it,” Kei said.
“Please, leave us alone.”

She narrowed her eyes at him,
and seemed about to retort before gathering her skirts up and
leaving the library with annoyance showing in the stiff line of her
back. Kei watched her go with a sigh. “Arman? What’s
happening?”

Arman sat down in Jena’s
vacated chair. “Communications with north Darshian have been lost.
I’m to take a small force across Tirko Pass and investigate. I
could be gone weeks, or longer.”

Kei looked at him with
consternation. “But...then what will I do? Will I have to...will I
go to another household?”

Arman took his hand. “Her
Serenity has given me permission to take you with me. I confess, I
asked for that before I had a chance to think it through. Do you
want to come with me?”

Arman’s fingers were warm
around his, but Kei could hardly feel a thing, so suddenly had hope
and happiness filled him. “I can go home?” he whispered.
“But...no...I would have to return, would I not?” He pulled his
hand away from Arman’s and stared down at his notes, his vision
suddenly blurring. For a moment, he’d thought....

Arman put his arm around Kei
and pulled him close. “I don’t know what to offer. I can’t set you
free or the others would suffer. But do you think someone in your
village would take your place, if we went so far? My orders are to
go to Vinri, but it will depend on what we find. We might turn back
at Fort Trejk—I might be forced to go to Kislik, but it’s unlikely.
Albon is a long way from the pass and I can’t make that journey
just for you...but if we did?”

Kei blinked away the stupid
tears of disappointment. “It would be unfair to ask.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” Arman said
firmly, his arms around Kei’s shoulder tightening in comfort.
“You’ve been with us for months. You’ve been badly injured twice,
and done as much as anyone could to keep the situation calm. I
think you’ve served your village. It wouldn’t be unfair to ask, but
it would be up to you. Can you bear to go to Darshian and then
return to Kuplik? I’m sorry, I should have thought this
through.”

“No...the situation
is...difficult. I don’t want to stay here at the hands of your wife
or Senator Mekus. I’ll go, knowing I will probably have to come
back. I promise not to complain. But...we have to climb those
mountains. I’m not in the best condition.”

Arman sat back and looked him
over. “No, you’re really not. Do you ride? Urs beasts, I mean?”

“Oh yes, I used to race them
with Reji and Banji. I need a big beast because of my height.” He
looked at Arman, who was far heavier than he was and at least two
inches taller. “But then so do you.”

“Yes, I do. Well, that’s one
thing settled—we’ll all be riding. It won’t be like it was before,
flogging through on foot. It won’t be easy—the pass is covered in
snow and even with the new bridges, it’ll be difficult work.”

“I don’t mind,” Kei said
quietly. It wasn’t like any of it had ever been easy. “When?”

“Day after tomorrow. I want you
to be here all day tomorrow, I’ll be too busy to work with you and
you’d be in the way. Cold weather clothing will be provided, of
course and Her Serenity has instructed me personally you’re to keep
working on your textbook on the march. Setting that hisk to run
worked at least.”

“Good,” Kei murmured.
“Arman—what if something’s happened at the villages? The
hostages...please, you have to try and keep them from being
killed.”

Arman tapped his fingers on the
desk as he gave the request his consideration. “I’ll have a word
with Blikus about Jena—I think I can persuade him her value as a
healer outweighs that as a hostage. I’ll also be the one to make my
reports about the situation, so I will do what I can to not to
trigger the terms of surrender. There’s not a lot more I can do,
especially if I’m not here. There’s no way of letting them all
escape from Kuplik, and the masters of the others are probably not
as interested in protecting them as I am with you. Some may be. But
I can’t promise it. I’m sorry. The best hope still remains that the
siege will succeed, as it always has been.”

Kei nodded, but he was sick at
heart. There seemed nothing he could do, and once again he hated
the feeling of helplessness, of total dependence on others for his
fate. He wanted to take control of his life again but the prospects
for that were vanishingly small. “Let’s tell Jena, and I’ll explain
to Karus tomorrow.”

He was going home but not in
any manner he had ever imagined. He had thought this moment would
bring him joy, but all it did was cause more worry and heartache.
Karus believed the Prijian gods had a sense of humour. If they
existed at all, that sense of humour really had to be a very sick,
cruel one indeed.

~~~~~~~~

The wind was bitter—they were
in for a rough passage. No priest and no sacrifices this time—this
boat was much smaller than the one that had carried the force to
Darshian months ago. There were only the sailors and the hundred
soldiers on the boat. The beasts and the reserve troops would be
drawn from those in south Darshian, but Arman wanted to hand pick
the men coming with him on this, so had made his selection from
those based on Kuplik. All had gone on the previous expedition or
had travelled the pass before. All spoke Darshianese, and all rode
a good seat on an urs beast. He didn’t want to lose a single man to
Tirko Pass this time.

Three hours after sunset, they
were still waiting for the tide to turn, although he and his men
had boarded while it was still daylight. At last the command was
given. He watched the mainsail being set, and felt the great tug of
the clipper as the wind caught the sheets. It was a moonless
night—other than the distant glow of the huge lighthouse at the
harbour in Urshek, the only other lights to be seen were the
brilliant stars, and the guarded oil lamps of the sailors.

It felt good to be out of Utuk
again—he’d not spent so long in the city at a stretch since he had
got married, and Karus’s presence aside, it had few charms for him
any more. He honestly preferred the rough life of the army camps to
being in his house, or in Utuk at all. Of course, what he’d found
tucked away in a long overlooked file as he prepared himself for
departure, soured him even more on his marriage and his household,
however impossible he would have thought it a few days ago. He’d
thought Mayl could no longer surprise him with the depths of her
depraved morality—but he’d been wrong. He was glad not to breathe
the same air as her right now.

The air he
was breathing was pretty damn cold though. He pulled his furred
cloak about him and shivered. There was no point in freezing out
here. He needed to get some sleep—and he needed to see
Kei.

He had been allocated a small
cabin for his use—furnished only with a single bed, a small fixed
desk and a chair. Kei was writing, bent over the desk, his winter
cloak on the bed. He was used to much colder weather, he’d told
Arman, and rarely bundled up the way the Prij did, as least
indoors. Arman sat on the bed. “You don’t need to work on that all
the time, you know.”

Kei turned to him. “No, I know,
but I want to get it all down...in case...well, who knows if it
will be finished if I stop working on it?”

Arman felt he should remind Kei
it was only a make-work task, but he took it so seriously—and it
was, in truth, a valuable document. Arman’s reservations about it
were only as to whether the Prij physicians and medics would ever
understand its value. “Be that as it may, you need to rest. It’s
going to be a rough crossing, and a long day tomorrow.”

“I don’t get seasick,” Kei
murmured.

“Good, but you still need to
rest. You slept badly last night again.”

Kei rubbed his forehead.
“Sorry. I kept dreaming.... It doesn’t matter. There’s only the one
bed—I’ll take the floor.”

“You damn well won’t, you’ll be
like a board tomorrow. There’s room, if you don’t mind.”

Kei gave him a quick, startled
look. “I’m not that sleepy, Arman. I could sit up and read, unless
the lamp would disturb you.”

And then the
silly idiot would stay awake all night. “Look, if you want to sit, sit here. You make me tired to
look at you.”

With the briefest of smiles,
Kei nodded, and came to sit on the bed. Arman pulled his cloak
around them, and got Kei to rest against him, as Arman leaned on
the wall. “Comfortable?”

“Mmmm, yes.”

Kei’s arm stole around his
waist, and his head rested easily on Arman’s shoulders. He never
minded being this close—but he always froze at the slightest hint
of actually sleeping in the same bed as Arman. Perhaps he didn’t
trust Arman’s control either. Kei’s braid hung over his shoulder,
and the length of it was coiled in Arman’s lap like a rope. He
picked up the long tail of it, tied off with a leather thong.

“Why do you all wear your hair
so long?” It puzzled him, the lack of variety, when Prij men and
women of all classes craved to look differently from each other and
disdained any kind of simple hair arrangement.

Kei’s voice was soft and a
little sleepy. “It’s a sign of being a full member of the clan.
From the age of puberty, no one has their hair cut. Loosing it
other than for grooming is...an erotic act, a private one for one’s
lover or spouse. Lovers will exchange bracelets made of it, which
are seen as a sign of serious intent very often, although children
do it as well with their childish sweethearts. When someone dies,
their lover or kin will cut the braid off and keep it as a memento.
It’s not uncommon for a wife to be buried holding the braid of her
late husband, or vice versa.”

“Astonishing. So much
symbolism,” Arman said wonderingly, rubbing the tip of the braid
between his fingers.

“What you’re doing now is
considered foreplay among our people, I should warn you.”

Arman flushed and dropped the
braid in an instant. “Gods, I’m sorry—”

He heard a slight smile in
Kei’s voice. “My lord, were I prone to teasing you, you would be
far too easy.”

Arman was only too delighted to
be teased this way. He cupped Kei’s chin and looked into his face.
“It’s not fair,” he said reproachfully. “Making fun of my
ignorance.”

“Turn about is fair play,” Kei
said calmly. “So tell me why you all cut your hair into such
amazing shapes, and not let such beautiful stuff grow long for your
lovers to play with?”

“You think it beautiful? This
mess? It’s the bane of my life—although when Loke...when Loke was
alive, he got a lot of pleasure in brushing it.” Loke was much on
his mind tonight, yet Arman could speak of him now without it
breaking him down. He had his friends to thank for that.

Kei reached up to touch one of
the wavy strands hanging about Arman’s ears. “I’m not surprised,”
he murmured. “Such a wonderful colour—and it’s so springy.”

“It’s rebellious,” Arman said
dismissively. “I really should cut it off—I only keep it this way
because all the nobles do, but I don’t really care what they think.
Perhaps I’ll clip it before we start the climb tomorrow.”

“Please...don’t. I like to look
at it.”

“As you wish, Kei-gidu,” Arman
agreed solemnly. Was Kei aware of how...erotic...his words sounded?
The more so that they were said so sleepily and with no intention
to be other than a simple request. Arman had never encountered
someone with so much innate, unconscious sexual attractiveness. All
his life, Arman had known women—and a few men—prepared to use their
charms to seduce and manipulate, very often quite successfully,
although never with him. But someone like Kei, so handsome and yet
so without pretense—Arman had only known one other, and Loke had
died before he had come into the full flower of his manhood. The
Darshianese were a tall, straight-bodied race with looks that
differed greatly from the Prij, but which with a beauty all their
own. Perhaps Kei didn’t believe he was anything remarkable. Arman
thought him close to perfect, but would cut his own throat before
he ever said so out loud.

Kei’s body grew heavy, so Arman
kept silent now. If it had been Loke lying against him in this way,
he would suspect it wouldn’t take long for him to fall asleep, left
to himself, and Arman rather thought Kei would be the same. The
boat’s rolling motion was hell to those prone to seasickness, but
there was a certain soothing quality to it for those who
weren’t.

Kei should be tired. He’d slept
very poorly the night before, calling the names of his sister and
his lover, and even Arman’s own from time to time. Perhaps Arman
should have insisted Kei come to bed with him. The ease with which
Kei was slipping into sleep now, despite the less comfortable
conditions, was the proof of that.

He reached over and turned the
lamp to low, but left it burning—if they had to get up quickly in
the night, they would need it. Using the hood of his own cloak as a
kind of pillow, he moved into a better position. Instinctively, his
hand curved around the tail of Kei’s braid. Its dark, smooth sheen
and the softness of its weight still fascinated him.

“Foreplay,” he muttered with a
grin. A rare joke, and so to be treasured. One day, Arman hoped,
Kei’s jests wouldn’t be such a remarkable thing.

~~~~~~~~

Grey, dim light came through
the portholes when Kei woke, stiff, somewhat cold and entirely
alone. He remembered—he thought he did anyway—falling asleep on
Arman the previous night before. Had they been talking about hair
of all things? It was a bit muzzy, like him, but at least he’d
slept the night away. The ship’s motion was less violent—had the
weather moderated?

The lamp had burnt down, of
course. On the desk was a folded note, and in it, in Arman’s
slightly ornate lettering, were instructions for him to ‘Ask for
kitchen, eat.’ Arman didn’t know the Darshianese letters for
‘galley’. Kei splashed some of the chilly water in the neat fixed
basin on his face and went to look for food and his master.

There were people about,
and smells aplenty of something that had once been food, but no
longer—the soldiers had had a rough night. Kei hesitated to ask any
of the busy passing sailors for help—but then he spotted about the
only face in the company he did know—the medic, to whom he had been
introduced the previous day. The man had been respectful in Arman’s
presence, but his disdain for what he clearly thought was a
barbarian yokel rolled off him. So, not a friend then, but Kei
called to him anyway. The medic told him where the galley
was.

“Don’t suppose you Darshianese
have any remedies for seasickness that work, do you?”

“No, sir. There’s not a lot of
seasickness in the desert.”

That earned him a funny look.
The medic shook his head, scurrying off to deal with whatever he
was working on. Kei headed off in the direction to which he’d been
directed. The galley was tiny and cramped—he had a bowl of bean and
fish porridge thrust at him and his mug filled with water before
being told to clear off. He could have returned to the cabin, but
he wanted to clear the stink of vomit from his nostrils. He came up
onto the largely deserted deck and found a place out of the wind
against a raised shelter over the stairs. His cloak was warm, made
of heavy, waterproof lemul wool, and the hood lined with hisk fur.
More than enough protection if he stayed out of the wind
itself.

The food was cold and very
salty, but tasty for all that. He had a good appetite for once,
perhaps because he’d got a rare solid night’s sleep. Embarrassing
to have fallen asleep that way, but he lost all good sense when
Arman put his hands on him. It was almost as if Arman had a kind of
true Gift of a kind Kei had never heard of, or even a type of
magic. It was very difficult to resist when he was so tired and had
so many mixed feelings about the journey they were making. His
dreams were filled with scenes of joyous welcome as he returned to
Ai-Albon, free and healthy and with all his friends and family
restored to him—but then they would turn dark. Reji died in front
of him as did the Ai-Vinri hostages. Myka was dragged away
screaming to be put into slavery. He saw Fedor dying of the bej
fever, Banji crushed by an urs beast. The deaths of those he loved
played over and over until he woke, shivering and sick. Only pure
exhaustion—or Arman’s embrace—let him sleep without such
nightmares. Kei was heartily tired of it. Jena was right—healers
had no patience with their own ills.

There were more people about,
coming up to the deck to get fresh air as he was, perhaps checking
the progress of the boat. They had to be close to Urshek, he
guessed, although he had no idea how long they’d been sailing. Two
soldiers passed him, not acknowledging his polite greeting, and
went down the stairs. “The general’s goin’ ta have two mounts this
time, ain’t he? One for riding, and one for a ride,” he heard one
of them say.

The other one laughed, and said
something about Arman’s long-maned jesig. Jesigs didn’t have long
manes—but Kei did. His face burned with shame—the men’s comment had
been as clear in meaning as their contempt had been as they’d
passed him. These damn Prij, did they think of nothing else? And
had Loke been subjected to this, or was he a special case?

“There you are.” Kei looked up,
his face still hot with embarrassment, to see Arman looking at him
with friendly enquiry. “Is the food to your liking?”

“It’s fine, my lord,” he said
quietly, getting to his feet and moving to the rail.

“Is something wrong?” Arman
joined him, standing at a respectable distance, his tone still
friendly.

“Your men think ...I shouldn’t
sleep in your tent on the trail, I think.”

“You won’t have many options.
We’ll all be sharing tents, especially in weather like this.”

“Then find me a tent other than
yours, or let me sleep in the open,” he muttered, staring out at
the surging waves.

“What’s happened?”

Arman moved closer—Kei
retreated. “Your men think you have a pet, one with a nice long
mane to grab while you’re fucking him,” he said through gritted
teeth.

“So? They’re wrong. Soldiers
talk, Kei. Servants talk, you’ve heard this kind of thing before at
my house.”

“I’m sick of it, my lord. I
thought I’d escape this urs shit while we were on this march, but
it’s following me because the Prij have minds like middens. If I
wanted to be a welcome boy, I’d set my fee out on a shingle like
those in Pleasure Lane. I’ll sleep in the snow if it’d shut your
men up.”

His bitter words made Arman
coldly angry. “Do as you wish. I’ll not beg anyone to sleep in my
bed, nor to help them. If you feel so under threat, by all means,
go freeze to death on the trail, you idiot. I wasn’t aware you were
a simpering virgin to need to protect your chaste reputation
thus.”

He wrapped his cloak around him
imperiously and walked off, leaving Kei feeling like the idiot he’d
been called. It wasn’t Arman with his mind in the latrine.

He took his bowl and mug to be
washed in the galley, and returned to the cabin. Arman ignored his
entry. “I’m sorry,” Kei said quietly.

Arman turned to him, more
sorrowful than angry now. “Do you want me to list the reasons I
would never lay a disrespectful hand on you?” He ticked off the
points on his fingers. “You’re a prisoner, a hostage, and recently
ill. Even if you claimed to consent, it would be nothing more than
rape, and I hope you don’t believe that’s one of the crimes I’m
capable of.”

“No, of course—”

“More than that, you have
your own lover, I have a wife and a reputation, for whatever
that’s worth, in two separate spheres. Even if I burned with lust
for you until I couldn’t sleep at night—which I don’t—I would still
never touch you in that manner. Do you understand me?” Arman’s
voice was cold, but his eyes held only warm concern.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I
just...get so tired of this innuendo, so tired of everyone assuming
something that would make me sick to think about.”

“I don’t know whether to be
relieved or insulted, that I revolt you so much.”

There was a slight smile on
Arman’s lips, but Kei was still embarrassed at the
misunderstanding. “It’s not that.”

“I know. I understand.
Look—people will gossip, and the only answer is to behave with
perfect correctness. If they have no real fuel, their words will
make no real fire.”

“No, I suppose not.” Kei moved
to sit on the bunk. “Did they talk like this about Loke?”

Arman shook his head, no longer
smiling. “Not that I ever heard. But it was a different situation.
When Loke became my page, he was a child of nine, and when I
brought him with me when I first joined the army as an officer, he
was treated almost as a camp mascot. He was popular and indulged by
my men who never saw him as anything but the child he’d barely
ceased to be when he died.”

His mouth tightened briefly—Kei
sensed the sadness that caused it. “You, on the other hand, are no
child. You’re exotic, you’re good-looking, and some of them might
want to do what they imagine I do—the hair doesn’t help,” he added
wryly. “You’re not a pet. No one can make you less than you are,
and the idle idiocy of my men won’t change my good opinion of you.
I’m not going to wade in and crack heads over the issue because
they’ll assume there’s some reason for my anger. If a comment is
made in my presence, I’ll deal with it—but not unless. You should
ignore it, and if you’re asked about it, simply say you are a
manservant. Repeat as often as necessary—isn’t that what you
healers say?”

“Yes, sometimes,” Kei said,
eased a little by Arman’s honesty. “I’m sorry—both for the trouble
and what I said earlier.”

“You really will make me angry
if you continue to apologise to me. How many times do I have to say
this isn’t your fault?”

“Allow me the luxury of
being able to make a mistake on my own account, my lord,” Kei said
tightly, but forcing a smile onto his lips as he spoke. “I’m no
child, as you say, even if I am a prisoner.” He tilted his
head. “And if I consent, it’s no rape. I know my mind.”

Arman stood and came over to
him, cupping his hand gently under Kei’s chin. “In another time or
place,” he said softly. “But not now, whatever you were to say. I
would no more touch you than I would have Loke—I never did, in case
you have any thoughts on that score.”

“Did you want to?”

Again, Arman’s mouth
tightened. “No. I loved him but not that way. He was a
child.”

“But if he had lived?”

Arman let him go. “We’ll never
know, will we? You forget I have a wife.”

“You do a fine job of doing so,
so I don’t need to,” Kei said, a little surprised at his own
boldness. “Will your child make a difference to your
relationship?

Arman snorted and sat down
heavily in his chair again. “It might—if it were mine.”

Kei stared in astonishment at
the matter-of-fact tone as much as the actual revelation. “It’s
not...and you know this?”

“Unfortunately.”

“The father? You know who it
is?”

“I do now. I don’t want to talk
about this. Suffice to say that my dear and honoured wife is both a
protection of and a burden on my chastity, but she has a different
interpretation of fidelity.”

“I’m sorry—it must hurt.”

Arman dismissed his sympathy
with a wave of his hand. “It’s old news, and it means nothing to
me, truly. The joke is that Her Serenity plans to welcome the child
as being of her kin with some kind of extravagant naming ceremony.
Let’s hope the damn infant doesn’t have red hair. It doesn’t run on
either side.”

Kei couldn’t understand how
Arman could be so sanguine, but he had reached his limit for such
emotional topics. “Still, perhaps some of her bile will be diluted
by the joys of motherhood. It often happens that women’s
personalities change after birth.”

Arman snorted again, and picked
up his pen. “I suspect it’ll just make her even more smug and
insufferable. What about your Reji? Will she give you children, do
you think?”

For the first time this
morning, Kei felt like smiling. “Well, there are two problems with
that. We who have gifts are infertile, and Reji’s balls might get
in the way of the baby coming out.”

Arman choked, dropped the pen
and stared at him. “I beg your pardon—your lover is a man?”

“Yes, very much so.”

“You never said.”

“You never asked.” Kei bit his
lip. “Does it shock you? Such things aren’t common among the Prij,
I know.”

“More than you know, actually,
but even those who love their own sex are expected to produce
children. Infidelity is grounds for divorce, no matter with who.”
Arman was still astonished by the revelation. “You’re all
infertile? Even Jena?”

“Yes. There’s never been a
recorded birth, at least.”

“I’m sorry. I imagined
you...with your lover and a family...I didn’t realise.”

Kei shrugged. “This is also old
news. How long until we land?”

“Land? Oh—another hour or so.
Eager to get started?”

“Eager for it to be over with,
that’s all.” He stood. “It still might be wise not to spend too
much time alone with you in the day.”

“You’ll have no choice on the
trail. I won’t let you ride to the rear like Loke did—I made a
mistake that killed him, sending him where I couldn’t protect
him.”

There was nothing Kei could say
to this that would not reawaken Arman’s pain and guilt. “Well,
until then, let me be seen to be detached from your side at least
until we begin the journey. Maybe someone will get the hint.”

“As you wish,” Arman said
patiently. “But I’m here if you need me.”

Only for now, you are, my lord.
Only for now.

~~~~~~~~

Kei stuck to his resolution to
keep as much distance he could between himself and Arman, for as
long as he could. Arman regretted it was necessary, but Kei was
right—it might ease the rumours, which, for all Arman tried to be
sanguine about it, irritated him a good deal. After the frank
conversation they’d had, with revelations on both side, he felt
they both needed time to think.

There was also the small matter
of a military expedition to consider to. They arrived mid-morning,
and his day was occupied in sorting out equipment, vetting troops
and arranging the urs beasts. They could have left that afternoon,
but there was no point in starting a dangerous journey along
snow-clad trails with just a couple of hours of daylight in which
to make progress, so he had already decided to let his men recover
from the sea journey and to make a start before dawn the following
day.

It was his first opportunity to
discuss events with Ritus, and he found the older general in a
discouraging mood about the entire north Darshian push. “They
should give it up as a bad job, Arman. We thought it would be a
quick victory, and it hasn’t been. Darshek isn’t worth this price,
port or no port.”

“I agree. Her Serenity
doesn’t,” Arman said gloomily. “If we’d spent that money and
manpower on Kurlik Pass, we’d have Darshek in our grasp.”

“Very likely. I wish there was
something to offer us hope about Jozo’s situation, but it looks
bad, very bad. I was surprised they decided to send you, but glad
they did. I think you should take more troops.”

“The Lord Commander thought so
too, but a hundred might have advantages in speed and supply
provision than two, since they weren’t going to give me more. If we
had been able to finish the signal beacons before winter set in, we
wouldn’t be in this situation.”

Ritus shrugged. “We only have
so many engineers, and Blikus said the pass was the priority, so
they built bridges and trails.” He slapped Arman on the shoulder.
“Well, at least I can treat you to a good meal before you freeze
your balls off on those mountains. Can’t say I envy you the trip,
my boy.”

“Thanks ever so, general,”
Arman said with a grin.

Ritus kept a small but
comfortable villa and an excellent cook as part of the privilege of
his rank. Arman returned to camp with a full belly and perhaps a
bit too much Prijian wine floating in his bloodstream. He’d almost
forgotten he would not be alone tonight in the smaller tent he’d
chosen for this march and so was slightly surprised to find Kei
there, sitting cross-legged on the mat and working on his blessed
text again.

“Give it a rest,” Arman said,
stripping off his cloak. “You don’t need to spend every second on
it.”

“I know, but it’s something I
want to do. It means my time here isn’t totally wasted.”

“Hmmm. Have you eaten?”

“No, but I’m not hungry.”

Translation—he hadn’t wanted to
face the soldiers on his own. “They won’t eat you, however tasty
you are.”

Kei flushed and slammed his
pencil down. “I don’t give a damn how tasty they think me!”

“Settle down, don’t take
everything so personally.” Arman sat down on the camp chair and
struggled with his boots. Damn, he’d had too much to drink. He gave
them a tug and fell off the chair.

He looked owlishly up at Kei,
staring at him with a raised eyebrow. “You need help with
something, Sei General Arman?”

“You’re laughing at me, you
Darshianese bastard.”

“Well, you do look pretty
funny.” Kei leaned down and tried to help Arman get up, but he’d
misjudged the weight and the balance, and ended up sprawled across
Arman, who grinned at his clumsiness. “This is all your fault,” Kei
said sourly, trying to push himself up, but only getting more
entangled in Arman’s long limbs.

“Just let me, damn it.” Arman
grabbed Kei’s shoulders, heaved with his superior weight and
strength and got them both into an upright position. But doing that
brought Kei’s face very close to his own. Perfect, sculpted lips
close to his, and gentle eyes. Kei seemed mesmerised by his own
features, staring into Arman’s eyes in a way that made Arman want
to plunge his hands into Kei’s fine dark hair and feel it slip like
water through his fingers. His cock hardened in his trousers.

No.

He gripped Kei’s shoulders
again and set him back on his heels.

The sudden movement shook Kei
out of his odd trance. “Oh, gods,” he muttered, sounding mortified.
He struggled up to his feet, and didn’t offer a hand to help Arman
get to his. “I’m sorry...I didn’t mean—”

“Nothing to be sorry for,”
Arman said as calmly as he could, willing his cock to behave.

“I don’t know what happened
there, I didn’t...I mean, I don’t....” Kei bit his lip again, and
looked at the floor.

“You did nothing wrong, I
promise you. It’s this situation...this...intimacy...is
unusual...and I’m sure it brings memories back...and perhaps even
desires borne of those. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” At
least, Kei had nothing to be ashamed of. Arman had no such
excuse.

Kei wouldn’t look at him. “But
I don’t really want anyone—or you. There’s no desire.... I really
wish I could feel something that way,” he muttered, “then maybe I
could feel normal.” He lifted his head. “I’m not normal.”

“Yes, I know. It’ll take time.”
Arman’s head was too dazed with wine for a second conversation on
this subject, and if it continued, he would lose control of the
situation. That couldn’t be allowed to happen, for either of their
sakes. “This is a topic we should set aside. Just go to sleep. I’m
too drunk to make sense anyway.”

“Yes, my lord,” Kei muttered,
but Arman got the feeling he was more upset with himself than with
Arman.

Arman didn’t want the day to
end with bad feelings. He took Kei’s arm and pulled him close. “You
don’t offend or disgust me. Reji’s a lucky man.”

Kei looked into his eyes. “I
doubt he’ll think so, even if I ever manage to get home to him.
Goodnight.” He was clearly waiting to be set free, and once Arman
did so, he lay down on his bedroll, facing away from Arman.

Arman managed to get his
boots off this time without falling on his face. He sat on his own
bedroll and looked ruefully at Kei’s back. He didn’t care how
damaged Kei thought he was—Reji was a lucky man. He damn well
better deserve Kei, that was all there was to it.


Chapter : Utuk 10

Kei had thought the difficult
part of this journey would be the wrench of returning to his
homeland, then being forced to leave it once more. He’d also
expected being close to a hundred strangers for weeks on end would
be a real test of his growing control. He and Jena had spent his
last day in Utuk working intensively in preparation for just this,
and it had repaid him well.

What he
hadn’t expected was the nasty little trick his mind persisted in
playing on him in making him forget he and Arman weren’t actually
lovers. It had nothing to do with sex or desire, but he found
himself reacting to him with the same unforced affection he would
have given to Reji, and worse—Arman was responding. That he was
doing this to both of them bewildered him, confused and terrified
him, because he didn’t want to be a tease under normal
circumstances, let alone these. Arman was as patient and
understanding as any human could possibly be expected to be—but he
wasn’t superhuman. They were blurring the lines dangerously between
friendship and...something much deeper. Arman was as in need of
comfort as Kei in some ways. Kei had no business offering promises
with his body his heart could not honour.

He should have stayed
behind, even with the tormenting he would have had in Arman’s
household and the ache that would have filled him from dawn to
night without having Arman close by. Rather that, than to feel an
obligation to offer Arman more than he could bear. Arman said he
wouldn’t take it even if Kei offered—and Kei believed
he believed this. But two men forced together, friends who
each needed solace—Arman would not be able to resist forever if Kei
didn’t stop confusing the issue.

Too late to turn back now. He
just hoped the exertions and difficulties of the march would
distract both of them.

There was much to distract him.
He had to regain his seat on the big urs beast Arman had found for
him—he’d suffer for the first few days until his backside got used
to the riding. It was a placid creature—they generally were as a
species, but these were trained to be even more so—and responded
easily to his commands, unlike some of the stubborn bastard animals
Reji had owned from time to time and got rid of. Arman was on a
beast taller than even Kei’s own, and cut an imposing figure in his
battle armour, his standard carried in front of him, and his men in
formation behind. Kei also wore armour—well, a breastplate at
least. Arman had shown him how to put it on and how to stop it
rubbing.

“It’ll stop an arrow or a sword
thrust—you’ll wear it every moment you’re not actually sleeping,
and even then once we’re across the mountains,” he said
gruffly.”

It already felt awkward. “Is
that really necessary?”

Arman had given him a hard
look, but with regret behind it. “Loke wasn’t wearing armour. It
might have saved him. Please keep it on.”

Kei agreed without demur. This
journey was full of painful resonance for Arman. His grief had
become more rational over the last few months, but it still caught
him unawares sometimes. This situation between them didn’t
help—Arman may not have lusted after Loke, but he loved him and was
relaxed in his company. That he felt the same way about Kei only
reminded Arman of what he had lost.

Still, the armour took
some getting used to. At least he wasn’t obliged to carry a weapon
of any kind. He continued to get curious looks from the men
who were thus obliged, and sensed more than curiosity from them.
They weren’t particularly hostile though—he sensed bemusement, some
contempt, and yes, even a little lust, here and there, but so long
as he wasn’t forced into physical contact with them, he could stand
it.

The march to the foothills took
two hours. The weather was overcast, and it started to rain as they
reached the range, which meant it would probably be snowing up
higher. The urs beasts could deal with snow—they ranged all over
Darshian, living in the driest as well as the coldest regions,
although the southern animals were generally smaller than the
northern breed—but it would still be dangerous. Arman told him that
since Kei had last been taken through the pass, much had been done
to make it safer. Two bridges had cut out some of the most
difficult paths, and there were numerous guides and markers to lead
their way.

The rain continued, making the
going slow. It turned to sleet, which made everyone muffle up in
their cloaks against the sting and the urs beasts roar in
complaint, although their footing never altered. After they’d
ascended for several hours, Kei experienced the breathlessness he’d
felt before. Arman felt it too, and called a rest for them all to
recover a little, to stretch, relieve themselves, and eat some fish
jerky and hard bread. Arman didn’t expect Kei to wait on him, so
Kei dismounted and ate, keeping back from the soldiers as much as
he could in the narrow path. He wondered why the air was thinner up
here—was it the cold or the elevation? Something else to
investigate in his later years.

They were only granted half an
hour or so to stop, and then Arman gave the command to move. Kei
was half way behind him along the trail, and for most of the day,
could only see his straight back, riding with perfect ease on the
big mount, every inch a man in control. Kei easily saw how Arman
had reached nearly the top of the chain of command at the age of
twenty-five. It was only when you took a second look that you
remembered he was so young—and he rarely gave anyone a chance for a
second look. He was, even knowing all Kei did about his gentler
side, a daunting and imposing commander. His men may speculate
about his sex life, but they had no qualms about following him on
this mission.

Snow started to fall and the
progress slowed again. They were forced to dismount and lead the
beasts single file for two hours, by which time, despite the
quality of his clothing and the exertion Kei was exhausted and
freezing, too tired even to be afraid of the vertiginous drops at
the side of the path. It was also growing dark, and with relief,
Kei heard the lieutenant shout the command to stop and make
camp.

He wasn’t sure what he should
do next, but the decision was taken out of his hands as the
sergeant moved down the line of soldiers. “You, attend the general.
Take your beast, you’ll sleep at the head of the line tonight.”

“Yes, sir.”

He was ignored as he carefully
led the animal along the ranks of men, already feeding their mounts
and offering them melted snow. The urs beast could go many days
without substantial food, but water was essential. A few men had
already broken out the small charcoal stoves they all carried and
were heating water for the ubiquitous cheym bark tea which Kei had
drunk for much of his journey south. It wasn’t drunk in the houses
of the gentility, but it was a staple stimulant and refreshment of
the common man. Kei didn’t care for its smell, but it was hot, and
right now, that was all that mattered.

Arman was feeding his animal.
“Oh good, there you are—are you all right?”

“Apart from being exhausted,
saddle-sore, frozen and hungry, I feel fine, my lord.”

Arman grinned. “I think that’s
fairly normal for the circumstances. Hitch your mount next to
mine—if you feed them, I’ll get the water.”

No one was the least curious
that Arman was attending to himself and his animal this way. But
then he would hardly be run after by his servants even in a bigger
expedition—he wasn’t the type.

They watered the urs beasts,
and Kei set the little stove going, a surreptitious use of his
mind-moving power speeding the flint sparks to make the tinder
catch. Hot drinks were essential—even Arman, apparently so superbly
fit and strong, looked weary and chilled to the bone, and the night
would only get colder. “Where will we sleep?” There was no room on
the path for tents—the urs beasts took up too much room.

“Where we sit, more or less,
against these hairy bastards,” Arman said, crouching down and
taking the drink. “I hope they’ll keep us warm enough.”

“The men should move closer
together,” Kei said softly. “It will be warmer for men and
animals.”

“Yes, true.” Arman stood and
moved to the group of men closest to them, speaking to them
quietly. They nodded, and he returned. “I’ve told them to arrange
the beasts and sleep between them. It’s no different from sharing a
tent, after all. We don’t tend to think of things like that,” he
added in explanation. “It doesn’t get this cold in Kuprij.”

“We don’t get snow in the north
very often. It’s usually too dry, but the nights are bitter. The
waterholes often freeze over.”

“Really?” Arman found that
interesting. “But it doesn’t last?”

“Sometimes, if it’s very
cold in the night and the day is cloudy. Then we skip rocks along
the ice and scare the birds. I mean, I used to do that when I was a
child,” Kei amended virtuously.

“You would never be so
frivolous now, of course.” Arman was grinning at him.

“No, of course not.” Kei
couldn’t help smiling back a little too.

They turned the stove off as
soon as the water boiled—no sense in wasting fuel—and then the only
warmth came from their own bodies and that of the urs beasts, too
well insulated in their winter coats to donate much to their
owners, but who formed a good shelter against the wind. The heat
they did provide felt good at their backs. No one dallied over
their meals, and the rumble of conversation through the ranks soon
died away as the men settled, sitting up wrapped in blankets and
cloaks and each other between their animals. Kei had little choice
but to join Arman in a similar fashion. “I hope they don’t gossip
about this,” he muttered as Arman drew a blanket over their heads,
his other arm wrapped tightly around Kei’s body.

“They’re all doing the same,
and if they feel as tired as I do, all they’ll be thinking about is
trying to rest. As should you be. Gods, I’m so cold—I’ve never been
this cold before in my life. Have you?”

“Once or twice, and I’ve slept
under the stars more than that. Move closer, and don’t let any air
in.”

He felt Arman shivering, and
realised he was probably suffering more than he admitted. Under the
blankets and the cloak, it was as private as a tent, so they could
tangle their legs and arms together without fearing what it looked
like—although Kei felt sure as the night got colder, Arman’s
soldiers would do so themselves instinctively, looking for anything
that would keep out the penetrating chill.

Kei’s urs beast let out a
comfortable fart. “Oh, thank you, kind sir,” Arman grumbled.
“That’s not the kind of warmth I need.”

“He’s only trying to help,” Kei
said straight-faced, and was rewarded by Arman’s chuckle deep in
his chest. “We’re not going to get much sleep tonight, I fear.”

“No, I know, but still try to
rest. Tonight and tomorrow are probably the worst of it, if you can
bear it.”

“Do I have a choice?” Kei
muttered.

“Not at the moment,” Arman
murmured, his beard brushing crisply across the top of Kei’s head.
“Are you well otherwise?” he whispered.

“Well enough, my lord.”

“Good.”

A little more easing of their
positions, and then Arman fell silent. His hands held Kei’s close
between them, but his gloved fingers couldn’t feel the contact. If
it wasn’t so damn cold, this would be nice. But if it wasn’t so
damn cold, this would be a very dangerous thing to do. Kei didn’t
know whether to be grateful for that or not.

~~~~~~~~

His soldiers were subdued, and
Arman was concerned by the obvious weariness in them from a single
night in the cold. He had to ensure they had a day to recuperate at
the fort when they got off these mountains. He wasn’t exactly
chipper either—he’d slept poorly, waking every hour or so from the
cold. He probably would have died without Kei and the warmth of the
urs beasts—and this wasn’t even the worst of winters could throw at
them this high up. If they were going to keep using this route—and
he sincerely hoped another might be found soon—they would need find
ways of keeping the men warmer and better rested than this.

Kei suffered worse than all of
them—hardly surprising given the battering his body had taken since
he’d been taken from his home—but had made no serious complaint,
nor lagged behind. He’d slept perhaps somewhat better than Arman,
but had less flesh on him to bear the cold and the exertion. If he
could get through this day, he would be fine.

Thankfully, there was no more
snow, although it had frozen hard. This made things easier in some
ways, but the day was one of careful clinging to guide ropes and
beasts, only inching along in some places. He kept Kei with him all
day—not for Kei’s sake, but his own. Arman felt easier knowing he
was in reach should Kei get into trouble.

They’d begun their descent an
hour before they stopped to camp for the night, and the sense of
relief among the men was palpable. Still no room for tents, and the
men bunched together even closer than the night before. Kei wasn’t
in a mood to speak, but then neither was Arman. He was too
exhausted to do much but gulp some tea, chew some jerky, and then
huddle with Kei against the cold. The only blessing was that
neither of them had had any bad dreams, nor had they the night
before—and a damn good thing too, because the edge of a cliff was a
very bad place to start tossing and turning.

It snowed overnight, but only
covered them with a couple of inches, so it presented no real
difficulty. The going was easy, although the decline was steep and
there were several points in the day where Arman’s own nerve nearly
failed him, sitting on his beast. But when he looked back, Kei was
stoic—the man did indeed know how to ride, although he hadn’t
appreciated feeling sore. That would diminish over the next few
days. Arman wondered if there were any ointments in Kei’s box of
tricks which would work better on tight muscles than the liniment
the medics routinely issued. The medic on this march hadn’t made
any attempt to talk to Kei, despite Arman’s rather broad hint.

Stupid fool. If Kei ever
finished his book, Arman would insist every medic under his command
read it and try at least some of the remedies for themselves. The
Prijian medical profession were so damn hide-bound. If a simple man
from the middle of nowhere knew more of natural sciences than a man
such as himself who had the finest education his father’s money
could buy, there was something seriously wrong with Prijian
learning. Arman yearned to discover more of what the Darshianese
had locked away in their libraries. But to do that, he would need
to learn his letters better than he had. Another task for his idle
hours, few as they were.

Kei rode up beside him—the
going was definitely easier here. “My lord, will we reach the fort
tonight?”

“Unlikely, but we’ll sleep
under canvas, I hope.”

“I think it’s warmer the way
it’s been. With the beasts, I mean.” Kei looked away, as if there
was something amiss with him suggesting Arman may also contributed
to his warmth.

“If you prefer that, we can do
it again,” Arman said mildly. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine. It’s been easier
than the last time.”

Arman was ashamed to say he had
no idea how Kei had endured the previous journey, or how he’d felt
during it. He hadn’t given a damn about the hostages’ feelings,
only that they didn’t die and didn’t slow him down. He had been a
callous bastard, no better than Senator Mekus or his own steward.
When this war was over, would he be remembered as a killer and a
thug? Probably. It gave him no pleasure to know that, but the past
was past. Kei had offered him forgiveness—perhaps that meant others
would do so. Or perhaps they would consider him no more worth
forgiving than he had that boy in Darbin. His hands tightened on
the reins as he remembered.

“My lord? Are you all
right?”

“Just counting my sins, Kei.
Come on, let’s make the most of the light.”

They did sleep under canvas,
but in the privacy of a little tent only half again as large as
those his men used, he and Kei shared blankets and cloaks again for
warmth. It was good to sleep lying down, without ice under their
backsides, but it was still extremely cold.

And again he had no dreams.

They were only two hours from
the fort. Arman let his men have a lazy start to recover somewhat
from the climb and the nights of poor rest, but then they were on
their way. Before long he saw the fort in the distance. So far,
nothing explained the loss of communication with the north, so the
problem had to lie at least at the fort, if not beyond. His
lieutenant rode up beside him and saluted. “Shall I send scouts
ahead, Sei general?”

“Yes, two only, lieutenant.
Have them alert the fort of our arrival and report back here.”

His officer saluted again and
left. Shortly after, Arman saw two soldiers peel off and gallop
north. “Could there be a problem?” Kei asked in a low voice.

“No idea. If there’s the
slightest indication of a fight, I want you to keep well clear, do
you hear me?”

He turned and gave Kei a stern
gaze to emphasise the point. Kei looked back steadily. “Yes, my
lord.”

You’d
better. He didn’t want to lose another
person he cared about.

The fort looked utterly normal,
but the scouts hadn’t returned. A half-mile from the structure,
Arman called a halt, and signalled his lieutenant forward.
“Something’s wrong. They’ve not changed the standard to my own at
the gate, even though they know I’m coming.”

“Yes, general, I saw that.
What—”

“General! Lieutenant!”

Arman turned to the man
calling to them—then saw what was coming. A huge force, mounted and
afoot, closing in on them rapidly from the east—far more in number
than they could ever hope to outrun or defeat. He quickly dropped
back to Kei’s side. “Run. Head west or north. Now.”

Kei’s eyes were wide with fear
and worry. “Arman—”

But there was no time to
argue—Arman took his riding crop, slashed Kei’s beast hard on its
rump with it, and bellowed, “Now, gods damn it!”

The beast bolted north, and to
Arman’s relief, Kei made no attempt to rein it in. “Be safe,” Arman
whispered.

He drew his sword and
held it high. “Lieutenant, forward advance, and attack!”
Better to die like a man, than live
as a coward. He whipped his beast and
galloped towards the enemy army, sword at the ready, the shouts of
his men in his ears, his standard flying high and held proudly by
his flag bearer at his side.

Loke, wait for me. I won’t be
long now.
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Kei scrubbed his hands at the
sink, light-headedness and weak legs warning him he was almost at
the point of exhaustion where he had to either lie down or fall
down. He had been working for well over twenty hours
straight—someone had told him it was past midnight, and that had to
be at least two hours ago—and he’d been tired to begin with.
Finally he finished the stitching, bandaging, the straightening of
limbs and the administration of drugs. He would do one last check
on his patients, and then find a cot or a pallet somewhere to
collapse.

“Are you done, Kei?”

He dried his hands and turned
around. “Just now.”

His visitor was Tiko, a
grizzled veteran soldier originally from near Kislik, and one of
the three Darshianese army captains in charge of the fort. Kei had
only spoken to him very briefly before casualties had started to
come in from the battle near the fort, and he’d suddenly had to
deal with dozens of injured soldiers. “Then come and get some food
before you sleep. We can talk while you eat.”

Kei was about to say he was too
tired to eat, but the mention of food made his stomach rumble and
he realised he was, in fact, very hungry. Using his mind-moving
gift for so long always drained him, and if he didn’t eat now, he
would pay for it tomorrow when he needed to be functioning. There
were some very ill people in the field hospital. “All right.”

The fort was mostly silent,
apart from a few quiet moans from the cots where the injured lay,
and the distant complaints of the urs beasts. Tiko led him to the
kitchens in what had once been the hostages’ barracks, and on a
very familiar stove sat a cauldron of stew. The smell made Kei
suddenly ravenous, as did the sight of the bread, plain but good,
that Tiko cut for him. The captain was kind enough to let him eat a
few hasty spoonfuls before questioning him, finding him a mug of
water to wash it down. Then Kei’s hunger was slaked enough for him
to be polite. “How many more did we lose?” Tiko asked.

“Three, I’m afraid. There
really wasn’t any hope of saving them—the wounds were too extensive
and the blood loss too great.”

“And the others?”

Kei dunked a bit of bread into
the stew and swallowed it. “If they get through this night, then I
think they’ll all live. At least they will if we can keep the
Prijian medic away from them, or at least make the bastard wash his
damn hands before he pokes them any more.”

Tiko chuckled. “I think he
might have learned a few things today. I’ll send him north with his
comrades—hopefully he won’t kill too many of them.”

“When will they leave?”

“Tomorrow, in the morning. When
will the wounded men be ready for travel?”

Kei considered. “Two, three
days at the very least. A couple possibly sooner, but I’d caution
you to wait. Lieutenant Vikis is in a very serious condition—I
can’t give you an estimate for him, or even if he is likely to
live. If the general survives tonight, then he should recover
enough within a week to be able to tolerate travelling.” Kei
refused to think of how he would feel if Arman died. He had to work
in the here and now, and here and now, Arman was still alive.

“Well, Darshek want him sent
north as fast as possible—we’ll use wagons, of course. Three are on
their way from Ai-Rutej.” Tiko hesitated, and Kei used the delay to
eat some more. He was starving, and the stew was wonderfully warm
and good. “I know you want to go home, but do you mind delaying so
you can travel with the wounded at least as far as Ai-Albon? I
can’t really spare our medics, and they don’t have anything like
your skill. It might make all the difference to the injured men’s
survival.”

“No, I don’t mind. I’ve been
gone all this time, a week hardly makes any difference.” Kei had
yet to really fully appreciate he was such a short time away from
being home again. He was too tired to be excited—so much had
happened today, with the ambush, his aborted flight right into the
arms of the waiting Darshianese soldiers, and then the swift bloody
battle which had seen Arman and many of his men felled. Ai-Albon
seemed as far away as ever. “Just tell me what’s happening with the
war.”

Tiko frowned a little. “What do
you know?”

“Nothing at all, other than the
loss of communications with the north, and that the siege at
Darshek is still ongoing.”

The captain grinned. “Oh the
‘siege’ will be going on for a good while yet. The only people it’s
affecting are the Prij.”

“Huh?” Kei’s hand paused on its
way to his mouth. “I don’t understand.”

Tiko tapped the side of his
nose. “The Prij didn’t take anyone by surprise, and supplies were
hardly disrupted. Darshek already had taken in extra stocks and
then we made other arrangements.”

“The Andonese?”

“Exactly. They’ve been using a
northwest route—longer and more dangerous, but one the Prij had
overlooked or dismissed. They also sent us the men in arms to let
us retake the interior. That’s why it all took so long—but the
Rulers knew it was going to happen. The Prij are wasting time,
resources and manpower in trying to block access from the sea, and
good luck to them. They can send as many soldiers as they like over
the pass too—we can close that any time we want.”

Kei was astonished. He hadn’t
realised the Andonese would come to their aid militarily, but it
made sense—the northern race had long-standing trade agreements
with the Darshianese, and were at threat from the Prij too. They
probably thought it better to stop the Prij advance in Darshian,
rather at their own doorstep. “And the hostages? Will they be
rescued?”

“I think they’re making plans
but they wanted to free north Darshian before they moved on
Kuprij—I’m not involved directly in the strategy, you understand.
You can provide us with valuable information there—where are they
being held?”

“All over Utuk, in households
of the nobility. The last time I saw all of us together—” Kei
stopped, grimacing as he remembered. “You know about the Ai-Vinri
hostages?”

Tiko nodded. “Yes, very
unfortunate—the second lot were removed two days before our forces
took control of Tirko Pass and this fort. Ai-Vinri knew rescue was
on its way, but there was nothing they could do without tipping our
hand.”

Gods, what an irony—and on top
of the even greater one, too. “I was there when they were executed.
We were all rounded up. That was the last time I saw the
others.”

“Damn vicious bastards,”
Tiko spat. “And for what reason? Because one of the Prij couldn’t
keep his cock in his trousers. Not that they care since it’s one
of our women he raped.”

“No, they do care. At least,”
Kei carefully amended that statement “General Arman did. He found
out and sent orders the men be punished. Only...I suppose that
order never got there, if Ai-Vinri was rescued so soon.”

“No, it probably didn’t but it
still doesn’t eliminate the fact ten of our people were murdered,”
Tiko said in a grim voice. “If what you say is right, I can see
this presenting a problem for a rescue—they would probably kill the
hostages before any force wins control of Utuk.”

Kei felt sick, his appetite now
gone. “Yes,” he said dully. So close to safety, and yet his friends
were still likely to die because no one could contact them.

“I’ll need to question this
general. When will he be up to it?”

“Tomorrow, possibly. More
likely the following day. He’s very ill, Tiko. I won’t allow him to
be made worse.”

Tiko wasn’t irritated by his
protectiveness, which was only what Kei would extend to any
patient. “I’m not planning on doing that,” he said mildly. “But
he’s a catch for us, that’s for sure. I’ll have our mind-speaker
pass on to Darshek what you’ve said—perhaps you can give us some
more information tomorrow when you’re less tired.”

“I’ll do what I can. What’s
happening to the other Prijian prisoners?”

“They’re being kept in a camp
outside the city. I believe there are still some wounded in the
villages between here and Darshek, so we’ll collect them on the way
north, but the others were marched away as soon as we captured
them.”

“What will happen to them?”

“That’s up to the rulers of the
Prij,” Tiko said with a shrug. “We don’t want to keep them longer
than we need to, but we’re not sending them back to be put into
battle against us again. If they stop this hostility, they can have
their people back.”

Kei thought of the little he
knew of the sovereign of Kuprij, and considered it unlikely the
lives of her soldiers were high on her list of priorities. He
started as Tiko touched his hand. “You’re falling asleep where you
sit. Get some rest. You’ve done good work, Kei. These men were
lucky you were here today.”

Kei got to his feet, wobbling
only a little. He was nearly at the end of his energy, but he
needed to do one more round of his patients. “Luck had little or
nothing to do with it, Tiko.”

“There’s a bed for you in the
barracks—”

“No, I’ll sleep in the
infirmary. I might be needed.”

“Would the Prij be so devoted
to Darshianese wounded, I wonder?” Tiko put his bowl and mug on the
side to be washed.

“Probably not, but considering
the state of their medicine, that’s no bad thing.”

Tiko clapped him on the
shoulder and grinned, making Kei jump. “Pity we can’t wait for them
all to die of bad physicians and save us the trouble of fighting
them. I’ll say goodnight now—tell any of the men if there’s
anything you need.”

Kei nodded, and walked out into
the cold to go the short distance across the courtyard back to the
infirmary. He was grateful in a way to be so tired. He’d been so
busy, so absorbed in the surgery and treating the injured, that
he’d been able to push away the multitude of emotions he’d felt
from the hundreds of troops, Prijian and Darshianese, who were
sheltered in the fort as he worked. Now he was too exhausted for
his soul-touching gift to be more than a dim presence at the back
of his mind. It had felt good, in fact, to be useful, doing what he
was trained to do and what he loved to do. He hated the reason he’d
been needed—but had he not been there, more men would have died
outright than had done. The night would tell if that difference
would be maintained.

The injured lay in long,
orderly rows. Most were Prij—as he’d worked on the less seriously
injured soldiers, he’d been told how Arman’s men, led by their
general, had charged the Darshianese force in a suicidal rush. If
the Darshianese had wanted to destroy them, it would have been
easy. But the Darshianese archers had aimed for beasts, not men—a
number of the injuries, Arman’s included, had been caused by their
injured or dead animals falling, throwing their riders and trapping
them. There were also sword thrusts, concussions and arrow wounds,
certainly—the Darshianese had suffered more in that respect,
although there had been no deaths and only two serious injuries.
Once Arman had fallen, his men’s will to fight had died away as
they found themselves completely surrounded. Kei was glad—he had no
wish for these men’s deaths, whatever they thought of him or his
kind.

Most of the patients were
asleep. One or two shifted restlessly in pain, but didn’t wake as
Kei passed them—they were all otherwise resting peacefully. Nev,
the son of a healer same as Kei, was one of two soldiers in Tiko’s
ranks acting as a medic. He sat on a stool by the side of Arman’s
lieutenant, who’d taken a spear through his chest and who was the
most gravely wounded of the survivors. “He’s stable.”

“Good. I think I stopped all
the bleeding, but I might have missed something—keep an eye on his
colour and his breathing and wake me if you think it’s worse.” The
man was young and strong. There was still the risk of infection and
lung fever, but if he could make it through tonight and the next
day, he had a good chance.

Nev nodded. Kei moved to the
cot where Arman lay. There was a campstool next to his bed too, and
a lamp on a small table. Kei took it and held it close so he could
see Arman more clearly. He looked pale, hardly surprising, and his
mouth was drawn down as if he was in pain. Kei set the lamp aside
and put his fingers on the pulse on Arman’s neck—it beat strongly,
and since Arman didn’t react to his touch, he was probably deeply
asleep. With the amount of pijn inside him, that wasn’t surprising.
Even badly injured and bleeding internally Arman had fought hard
against the drug which Kei needed to take effect before he could
begin to repair Arman’s torn liver and broken ribs. Arman had come
close to puncturing his lung in his struggles, but fortunately a
combination of Kei’s reassurance and the pijn made him calm down.
It had still been a close thing. He’d attended to the lieutenant
first, having the graver injury, but when he’d finally turned back
to Arman, he’d found his abdomen rigid, the man grey faced and
sweating, barely at the edge of coherency. He had a broken leg too,
which caused him agonies—but it wasn’t the leg that came close to
killing him.

While Kei had worked to prepare
him for surgery, Arman had called his name and Loke’s several
times. Just as the pijn finally took hold, he had grabbed Kei’s
shirt weakly. “Loke’s waiting,” he’d whispered, eyes glazing with
pain and the drugs. It had sent a chill through Kei—surely Arman
wasn’t that eager to die?

I’m sorry,
Loke, you’ll have to wait a bit longer for your friend,
he thought grimly. He dipped a cloth in the pan
of water sitting on the table, and wiped the sweat from Arman’s
face—the infirmary was warm enough with the men and the stove at
the end, but Arman was developing a slight fever. Kei hoped that
wouldn’t become a major one. He checked the bandages were still
clean, the drain was still in place and that his leg was resting
correctly. There wasn’t any more he could do tonight.

Kei nearly passed out as
he stood. All right, that’s
my limit. He staggered to one of the
empty cots and was asleep almost before his head touched the
blankets.

~~~~~~~~

The fire in his belly was
eating him, spreading to his leg in agonising flames that made him
clench his fist and grit his teeth against it, afraid to scream
because once he started, he wouldn’t stop. But then there was a mug
at his lips, and a bitter cold liquid on his tongue which he
swallowed because it was either that or choke. Not long after that,
the roaring inferno of agony died down, and he felt a cool hand on
his forehead, a gentle hold on his wrist. He opened his eyes.
Wherever he was, was not well lit. But he wasn’t dead—not unless
Lord Niko’s angels looked like Kei.

“Wait a moment—the pijn will
work soon.”

Most of that made no sense, but
he grunted to express a little of his pain and to show he was
listening. He brought his hand up to the pain in his gut and met
bandages. “Where...?”

“Fort Trejk. You’re a prisoner,
but quite safe.”

Kei’s voice was gentle, his
face calm but tired. He looked uninjured. Arman had confused
memories of the man trying to calm him, and shouting orders to help
him. “My men...where?”

Kei turned and wet a cloth,
then he wiped Arman’s face. It felt good, which probably meant he
had a fever. “Twenty-three died. We have fifteen here with you,
injured but recovering. You and Lieutenant Vikis are the
worst.”

“Vikis? Where?”

“Here. Don’t move, Arman. He’s
asleep. He was speared in the chest, but I hope he’ll make it.”

He remembered his mount
collapsing quite suddenly under him, and being trapped under the
animal’s huge body, his crushed leg caught awkwardly in the stirrup
and twisting agonisingly. After that, it was all confusing. A lot
of pain, and some desperation at being captured instead of dying in
battle. “Why are you here?”

“Because I was caught too.”
There was a faint amusement in his voice. “Fortunately by
friends.”

Arman hadn’t been, and he was
probably still alive only because he was a valuable prisoner. But
his men.... “Please, don’t kill the men.”

“The Darshianese don’t kill
prisoners of war, general.” This was a new voice, coldly correct,
someone older, he guessed. He grunted again as he tried to turn and
see who it was. “Kei, is he up to being questioned?”

“Not yet, Tiko. He’s just woken
up and is in pain.” Kei moved, then Arman saw the man behind
him—clearly an officer by his demeanour, although he wore no
uniform. Kei was in a defensive position as if he feared the
officer would hurt Arman. “Can’t it wait?”

“For a while. General? General
Arman?” The man sat down in the seat Kei had vacated. “I’m Captain
Tiko.”

“Where are my men? What are you
doing with them?” He kept a hand over the agony in his side, trying
to fight the drowsiness from the drug

“They’re being sent north to
Darshek. I assure you they’re being well treated. Kei is taking
personal care of your injured, for which you should thank him
because he’s under no obligation to do so, not for the Prij.”

“A healer heals,” he heard Kei
snap. “Don’t imply I pick and choose, it’s dishonest.”

That’s my
Kei, Arman thought hazily.

Tiko blinked. “My apologies,
healer. I only meant that with having been taken prisoner, you
might not feel well-disposed to the Prij.”

“I would even treat Senator
Mekus if he was in pain. Get on with it, Tiko, he needs to
rest.”

Arman almost smiled. Kei
sounded so well and normal. “And me? What of me?”

“You’ll rest until Kei judges
you well enough to travel, and then the Rulers of Darshek wish to
meet you. You’ll be treated with consideration, which I imagine is
a novelty to you. The idea of prisoners being treated well, I
mean.” Tiko’s voice was cold—he had no love of the Prij, for sure.
Arman couldn’t blame him. “I’ll need to interrogate you later. You
understand that?”

Arman nodded slightly. Tiko
stood. “Then I’ll leave you to rest, or I’ll face our healer’s
wrath. I would normally let you address your men before they left,
but we can’t keep them here, and you’re in no state to make a
speech. I can pass a message to them, if you like.”

Arman wasn’t sure what would be
appropriate—he’d never had to address his men in defeat before.
“Just...thank them for their courage, and wish them luck and the
blessings of the gods. If you would,” he added, uncomfortably that
he was at this man’s mercy.

“Yes, I will. I’ll call on you
later.” Tiko said something quietly to Kei which Arman couldn’t
hear, nor Kei’s response, before he walked away. Arman heard his
voice a moment or two later further up the room.

Kei bent over him. “I need to
change your bandages and check the drain.”

Arman let Kei’s gentle hands
pick at him and move him—it hurt, but in a distant way which had to
be the effect of this drug that he’d been given. “Will I die?”

Kei jerked upright and
then scowled at him. “Absolutely not. Loke can have you when I’m
finished with you and not before.”

Arman stared, wondering if Kei
had any idea how that had sounded. “Then what’s wrong with me? Did
I get a sword slash to my stomach?” He couldn’t remember it, and
the armour should have protected him...they didn’t seem the type to
cut open a prisoner for no reason.

“No, you were crushed by an urs
beast. You suffered a torn liver and a lot of bruising internally,
two broken ribs and a broken leg. You’ll be damn sore for a while,
I’m afraid.”

Arman stared at him as he bent
over to change the bandages. “You... did something? To my
stomach?”

“I had to operate to repair the
tear—you were bleeding to death. Nearly did bleed to death,
actually. Good thing you’re such a strong bastard.”

“My
lord,” Arman nearly corrected, just to
tease him. Then he realised what Kei was saying. “You said...you
said before Loke needn’t have died...you could have saved him,
really could have,” he whispered. Gods, had Loke really died of ignorance?

Kei touched his hand.
“Possibly—I don’t know. Even if I’d been there...please, don’t
distress yourself.” He reached for the cloth again and wiped
Arman’s face again. “Everything looks all right. How do you
feel?”

“Like I was stepped on by an
urs beast.”

“Close enough.” Kei finished
with the bandages, and put the used ones aside. He sat down again
and took Arman’s wrist in his hand, feeling his pulse. “You need to
stay calm. I spent a lot of time stopping your bleeding, and you
have a lot of healing to do. You’re safe. We won’t mistreat you. I
won’t allow it.”

His servant was now the master.
Kei’s whole demeanour was subtly different, not that he’d been
craven before—but he was also far more subdued than he should be,
considering he was now free to do as he wished. “You should be on
your way home.”

“I will be but I have a duty to
complete.” He didn’t look overjoyed at the prospect, and Arman
wasn’t sure why. “You need to rest, and I have other patients.”

He stood up, picking up the
used bandages. Arman flailed a little and caught his arm. “Thank
you.”

“You don’t need to thank me. I
would do the same for anyone, whatever Tiko says.” He didn’t smile
as he said it. Arman couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “I have to
go.”

Arman let him leave, and
watched him stop at the bedside of one of the other
patients—possibly one of Arman’s own men, he thought, but the
bandage on the head obscured his face so he couldn’t be sure. He
stopped trying to work it out—it didn’t make a difference,
certainly not to Kei. What lay ahead of him? It was obvious there
was a lot of hostility towards him, although whether to him
personally or to the Prij as a whole, he didn’t know.

He closed his eyes, too
exhausted to fight his injury, the pain and the drug. His fate was
in other people’s hands, not a feeling he liked at all. He wondered
how Kei had dealt with it so gracefully—and hoped at least he was
enjoying being free. He deserved that.
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Arman lost track of time,
drifting in and out of drug-fuelled sleep, always in pain, but the
pain growing and receding as doses of the painkiller were
administered with water or with the light soup they insisted he
needed to eat, or as he managed to get some rest. Someone was
always hovering—Kei, one of the Darshianese medics. Arman was
checked every time he woke, but it was Vikis who worried them more
than any other patient. He heard Vikis moaning and coughing several
times, Kei’s soft voice soothing the fevered man, calming him.
Arman could only listen through his own fevered consciousness,
helpless, and willing Vikis to struggle against his injury.

He didn’t know what time it
was—or how many days later—when he woke to find Kei sitting next to
him, holding his hand. “What’s happened?” he whispered through
cracked lips. “Did he die?”

“No. Not yet. I’m tired.”

Arman could only see the
outline of Kei’s body backlit by a small lamp. “You should sleep.”
He felt a little disoriented, fever and the drug making this a
little dream-like.

“I...I can’t. I just need...do
you mind?”

Did he mind
what? “No.” Whatever Kei was asking, he
didn’t mind. “Water?” Kei’s arm went carefully under his shoulder,
and helped him up a little, which hurt like all six hells, before
holding a mug of water to his lips. The water was very cold,
delicious. “Don’t wear yourself out.”

“I’m needed, Arman.”

Kei helped him rest again and
wiped his face with a cool cloth, before laying his hand on Arman’s
forehead. He felt faint tremors going through it, or maybe it was
the drugs and confusion which made him think that.

Kei sat like that for a long
time, just holding his hand, wiping Arman’s face from time to time
until he slipped into unconsciousness again. When he woke, he was
alone again.

~~~~~~~~

Vikis would probably
live, Kei decided, rubbing eyes that felt like they were full of
sand. The crisis had passed, finally—it had been several days,
though, since his fever had begun to spike as he fought the injury
and the infection. Kei had done all he could to reduce the spread
of that, keeping the wound cleaned and drained, monitoring the
injury with his gift. Why was there nothing they could
do to
fight infections once they took hold? Kei had a few remedies which
limited infections a little, and Nev was using a tea made of isek
leaves the academy had recently recommended as being of some use.
It was somewhat helpful, if only in stopping the sick man from
becoming completely dehydrated, and perhaps all of the remedies
they had offered Vikis together had helped a good deal. But there
was no single effective drug they could give to someone with a
severe wound infection that would stop it spreading through their
body. They always had to rely almost entirely on the strength of
the patient themselves in fighting it, and do what they could to
relieve the symptoms.

Vikis was strong, but the
battle exhausted him and the healers trying to help him. Now he was
a little more comfortable, Kei could leave Perik, the other medic,
watching him and the other patients. He crawled onto his cot to get
a few hours’ sleep.

He woke to the sound of an
agonised cry, and with shock, realised it was Arman crying out, not
Vikis. The sound drove him to his feet before he was completely
awake. Tiko had his hands on Arman, whose face was contorted in
pain as he struggled with the captain.

“Let him
go!” Kei
shouted, running over to the two men. He grabbed Tiko back by his
collar, managing to pull the man to his feet. “You will
not hurt
my patients!”

Tiko grabbed his wrist and
pulled his hand off him. “Will you calm down?” he said in a low,
angry voice.

“Get out of the infirmary! I
never said you could talk to him, let alone torture him!”

Tiko grabbed his shoulders.
“Move, now. Outside.”

Kei had little chance of
fighting the grasp of a fully fit, trained soldier, and so in
moments he found himself out in the cold air on the verandah
outside the infirmary. Somewhere along the way, it had become day
again, he noted with a small part of his mind. The other part was
concerned with the angry man glaring at him at close quarters. “Let
me go,” he said through gritted teeth, Tiko’s anger battering at
him. He shoved him back. “Stop it!”

Tiko was so surprised at his
vehemence he did in fact take his hands off Kei and step back.
“What in hells is wrong with you?”

“I’m a damn soul-toucher,” Kei
spat, “and I don’t want to feel your anger or what you want to do
to my patients. Have we Darshianese become like the Prij, harming
people in our charge?”

“I wasn’t harming anyone,
you damn fool! I dropped in to see how Vikis and the others were
doing, and the general looked uncomfortable. I offered to help him
sit up but I think I hurt his leg. How in hells...?” He moved
closer to Kei to peer at him worriedly. “What did they do to
you that
you would think a prisoner would be treated like that? Were you
tortured?”

Kei moved back against the
wall. “No...not exactly.... Gods, I’m sorry, I just....” He wiped
his face with his hand, feeling like all kinds of a fool. “I was
asleep. Maybe I was dreaming.” He was having such bad nightmares
again.

Tiko put his hand on Kei’s
shoulder, but when Kei winced, even Tiko’s concern rubbing him a
little raw, he let him go again. “You should get more rest, healer,
and not in the infirmary. I don’t know what happened to you in
Utuk, but I think it must have been bad—if you weren’t here, we’d
have to manage. Let Nev and Perik take over, that’s an order.”

Kei glared at him. “I
don’t take orders from anyone any more—I’m not in the army and I’m
damn well not a slave either. If I weren’t here, those men would be
dead, including two of our own, and I am here so I have a
responsibility to them. Nev and Perik can’t deal with cases like
Vikis and Arman on their own, and that’s all there is to it.” He
looked at his feet. “I’m sorry for the accusation,” he muttered.
“I’ve met...there were people in Utuk who would
have....”

“The general?”

“No! Tiko, he’s an honourable
man, he actually stopped—” Kei bit his lip. Telling Tiko Arman had
stopped his own wife and his own steward from systematically
abusing him perhaps wouldn’t win him over. “He would never,” he
said in a low voice. “There are good Prij and bad Prij, just like
us.”

“This Prij is the Butcher
of Ai-Darbin so I’ve heard, so I wonder you’re defending him,” Tiko
said, his expression suddenly cold. “But I wouldn’t harm a patient
or a prisoner. I do
need to talk to him, and soon. How
long?”

Kei leaned against the wall
again, his fatigue hitting him. “Today...later. Just wait until I
let you know.”

“And Vikis—will he
survive?”

“Probably. But I would doubt he
can travel in a week. If the infection doesn’t kill him, the
journey might if he’s forced on it too soon.”

“Then we will send the other
wounded and this general of yours as soon as they can move, and
Vikis can travel when he’s ready. The wagons will be here from
Ai-Rutej in two days. Will the general be fit to go by then?”

Kei felt so tired and so weary
of this war that meant sick men were being forced to travel when
they should be left to recover. “Probably. If there isn’t a
complication.”

“Then do what you can, and I’ll
abide by your decision. I don’t want to talk to your general—”

“He’s not
my damn
general!”

Tiko held up his hand in
placation. “All right, calm down—were you always this volatile or
did they make you like this?” Kei didn’t dignify this question with
a response, partly because he didn’t know the answer. Had he always
been like this? He couldn’t remember. “All I meant to say was that
I need to ask him about the hostages and the Utuk defences. Not for
my own benefit, but theirs.”

“He probably won’t tell you,
you realise.”

“Yes, I do, but the question
has to be asked, nonetheless.” Tiko made an aborted movement to
touch his shoulder again. “Look, you need to rest, even if you say
you have to be here. If you collapse you can’t help them.”

“I’m not going to damn well
collapse,” he muttered. “I’ve endured a lot worse, and been a lot
more tired.”

“I’m not going to ask why or
when, but maybe you should tell someone.” He hesitated. “You can
find me later to talk, if you want to.”

Kei shook his head. “I just
need to get home. I’ve been cut off from my clan for too long.”

“Yes, you have, and that would
make anyone anxious. Very well. But please do let me speak to him
today, if you can.” At Kei’s nod, Tiko straightened up. “I’ll see
you later. Don’t forget to eat, healer.”

Food. What an
interesting idea. He went back into the
infirmary, made an automatic check on Vikis, who was sleeping,
finally, and looked far less like he was being burned to nothing by
the fever. Perik was at his side, watching. Perik would make a good
healer. He shouldn’t be a soldier. No one should have to be a
soldier.

Arman seemed to be asleep too,
but as Kei sat and took his wrist, he opened his eyes, blue showing
through the slitted lids. “How are you feeling?” Kei asked.

“Sore.”

“You can have some more
pijn.”

Arman shook his head.
“No...makes me fuzzy. What did you do to him?”

“Nothing. Made a fool of
myself. He wasn’t
hurting you, was he?”

Arman tried to sit up. Kei
moved to help him get one of the straw-stuffed bolsters behind him.
He grunted in pain. “No...my leg caught awkwardly.” Arman gave him
a faint smile. “I wasn’t expecting the wrath of Lord Niko to
descend on him. You’re terrifying when you’re angry.”

Kei flushed. “I thought he
was.... Never mind, he wasn’t.” He took Arman’s wrist again—his
pulse was rather fast. “You’re in pain, you should really take some
pijn.”

“You said it was
addictive.”

“Yes, it is, but you also need
to heal. You won’t be taking it long enough to become addicted—I
won’t allow it.”

“Perhaps later, to help me
sleep. Vikis?”

“Sleeping. He’s very ill, I’m
afraid. He won’t be travelling north with you just yet.” Arman
grimaced, although whether in pain or at his proposed fate, Kei
wasn’t sure. “Tiko needs to ask you about the hostages and whatever
you will tell him about Utuk’s defences.”

Arman gave him a hard look. “I
can’t tell him anything. I won’t betray Kuprij.”

“I told him that, but they
can’t rescue the other hostages without your help. If there’s any
attempt, you know what Mekus will do.”

Despite himself, Kei found his
fingers tightening on Arman’s wrist in worry. He made himself let
go. “I know,” Arman said softly. “If it were in my power to arrange
a handover that didn’t compromise Kuprij, I would. But I’m not—you
can imagine how much worth a direct request from me to Mekus would
have.”

“Would they exchange you for
the hostages?”

“No. Mekus would have their
throats cut for the impudence, and let the will of the gods direct
my fate.”

Arman spoke so calmly, one
would think he didn’t care. Kei knew differently. “But the
sovereign—I thought you were in her favour?”

“I am—but not to that extent.
No one is. If that’s the only reason I’m being kept alive, then I’m
sorry to disappoint you.”

Kei gritted his teeth. “That’s
not the only damn reason you’re being kept alive,” he said
irritably. “We’re not like you.”

“No,” Arman said slowly.
“You’re not. But are the Rulers?”

“The Rulers are just fellow
Darshianese we ask to govern on our behalf. Not like the Prij who
breed for viciousness.”

Arman lifted an eyebrow at his
remark. “Grumpy this morning, aren’t you?”

“So would you be if you woke up
thinking someone was brutalising a friend of yours,” Kei
muttered.

“Friend?” The word was said
softly. “Even now?”

Kei stood up. “Oh, I forgot.
It’s all changed now. You don’t need to humour the sad little
hostage. Of course we’re no longer friends, we’re still on opposite
sides.” He stalked out, ignoring Arman’s calling his name, and
grabbed his cloak. Tiko was right—he needed more sleep.

~~~~~~~~

Arman shifted, trying to get
away from the never-ending ache in his gut and his leg, and
wondered what in hells was wrong with Kei. He didn’t know who’d
been more shocked—himself or the Darshianese captain, when Kei had
loomed up behind him and jerked him to his feet. He had looked so
angry—Arman had never seen him like before, even with all the abuse
he’d suffered, everything that had happened to him. To really
arouse the fury of the gentle healer, one had only to threaten
someone he cared about—or one of his patients. Having seen Kei
working in the infirmary, his kindness and his careful nursing of
the injured, Arman didn’t think he was a target of any special
protectiveness. Kei would have done the same for any of the men
lying here.

But that Kei believed
Arman would be harmed by one of his own. That, I’m responsible for, me and my kind.
He doubted six months ago it would have entered
Kei’s head Arman would be crying out because of mistreatment, but
now he suspected it everywhere. Arman didn’t know if Kei would ever
get that innocence back—probably not. Kei was still struggling for
stability. Arman regretted that. He’d thought if Kei was back with
his own people, in charge of his life again and doing what Jena had
said he was born to do, he would find a measure of peace once more.
Judging by his worn, tired face, and his exaggerated reactions,
that wasn’t the case.

He lay back on the
bolster. My crimes keep
mounting up. There was another discomfort
under the ache which needed attending to. He turned his head, and
saw one of the Darshianese medics sitting at Vikis’s side. “Excuse
me, sir. I need your assistance.”

The man rose at once to come to
him. “Are you in pain, general?”

“No, but I need to relieve
myself.” Up until now, Kei had known when he needed to piss, and
had been there with the pot almost before Arman had decided he
needed to go. Shitting was an agonising ordeal, being manoeuvred
into position—he was grateful the need had so far only arisen once
since his injury. It was extremely embarrassing to have to ask even
to do this much, but the medic only nodded, went out of the room to
where Arman recalled there should be sinks and a latrine, and came
back with a chamber pot. He held it as Arman relieved himself, and
took it away. Unlike the Prijian physicians, the Darshianese were
totally uninterested in the colour of his urine, only that he
actually produced any. Arman now suspected that all the examining
of piss in long glass jars which occupied much of any visit to a
physician in the Street of Punus Gift was a load of superstitious
rot.

The man returned and sat down,
testing his pulse as Kei normally did. “Are you hungry,
general?”

“Some water would be good.” He
was duly helped to sit—yet more agony—his back supported with the
lumpy bolsters, and given a mug of water. “My men...are you able to
report on their condition? I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Perik of Darshek, general.
Lieutenant Vikis is causing concern, but we believe he’ll recover,
given time and rest.” Perik went through a list of the
others—broken legs, broken ribs and arms, concussions, several bad
sword cuts—but all were doing well, he said.

“Thank you for the care you’re
giving them. They’re in very good hands, I see.”

Perik gave him a hard look.
“They’re in Kei’s hands, and I’ve rarely seen a more able healer or
a kinder one. It’s fortunate for all of you none of your soldiers
tried to rape a woman in Ai-Albon, isn’t it?” He stood up. “I’ll
have some soup brought in—you need to eat. Your body needs the fuel
and to replace the blood loss.”

“Yes, thank you,” Arman said
politely, not wanting to annoy this man or any of his captors
unless he had to. Perik grunted and went, presumably to get the
food. His words stung—it really had been pure chance that the
soldier who had been killed in Vinri had not been stationed in
Albon instead. If Mekus had ordered Kei’s death....

Arman gripped the mug of water
tightly, thinking of how it could so easily have been Kei and his
kin murdered that day, and Arman would not have been able to stop
it. If he’d protested vehemently—even if he had bodily tried to
prevent it—he would have been put in irons and sent to the
dungeons. The hostages would still have died, and over a dozen
Prijian soldiers and a Prijian general would now be dead or dying
too.

Arman had killed before, with
his own hands, and by his command. He’d ordered the deaths of
dozens of rebellious Darshianese or comrades of rebels during a
serious uprising three years ago, killed as a warning to others not
to do the same. The suppression of that uprising had led to his
promotion to general, in fact. He’d seen executions many times,
both of Darshianese and of common criminals. He’d always equated
the two groups as deserving their fate—and now he had to wonder,
what had he wantonly destroyed in the name of the empire? How many
healers? How many mind-speakers, soul-touchers? What musicians,
artists, potters had died with Prijian swords in their guts, the
beauty they could create, never to be seen or heard? How much agony
had he brought to good people, honest families, just to serve his
sovereign? No wonder Kei couldn’t contemplate killing—no wonder he
was so revolted by those who could. How Kei could breathe the same
air as him?

Perhaps he couldn’t any longer.
Kei thought their relationship needed to alter—though it was a
rather abrupt change of heart from a man who had slept willingly in
his arms for four nights, as trustingly as a pet hisk would lie in
the lap of a child. But that was it, of course. Kei was not longer
a ‘pet’—and no longer needed Arman’s protection, or his friendship.
Now he was free to express his revulsion of what Arman was and what
he had done.

But then Arman remembered how
Kei had sat holding his hand in the night—not for Arman’s sake, but
his own—and knew the situation was not as simple as that. He
sighed, again trying to find a position which didn’t hurt so much.
In a few weeks, it would be moot. He hoped Kei would not torment
himself unduly over their...relationship. Arman wished him well,
wished him to be happy. Their fates were no longer joined, and so
Arman could have no importance for him any more. Which was as it
should be—whatever Arman might ever barely admit to himself he
might want.

He obediently ate the soup
provided, and this time when Perik offered the painkiller drug, he
accepted, letting it pull him down to sleep as it always did. When
he woke again—clearly several hours later since it was now dark
once more—Kei was back in the infirmary, bending over Vikis,
changing dressings, and talking quietly to him. Vikis sounded
rather confused, and a little frightened in his confusion, but Kei
spoke gently in Prijian and held his hand until he quieted. Vikis
either went to sleep then, or passed out.

Kei stood and stretched, rubbed
his lower back and then dumped the used bandages into a bowl. As he
looked around, he saw Arman watching him. He didn’t smile as he
came a little closer. “How do you feel?”

“Better. If Tiko wants to
interrogate me, I’m able to bear it.” He just wanted it out of the
way, and he was, in truth, feeling strong enough for it.

“He can wait—you look tired
still.”

“So do you. I’m fine. This
can’t be delayed forever.”

Kei narrowed his eyes at him.
“As you wish, general.” He collected the bandages and walked out.
Arman tried to collect himself, hoping the residue of the drug
wouldn’t make him give anything away. What if they had a
mind-speaker among them? He supposed he could do little to avoid
revealing damaging information if they chose to use one.

It took longer than he thought
for Captain Tiko to come in, followed by a grim-faced Kei.
“General? Kei tells me you’re up to being questioned. He’s going to
be present to assure your welfare.”

“Thank you.” Kei didn’t react
to his gratitude. “I warn you now, I won’t give you any information
about the Prijian defences.”

“And the hostages? Where are
they being kept?”

“In houses in Utuk—I’ve never
known where other than in one or two particular cases. I wasn’t in
charge of that.”

“The Rulers wish to ransom you
for them. Do you judge this may succeed?”

Arman wondered how in hells
this captain, stuck at the southern end of this territory, could
know this? “If you send such a demand, you’ll only be delivering a
death sentence to your people. I’m sorry.”

Tiko gave him a cold look. “Not
that sorry, I warrant. Is there any time when they are collected
together?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Kei cleared his throat. “It’s
only by a special concession of the sovereign, Tiko—for high
festivals, as I understand it.”

“And when is the next such high
festival?”

Tiko looked at Arman. “I won’t
tell you that.”

“Arman, please.” Kei leaned
forward, a pleading look in his eyes.

“I can’t. It’s asking for an
attack.”

Kei sat up and glared. “You’ll
let them die.”

“I won’t allow the deaths of
hundreds of my own people for yours. You can’t ask that, it’s
unfair.”

“Unfair?” Kei clenched his
fist. “You speak of this after what your people have done?”

“Please, let me deal with
this,” Tiko said, putting a placatory hand over Kei’s but then
removing it rather quickly, as if he’d recalled something.
“General, Kei’s right. Those deaths will be on your hands.”

“Yes, I know. I still can’t
betray my country, captain. So what will you do now? Bring on your
mind-speakers? Wait until I’m drugged and ask again?”

Kei stared at him in
horror. “Arman, we don’t...no gifted person would do
such a thing without consent! And I won’t permit the drugs—Tiko,
don’t even think about that!”

“Kei, calm down. Of course we
won’t do that. I was hoping to appeal to the general’s conscience,
but I see he doesn’t have one—or an ounce of mercy either. This is
a waste of my time,” he said in disgust. “I hope you appreciate the
irony of this situation, general. I hope the hostages appreciate it
too.” He got up. “You’re travelling to Darshek in two days, along
with those of your men who can travel with you. You’ll have eight
weeks to change your mind. I beg you, for simple humanity’s sake,
to think again. We Darshianese have no desire to conquer the
Prij—we just want our people to come home, and to live in
peace.”

He turned and walked away,
leaving Kei still sitting at Arman’s bedside.

“You told me you would try to
save them,” Kei said in a low voice. “You swore to die to protect
me. Why won’t you do this, Arman?” He lifted puzzled, weary eyes to
him. “We only want them home again.”

“And how can that happen
without an all-out attack? To help them escape is one
thing—although you know as well as I do the chances of even that
were slim. But to assist an attack on Utuk, on Kuplik? Are you
saying the lives of Prijian citizens are worth less than those of
Darshianese?”

“No,” Kei answered coldly. “But
the Darshianese citizens never took the Prij prisoners or murdered
their people. We took no one captive for the sake of imperial
expansion. It is not us who’ve brought this situation. It’s you and
your kind. Tiko’s right. If those people die, you’re directly
responsible. If Jena dies, it’s your fault. If that happens, I will
never forgive you as long as I live.” He got up and stalked out,
the line of his back telling Arman how angry he was.

As he has
every right to be. He didn’t want to live
with Kei’s anger or his hate—he didn’t want to be the one who
betrayed the Prij to the enemy either. But he was used to living
with unpleasant compromises. This was just a lot more unpleasant
than most of them.

~~~~~~~~

Kei needed to get away
from people so he could think. The problem was that it was dark,
freezing cold and he was in a fort. He couldn’t go wandering off
with a lamp like he would have done back home. The barracks were
full, the canteen busy still.... He ended up climbing up on the
wall walk behind the parapet, where the sentries were mounted. He
nodded to the soldier keeping watch in the tower, then stood
wrapped tightly in his warm cloak—his warm Prijian army cloak, he
thought wryly—and stared at the dark outlines of the great Trejk
range, visible because their peaks obscured the stars. On the other
side of them, across the sea, lay Kuplik, and there were the
hostages. His family, his friends—Jena, now as close to him as his
sister, and as beloved. But also people like Karus. Arman’s family,
whatever he thought of them. Ordinary men and women who just wanted
a life lived in security. He had no doubt the ordinary Prij thought
the Darshianese were animals, and their sovereign was only doing
the best for the Prijian interest. But that was because they
didn’t know. If they could just
see us—if they could see we’re like them in every way, and we don’t
want them hurt any more than they would want themselves
hurt....

He didn’t know what to think
about Arman. Part of him understood. Part of him was deeply angry
and shocked. Arman had brought the hostages to Utuk, and knew they
would die if he didn’t help in their rescue—why couldn’t he
overcome his blind loyalty to Kuprij? He had a strong moral sense,
and an even stronger sense of honour—could he not see what the just
solution was? Could he not...even for the sake of their
friendship?

And that was it. He expected
Arman to make an exception for Kei, out of...guilt? Affection? Some
sense of compensating him for all that he’d suffered? Was that
fair? Arman had never questioned Kei about Darshianese defences,
and had once said he would never trust a man who would betray his
loyalties like that. Was Kei being unreasonable to ask Arman to do
what Arman would never ask another to do?

But it was Jena, it was Peit,
it was Urki and all the others...not some abstract concept of
honour or pride. These were people Kei loved, people who had never
done any harm to anyone...couldn’t Arman see this? Wouldn’t he even
try?

A tear slipped down his cheek
as he thought of never seeing Peit or Jena again—worse, knowing
they had died. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. They were all
supposed go home together when the war was over. Kei didn’t want to
be free if the others weren’t...but his return to captivity
wouldn’t help...only, he missed them. He felt torn in two...or in
three, since his friendship with Arman was now a thing of the past
too. How could they be friends when Arman would allow this to
happen?

It was drizzling now. The true
rainy season had passed more or less, but winter, especially in the
south, was always wetter than the summer. He would become
dangerously chilled if he stayed here and the last thing they
needed was their healer to come down with lung fever. Because apart
from anything else, he thought sourly, that would mean their damn
prisoners wouldn’t have a nursemaid for the journey.

He wiped the rain and the tears
from his face on his cloak and climbed down again. He needed to eat
and return to take over from Perik. Kei had had some sleep that
day, so he could look after the infirmary during the night. He
hoped Arman would sleep all the way through again. Kei couldn’t
face him.

The canteen was still busy, but
perhaps not as much as before. He found a corner to himself so he
could eat the good meat and bean pottage—the beasts killed in the
battle had been a welcome addition to the fort’s larders, even if
they were stringier than the ones normally kept for their meat and
milk. Kei wasn’t fussy—all he cared about was that it was filling
and hot, and he hadn’t had to find time and energy to cook it.

A mug of honey beer was plonked
down in front of him. He looked up into Tiko’s concerned eyes.
“Thought you could use this, healer.”

Kei thought about it, but it
would send him to sleep. “I have to work, sorry.”

But Tiko urged it on him. “No,
you don’t. Nev will watch things tonight. I’ve already asked him.
There’s a young chap, Sijk, who’s bright and willing to learn—he’ll
help too. If there’s an emergency, they can call you. But I’m not
letting you back in that infirmary until tomorrow unless there
is.”

“You have no right!”

Kei pushed himself away from
the table in anger at being ordered around this way, but Tiko
gripped his wrist and refused to let go until he sat down again. “I
have every damn right, actually. Not only am I part of the command
of this fort, I’m worried about a friend. You may not consider me
that, but I and my men owe you a debt. I won’t repay it by allowing
you to kill yourself.”

Kei put his hands around the
mug of beer, but didn’t drink. “I’m not that fragile,” he
muttered.

“No? Looked in a mirror lately?
What did they do to you in Utuk? Where were you kept?”

Kei had forgotten he hadn’t
actually explained what he’d been doing with Arman’s force, except
he’d been one of the hostages. “We were all sent to work in the
houses of the nobility. Arman’s page was killed at Darbin in the
attack there, and for some reason, the damn sovereign of Prij,
who’s as loopy as a crazed thurl, decided the best reward for
someone who hated our guts was to set one of us to work for him. It
just happened to be me—no particular reason.”

“So he hates us...well, that
explains why he won’t help,” Tiko said disgustedly.

“No, you don’t understand...he
used to hate us...but...things happened and he knows what we’re
like now.”

He realised how this sounded
and quickly swallowed some beer to cover his embarrassment. Tiko
narrowed his eyes. “You...and him?”

“No! Not like that,” he said
quickly. “But...we became friends, and one of the other hostages,
Jena from Ai-Rutej, their healer—she was placed with Arman’s
dearest friend...he doesn’t hate us any more, that’s all.”

“Fine, but that doesn’t explain
why you’re thinner than a gike sapling, why you flinch if anyone
touches you, or why you’re so unhappy even though you’ve been
freed. What happened to you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.
Arman didn’t do it”—not deliberately, at least— “so don’t blame him
for it.”

Tiko pushed the mug back to him
as a hint to drink some more of it. The beer was very good, if a
little too light and sweet—he preferred the darker ale his sister
made. It must have been sent from Ai-Rutej, as he doubted the
soldiers were brewing here. “But you admit something did happen to
you, which only confirms my concern. My order stands, healer—if you
try to enter that infirmary tonight, I’ll have you tied up and put
in the barracks. You’ve saved their lives, you don’t need to ruin
your own.”

“Mine’s already ruined,” Kei
muttered into the beer mug. Tiko couldn’t have heard him. “The
general couldn’t really be expected to give you any information.
His family and friends live in Utuk.”

Tiko sighed. “Yes, I know.
Looking at it from his point of view, I suppose I’d feel the same.
But you said you were friends, can’t you talk to him?”

“We’re not friends any longer,”
Kei said coldly. “Whatever we had was born of inequality, and my
need of protection from him. Now he’s just my patient. I have no
special influence on him, as you saw.”

“As you say. It’s probably for
the best. I don’t think your clan would be too pleased with your
being cosy with one of the Prij, not after everything. The people
at Ai-Vinri will be baying for his blood.”

Kei stared at him in shock.
“No, Tiko, you can’t—he’s under our protection.”

“Whoa, healer—gods, it doesn’t
take much to set you off about this man. Are you sure you’re no
longer friends?”

“He’s my damn
patient! I
don’t want any of the Prijian soldiers given over to vengeance!
None of them are the ones who killed the man in Ai-Vinri, and Arman
had no choice about arranging the executions—” He bit his tongue.
He hadn’t meant to say that.

“Oh. I see.” Tiko folded his
arms. “So the villagers at Ai-Vinri will be even more keen to get
their hands on him. This puts things in a different light.” He
drummed his fingers on the table. Kei drank more of his beer,
because it was better than opening his mouth and putting his foot
in it again. “I was going to send the men with one of my sergeants,
but I think I had better go with you and the escort. This could get
nasty.”

“We could avoid Ai-Vinri.”

“Word will get out
anyway. No, I want to control this situation. My co-commanders can
hold the fort easily here, but I have a duty to get the general to
Darshek in one piece, and I also want you to get there safely.
Kei, I urge you not to make too much of your friendship with this
man—it’ll breed ill feeling.”

Kei glared at him. “Don’t
worry. I won’t be making much of anything. I don’t want to go near
him, if I can help it.”

“Then don’t, unless you need
to. Your gift...something’s amiss there, isn’t it?”

“Yes...as I said, I was there
when the Ai-Vinri hostages died and something...it’s harmed
me.”

Tiko winced, nodding
sympathetically. “I imagine it would. Look, I’ll have a cot taken
into the office. You can sleep there, have some time to yourself.
Would that help?”

“Yes, it really would,” Kei
said gratefully, not expecting such a gesture. “Thank you—I don’t
want to cause any trouble.”

“Don’t be an idiot, man, you’ve
earned it even if it weren’t a simple kindness anyway. You know the
office? By the time you drink that, I’ll have it arranged, and your
pack taken there. The guards will find you if there’s a problem in
the infirmary, I promise you.”

Other than his residual
irritation at Tiko’s highhandedness—which was only how a captain
would behave—Kei felt intense relief to be able to escape all the
men, all their emotions. And Arman. He needed to keep away from
Arman now. He didn’t need him any more—or the pain being close to
him would bring.

~~~~~~~~

Kei didn’t speak to him again
for two days. Arman wasn’t surprised, but still it hurt to be
treated as a pariah. The other two medics, Nev and Perik, were
impersonally efficient and changed his dressings and attended to
his other needs as well as Kei would have done—but they weren’t
Kei, and Arman missed his gentle handling. It wasn’t that Kei was
never in the infirmary. He was, although he took more regular and
longer breaks, for which Arman was glad, although he never smiled,
or looked anything other than weary. It wasn’t even as if Kei
ignored him—when he came to check on the other patients, or to sit
with Vikis, Arman would sometimes find those dark eyes on him. Kei
wouldn’t look away when discovered, but he wouldn’t say anything
either before he returned to his task. He never looked at Arman’s
injuries, at least while Arman was awake, and he had to assume Kei
relied on the reports of his assistants.

It was therefore a surprise
when Kei came in three days later and, walking straight to his
bedside, began asking him a series of questions about his degree of
pain, how well he could tolerate sitting up, and feeling his pulse
and temperature. Arman answered everything he was asked, and then
had a question of his own. “What’s going on?”

Kei gave him a cold look. “They
want to move you today. I want to make sure you’re truly fit to
travel as I’ll be the one responsible for your welfare on the
journey.”

“You? You’re going with
us?”

“Do you not think five months
away from my clan is enough, Sei Arman?” Kei didn’t look at him as
he spoke, checking the dressing over his side, and the splint on
his leg.

“Yes, of course—I’m surprised
you don’t just head off without us.”

“I keep my word, general.
Unlike some.” Kei rose and walked out without a backwards glance.
Shortly afterward, soldiers entered the infirmary and assisted the
other wounded men out. Other than Arman, they were all ambulatory
to some extent, although several could only walk with the
assistance of two men. Arman couldn’t walk at all, not for a while,
at least. How did they plan to manage it?

His question was answered once
he and Vikis were the only people left in the infirmary. Kei
returned with four Darshianese soldiers, and directed them to
bodily pick up the cot on which Arman lay. “Be careful,” Kei
ordered. “Don’t jolt him.”

Arman gripped the side of the
cot, suddenly afraid of how much it would damn well hurt if they
dropped him, but they carried him with surprising consideration
outside into the bitter wind. Three wagons, a number of urs beasts,
and about twenty soldiers were in the courtyard, clearly preparing
for departure. His men were settled into two of the wagons, and he
and his cot were placed inside the third across the front, wedged
behind the driver’s seat. The soldiers fixed boards and ropes
around the cot to stop it sliding about. Two bolsters were also
provided to allow him to sit up without straining. It was very
cold—did they expect him to sleep under the blankets and get on
with it?

Yet again, he only had a minute
or two to consider this, before his cloak and extra blankets were
provided. A cover was placed like a roof over the wagon as he’d
seen being fixed to the other two, cutting out the wind and making
it warmer almost instantly, though it was also rather dark. Kei
climbed in the back and checked the cot was fixed and that Arman
hadn’t suffered any injury in the transfer.

“Will you be riding in
here?”

“I’ll be riding a beast
alongside. If you need assistance, you have only to call out. We’ll
take breaks every few hours.” He stuck his head through the ‘door’
and yelled for Arman’s pack, which was passed to him, and which he
stowed near Arman’s bed. He left without another word, but then
returned a few moments later with a small cup—the type used for
dispensing the painkiller. “Here, you need to take this—the ride
will be uncomfortable enough without it.”

“I don’t need it, Kei.”

“I wasn’t aware I
asked you,
general. This is an order from the person responsible for your
health—until we get to Ai-Albon, you obey me and Captain
Tiko.”

Arman looked at Kei in
consternation. “And does this responsibility involve forcing drugs
on an unwilling prisoner or not?”

Kei glared. “Are you stupid?
The wagon ride will hurt like all hells, even with the cot being
raised as it is. This isn’t some stupid trick—I’m not Prijian.”

“Yes, that fact has yet to
escape my attention,” Arman said coldly. “All right, give me it.
It’s nice to see your ethics disappear when you’re in a sulk.”

He reached for the cup,
but instead found his wrist being seized in a surprisingly strong
grip. “You think I’m sulking?”

“Well, what else is it? What’s
changed to remove my right to refuse the drugs, or which requires
you to look at me as if I’m a piece of urs shit? Tell me how I can
save Jena without Karus being killed, and then I will consider your
request. Tell me how you can invade Kuplik without overrunning my
brother’s estate? Will you save seventy people, but kill a hundred,
two hundred civilians or more in doing so? Tell me how to do that,
please, because I don’t want to cause you pain, I swear.”

Kei still squeezed his wrist,
but the hand holding the medication shook as Kei’s eyes filled with
tears. “Please, just tell them how to save them. Please—if Jena
dies, it would kill me.”

“If Karus died, what in
hells do you think it would do to me?”

“You started this,” Kei said
furiously, freeing his wrist so he could wipe his face.

“Yes, we did. But I don’t
know any answer that doesn’t most likely mean the deaths of
those I love, the people I serve. Give me an answer which
won’t cause that and I will gladly help you, I really
will.”

Kei hung his head. “I don’t
have an answer.” He looked up at Arman with angry, tear-filled
eyes. “I wish I’d never met any of the Prij!”

“I imagine you don’t. Do you
want me to take that stuff or not?”

“Not if you don’t want it,” Kei
said tiredly, straightening up. “I’m sorry, I just—”

“Hurt like all hells, I know.
I’m the one who’s sorry. Let me take the drug—you’re right.” Kei
handed him the little cup and he swallowed it, wincing at the
bitter taste. Kei reached for the cup, but Arman seized his hand.
“Please, let’s not be at odds. I would do anything to help
you—anything but this. I’ve spent my adult life protecting Prijian
citizens, like you’ve spent yours healing. To ask me to suddenly
say my people aren’t important is more than I can ever do.”

Kei looked at where Arman had
his hand on him. “If there’s an answer—you swear to help?”

“I swear on Karus’s life. On my
honour.”

Kei lifted his head. “We can’t
be friends. Not here, not now. But I thank you for your oath. I’ll
pass it on—perhaps there’s something we haven’t thought of.”

“I sincerely hope so.”

Kei nodded and made him lie
back. “This will be an uncomfortable journey for some of it at
least. We’ll do what we can to make it easier for you and your
men.”

“I thank you for that. You’re
doing more than I could ask.”

“Not more than I would expect
of myself. Perhaps that’s the difference between us.”

Kei climbed out of the wagon,
and someone fumbled with the cover, apparently fastening it. And
then, shortly after that, they were moving.

He slept for a couple of hours
at least, but when he woke, the wagon was still moving at a
moderate pace. The motion was extremely uncomfortable, just as Kei
had warned him, but Arman couldn’t bring himself to ask for more
pain relief. He was afraid of becoming addicted. Kei had explained
to him before they left Utuk why pijn had to be used with such
caution. “The body becomes used to it if constantly taken—we don’t
know why—and so more must be given to give the same amount of
relief. If taken for more than two weeks, the person becomes sick
if the drug is suddenly ceased,” he’d said. “However, if taken for
too long, or at too high a dose, the drug eventually becomes a
poison, and the person will die if they don’t stop. If they can
stop before they reach a certain point, they can be saved, although
at the cost of much suffering. After that, their liver and other
organs begin to die. It’s a very unpleasant death.”

Arman didn’t want to die that
way. He could understand how someone might be tempted along the
path of that craving if their pain was great enough—but he’d
understood why Kei had not used the drug to ease his own mental
agonies, and why he was so cautious about administering it to his
patients. The drug was very effective, that was the problem. The
relief was total, at least for a while. But then the pain returned,
and one had either to suffer, or take more pijn.

For now, Arman chose to endure,
although the fiery, grabbing pain in his side and in his leg made
him wish he had something to bite on whenever they hit a bad bump.
The wagon wasn’t sprung like a calash, but then calashes weren’t
used for transporting heavy goods, nor were they suitable for
terrain like this. Arman had seen plans for a spring-balanced
wagon, and thought it might one day be useful for long-distance
passenger transport. But it, like his life, was back in Utuk. He
wondered if he would ever return there.

He had to admit that if it
weren’t for Karus, the thought of never doing so would cause him no
pain at all. But it wasn’t as if he could stay with the
Darshianese. They hated him, both personally and for what he
represented. If he betrayed Kuprij, some might forgive him his
crimes. But others, including himself, would be disgusted and
appalled by the treachery.

Nonetheless, he spent some of
the long, painful hours in the dark, being bounced and jolted,
going over and over the Kuplik defences. If there was a hope of an
honourable answer, he wanted to give it. Kei wasn’t the only one
who wanted to spare another unnecessary pain.


Chapter : Return to Darshian 3

It was not the weather Kei
would have chosen to drag fifteen injured men out in to begin a
thirteen hundred mile journey, but apart from the cold and the
biting wind, the road itself was reasonable. There had been no rain
in the last two days, so the going was hard, allowing them to make
good speed. He insisted they stop every three hours or so to allow
his patients to stretch, piss and tell him if any of them were
suffering more than usual discomfort. Arman had been asleep for the
first rest stop. Kei hadn’t heard a complaint from him, so he was
very annoyed when they stopped mid-afternoon and he climbed into
the wagon, only to find the man lying there in obvious agony.

“Gods, why didn’t you say
anything?” he said crossly, kneeling down and looking to see if the
stitches were still holding.

“I was trying...to bear it,”
Arman said, his face sweaty and pale, his lips bitten with the
effort of not calling out.

“Well, don’t, you damn fool. We
have the pijn. That’s what it’s for.” Arman grabbed his wrist
feebly, and Kei saw the fear in his eyes, fear of the addiction Kei
had warned about. “It will only be a few days that you’ll need it.
You’re healing quickly. I would expect you to be walking a little
in three or four days.”

“Oh...I thought I’d be stuck
here for longer.”

Kei cursed himself—he should
have reassured Arman sooner. It was only what a healer was supposed
to do, but because he’d been avoiding a conversation with the man,
he’d let him worry needlessly and increased his suffering. “No, I
promise. Once we get to Ai-Rutej, you can get up.”

Arman’s expression became
solemn. “Jena’s village.”

“Yes. I’ll have news for her
lover.” Not a conversation he looked forward to, but it was a duty
he would never attempt to avoid. “I’ll bring you some food—you
missed lunch—and some more pijn. Do you need to piss?”

Arman nodded. “I really hate
having to ask.”

“I get no great joy in watching
you either,” Kei said, making himself smile. “Are you warm
enough?”

“Yes, but you look cold.”

“I am. It’s close to freezing
out there—there’ll be a hard frost tonight for sure.”

Arman smiled tiredly. “Then you
better find a friendly urs beast to lean against.”

Kei could only look at him with
regret, remembering how safe and...almost content...he’d felt on
the trail, despite the discomfort and the cold. He’d not had a
single unbroken night’s sleep since, nor one so untroubled by
dreams. “I’ll manage,” he said finally. “Let me get what you
need.”

They stopped only long enough
to let people eat and piss. Tiko and his men had points mapped out
all the way to Darshek, milestones he wanted to reach each night,
and they still had a long way to cover before it became dark.

It grew steadily colder, and a
few rare flakes of snow fell. Kei worried about his patients—none
of them were fit enough to tolerate this degree of cold. As they
stopped at a waterhole for the night, the urs beasts being allowed
a scant half hour to forage and be watered, he went to Tiko,
directing the setting up of the camp. “Tiko, the men will freeze if
we try and force them to sleep in tents—better to leave them in the
wagons.”

“Yes, agreed—I was going to
suggest it, if you thought they would be comfortable. They won’t
have much room, but they won’t die of that. But what about the
general?”

That was a difficulty—Arman’s
injuries were such that if he were jostled or walked on during the
night, it would cause him enormous pain, but sleeping on his
own.... “I suppose I better sleep in there. I’ve done it before,”
he said, trying to sound casual.

Not casual enough for the
sharp-witted Tiko. “Will you be able to bear that? I thought you
would want to sleep alone on this march.”

“I...yes, but I’ll freeze too.
He...doesn’t hurt me as much as others do. I don’t know why, so
don’t damn well ask,” he added irritably.

Tiko held his hands up. “I
wasn’t planning to. You’re the healer. The care is entirely up to
you—my job is to stop people escaping and to get everyone there
speedily and in one piece. I’ll hitch the wagons closer together to
cut down the wind, and stuff some more blankets around the
edges.”

It took a bit of arranging,
trying to make sure the injured men had enough blankets and enough
space, and that the healthier ones were at the back near the exit
so they could alert the Darshianese soldiers if help was needed.
Kei spent more time making sure everyone ate, drank enough water,
since dehydration was a danger when the weather was both cold and
dry, and that stitches and bandages and splints were holding up. So
far, Arman was suffering the worst of all of them, but that was
only to be expected. The Prijian soldiers were in good heart, and
surprisingly sanguine about being taken north away from their
homes. As soon as they realised they weren’t to be killed out of
hand, they’d become resigned to their lot—and as they’d experienced
kind handling, Kei had definitely detected a lessening of suspicion
and hostility. Wonder of wonders, he’d even seen some of the more
mobile ones joining in conversation with the Darshianese soldiers
when they left the infirmary to stretch their legs and get some
fresh air. Tiko was happy to encourage good feelings between the
two sides because it made his job easier.

That, of course, did not extend
to Arman, although Kei had passed on Arman’s promise. Tiko had been
unimpressed. “Doesn’t mean a lot, does it? We can’t plan a safe
rescue because he won’t give us the information we need, but he
won’t give us the information we need until we plan a safe rescue.
This fellow isn’t a lawyer, is he?”

Kei didn’t believe Arman was
trying to get out of the situation at all—but that didn’t stop Kei
being sick with anxiety. He could only hope the Rulers would come
up with a plan on their own, but since they’d had months to do so,
and had not, it wasn’t much of a hope.

But he had practical concerns
now, and so long as he concentrated on those, he could survive this
until he got home. Home was another cause of anxiety, but he also
wanted not to think about that either. Here and now, this day, this
hour. That was the only way to get through this.

He collected food for himself
and Arman, and climbed into the wagon. Arman was still drowsy from
having slept the afternoon away. Kei helped him sit, and gave him
the food. “Eat up, you need it.”

He looked about to fall asleep
over his food. “Arman, wake up, will you?”

“Uh...sorry.”

“Are you all right?” Kei knelt
and brought the lamp closer. Arman looked a little grey, certainly
lacking something of that powerful personality Kei had always noted
in him. He did a quick internal check—he couldn’t detect any
obvious problems, other than still healing injuries and internal
bruising, which would trouble Arman a while longer.

“Just...that drug.” Arman shook
himself a little. “Don’t like it. Don’t like...feeling so out of
control.”

“Well, I’ll try and keep the
dose low. If you think you can sleep tonight without it, then you
won’t need to take it this evening.”

Arman smiled a little. “Let me
try at least.”

Kei got more comfortable, and
nudged Arman’s bowl. “Eat up.”

Arman didn’t have much of an
appetite, which worried Kei. He was still making up for a lot of
lost blood, and in this cold weather, he needed warm food inside
him. The problem with the pijn was it tended to depress the
appetite—if Arman really didn’t like the side-effects, then perhaps
Kei should try other ways of making him more comfortable.

He took their bowls away and
collected a canteen of warmed water, a lamp, his pack and a bedroll
to take with him back to the wagon. There wasn’t much room—they had
half loaded the wagon with supplies, although Kei had insisted they
needed to keep a clear place for him to get to his patient. He
would have to sleep wedged between flour sacks and bags of beans,
but then he’d slept in worse places.

He helped Arman relieve
himself, and emptied the pot outside. The rest of the camp was
already bedded down, and the only fire was that of the two soldiers
left on watch. None of the Prijian soldiers were in much of a
condition to escape, but the desert held other dangers, ones that
might fancy taking a man or a beast that got overconfident. He was
glad not to have to sleep in a tent at least this night, but it
meant he wasn’t exactly following Tiko’s advice of keeping his
distance from Arman. That was just too bad. Arman needed some extra
warmth, and so did Kei, and someone had to keep an eye on the man.
After Ai-Rutej, things might be different.

“How much pain are you in?”

“A bit. But I don’t want that
drug. Please don’t make me take it.”

Kei sat down next to the cot.
“I won’t,” he said quietly, regretting his temper that morning.
“But you need to relax—your stomach muscles are tensing and pulling
on your wound and your leg. Don’t hold yourself so tight.”

Arman grunted, but there was no
noticeable reduction in the rigidity of his body. Kei sat down at
the side of the cot. “Relax,” he said gently, stroking Arman’s
hand. He laid a hand on his forehead, feeling the cold sweat there,
and then ran his fingers through the tangled, dirty mass of Arman’s
hair. Something he would need to attend to—Arman hated to be dirty
or untidy, and he could hardly groom himself just now. He searched
in his pack for his own comb, and dragged it carefully through
Arman’s hair, hoping the repetitive, gentle motion would soothe the
injured man.

It worked, because Arman
untensed somewhat, his eyes closing. His colour was still pale—he
still needed careful watching. Kei was still concerned about the
broken ribs and what damage they could do if he moved carelessly or
was knocked about too much. There was always a possibility a slow
bleed might start up even from the jolting. He didn’t want to wake
up and find Arman had bled to death from a missed internal
wound.

He wanted Arman to rest,
and after not very long at all, was pleased to find his patient had
fallen asleep. He kept up the hair combing a little longer, but
then he judged it safe to spread out the bedroll to provide a
warmer, softer surface to sleep on. He didn’t want to sleep, not
yet. Instead he wrapped his cloak around him, set the lamp to low,
and sat next to Arman’s cot, leaning on it, holding his
hand. Loke still doesn’t get
to have you.

~~~~~~~~

He woke with the sensation of
being caressed, and for a moment, he thought he was home. “Reji?”
he said drowsily.

“No,” he heard a regretful
voice say, and that brought him back to himself. He looked up and
found Arman, his hand still on Kei’s hair. “I’m sorry, I didn’t
mean to wake you. I couldn’t sleep.”

Kei sat up and pulled the hand
away gently. “How do you feel?”

“Sore,” Arman admitted.
“Thirsty, too.” His voice was husky and weak, but clear—he didn’t
sound like a man bleeding to death. Kei found the water, and helped
him to drink. “Gods, that’s cold,” he said, shivering. “I’m
freezing, Kei.”

Kei stood and found the
blankets Tiko had shoved through the opening of the canvas as he’d
been wind-proofing the cart. “Let me check your bandages and then
you can have these.” The bandages were dry, and Arman looked
stable. “Do you need a painkiller or is it bearable?”

“It’s bearable.”

“Good, but tell me if it’s
not.” He covered Arman with the extra blankets before sitting at
his side again.

Arman put his hand back on
Kei’s head, something he didn’t usually do, but Kei didn’t protest.
He owed Arman a little comfort after the hellish day he must have
had. “Wish you could sleep under here,” Arman said simply. “Still
cold.”

“No room,” Kei said, but he
slipped his hand under the blankets and found Arman’s colder one.
“Just try to sleep.”

“You too.”

“Later.”

Arman pulled Kei’s head down
onto his chest. “Now,” he whispered.

“Whatever you want, my lord,”
Kei said, just to tease. He didn’t want to upset Arman by arguing,
and in truth, this felt...not too bad. He would be stiff and sore
tomorrow, but he could ride in the wagon—it might be a good idea
for the next two days. He could endure—and perhaps he wouldn’t
dream so much tonight. That would make up for the cold and the
awkward position, at least for this one night.

~~~~~~~~

Someone was holding his
hand. Why was someone holding his hand? Arman shifted his arm as he
opened his eyes, and the slight movement immediately set up a
ripple of aches and pains through his body, which was tiresome in
the extreme. He tried to ignore it as he tried to see who had hold
of him, but it was pitch dark in the wagon. He moved his other
hand, which was hanging over the edge of the cot, and immediately
it brushed across a familiar, smooth, warm head of hair.
Kei. Of
course, now he remembered—he’d come to stay in the wagon to give
him a little heat and to make sure Arman was
comfortable.

Arman had been confused by how
Kei’s reactions had shifted during the day, from coldly impersonal,
to impassioned and angry, to resigned, and then...last night, it
was if they were friends again. It hurt to know this wasn’t really
the case, that Kei would again remember Arman was withholding the
one thing he wanted above all else, and they were, still and
forever, enemies. Or at least, on opposite sides, which was the
same thing now. He brushed his fingers again across Kei’s head,
wondering how many more chances he would have to touch that soft,
fine length. Or how long it would be before Kei would grow cold and
hostile again. He couldn’t blame him for his reactions. It
just...wasn’t what Arman wanted.

He heard the flap of the wagon
cover being opened, and then a lamp was held in the opening. “Kei?
Oh, you’re awake,” the captain said in an unfriendly tone to Arman,
his eyes drifting to where Arman’s hand was resting, disapproval
clear in his expression.

Arman poked Kei’s head gently
to wake him up. Kei squirmed and muttered, “Go ‘way.”

The captain came up into the
wagon a little way. “We need to get moving. Is he fit to
travel?”

Kei sat up and rubbed his eyes.
His grip on Arman’s hand had slackened and he didn’t seem to notice
he’d been sleeping with one arm slung up over Arman. “Let me
see—can you leave me that lamp?”

Tiko grunted and put the lamp
on the floor. “Breakfast is being made. We’re moving in one hour,
no more.” He backed out of the wagon, and the flaps were lowered
again.

“Yes, my lord, whatever you
say, my lord, go sit in a thurl’s nest, my lord,” Kei muttered
irritably. He took the lamp and set it closer to Arman, then knelt
beside him. “Let me check your bandages. How do you feel?”

“Better. Still sore.”

Kei nodded. “It’ll take a
while. But you slept without the pijn?”

“Yes. You helped.”

Kei looked at him in surprise,
and then flushed. “It’s just my job,” he said in a low voice. “Let
me feed you and then I’ll change these. I need to check on everyone
else. An hour isn’t enough, he knows that,” he grumbled.

“He wants to make good time.
After all, you want to get the catch to the market in good time so
it’s fresh.”

Kei gave him a sharp look. “I
didn’t notice your soldiers exactly giving us much time to rest on
the way south, general. And unlike you, we were on foot.”

“I’m not complaining,” Arman
said mildly, regretting they were already in conflict. “I’m
pointing out the reality of the situation. Your rulers want me
there so they can either persuade or force me to cooperate, and
hope to use me as a lever. I would do the same in their
position.”

“They won’t force you,” Kei
said, looking down at Arman’s bandages and lifting the edges.

“If I were them, I would
certainly try.”

“Then we’re thankful you are
not, for I wouldn’t want someone like that to govern me,” Kei said
coldly as he stood. “I’ll ride in here today, I think. Will that
disturb you?” Arman shook his head, not wanting to speak since Kei
was already so irritated. “I’ll be back shortly.”

As Kei left the wagon, Arman
sighed. He doubted the Rulers of Darshek were as idealistic as Kei.
Very few people were, and none were politicians in his experience.
He’d already resigned himself to the fact he might be questioned
with a degree of physical persuasion that would upset Kei if he
were to speculate aloud about it. He didn’t like using torture
himself, and had never sanctioned it. Apart from the
distastefulness of it and the viciousness it brought out in those
practicing it, he’d never felt there was any point to information
retrieved that way. But he was not in control of his fate anymore,
and had been part of what had brought things to this pass, so he
had no right to complain. He was just glad Kei would leaved their
caravan before he got to Darshek. He didn’t want the kind healer’s
illusions shattered more than they had been.

Kei had retrieved his amiable
temper on his return and dealt with Arman’s needs with quiet
efficiency. He persuaded Arman that taking the painkiller while
they were moving would be the best thing for everyone, but agreed
he didn’t need it at night if he continued to sleep well. It meant
Arman slept most of the day’s journey away, waking only when Kei
roused him to feed him or to allow him to relieve himself. He spent
another surprisingly restful night, waking again to find Kei
holding his hand. He finally believed the ache in his body might
not be permanent. That, and Kei’s quiet presence, lifted his mood a
good deal.

They arrived in Rutej before
nightfall on the third day. Kei had been silent as he’d checked
Arman’s condition on their arrival, before he announced he and the
captain would be going into the village itself. He seemed about to
say something else—Arman wondered if he wanted to make a fresh plea
for him to help Jena and the others, and braced himself to give the
inevitable refusal and receive Kei’s anger—but then he shook
himself a little. “One of the soldiers will feed you and tend to
you while I’m gone. I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

“As long as you want, I would
say.”

Kei straightened. “Goodnight,”
he said, with a touch of frost in his voice.

Now what had he said?


Chapter : Return to Darshian 4

“Ever been to Ai-Rutej before?”
Tiko said as they and five of his soldiers walked towards the
village.

“No—we passed it of course, but
they wouldn’t let us near anyone.” Kei was a little surprised
children weren’t already running past them to see the new arrivals.
The clan head must be keeping his people under control. He’d been
dreading this all day—not just seeing Jena’s lover, but being in
contact with hundreds of excited people all at once. He’d been
assiduously doing his mental exercises while Arman slept over the
past two days, and felt he was ready. It didn’t mean it would be
enjoyable, however.

They were greeted at the edge
of town by a small group of men. “Welcome, travellers—I’m Gyek,
clan head of Ai-Rutej,” one of them said as he stepped forward.

“Greetings, Gyek. I’m Tiko of
the Darshianese army. This is Kei, healer of Ai-Albon. One of the
hostages, as you know.”

Gyek bowed slightly. “Yes, I
know. Welcome, Kei. Your return to our people is cause for
joy.”

Kei bowed in turn. “Gyek, I
have word of your son, of Jena and the others for you and her
family. Also Aldik, if he’s here.”

One of the other men stepped up
to them. “I’m Aldik—you know how she is? Is she well?” he asked
anxiously, taking Kei’s arm.

Kei wanted to brush his hand
away, but he gritted his teeth and bore the contact. “Everyone’s
well or were last time I saw them. If we can talk somewhere
quietly?”

“Yes, of course,” Gyek said.
“We’ll eat in my home. Tiko, you want provisions, I believe? I’ve
had food and animal feed set aside, but is there anything
else?”

Tiko glanced at Kei. “We have
fifteen injured Prij soldiers, as I think you’re aware. Medical
supplies if you can spare them would be helpful.”

“Of course,” Gyek said calmly.
“Kei, if you’d tell us your needs, we can have all the supplies
taken to your camp and then we can talk.”

As they walked back to the
village, Kei now saw the curious faces of children at windows and
people in doorways, watching. Gyek took them to the village
storerooms and sent for men to carry the sacks and bags at Tiko’s
soldiers’ command. While the stores were being distributed, Kei
listed the things he needed.

“Aldik, would you ask Mara to
come?” Gyek asked. “These are all her speciality.” Aldik nodded and
left on the errand. Gyek turned to Kei. “Mara’s from Darshek—she
was sent here to care for the village in Jena’s absence. Do you
know her?”

Kei tried to recall if he’d met
someone of that name. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Never mind. Tell me, how is
Gonji? Has it been very hard? Were you treated well?”

“I saw Gonji over a month ago
but he was well enough then, that’s all I know. Can we talk of this
later, Gyek?” Kei said, trying to maintain politeness despite the
curious stares he was getting from the men working on the stores,
and the people who were beginning to hang around to watch. “It’s
not a subject which I like to talk about in public.”

“My apologies, Kei. Of course.
Ah, Mara, this is Kei of Ai-Albon.”

A woman of about Reji’s age had
been standing behind Aldik but stepped forward to bow. “Welcome,
Kei. Were you Keiji’s son?”

Did everyone in Darshian know
who he was? “Yes, and Erte’s. Did you know them?”

“I corresponded with both of
them—a great loss to medicine, the pair of them. What do you need?”
Kei ran down his lists of requirements, and she nodded. “And the
most seriously injured, they’re handling the travel?”

“We only have one who’s
troublesome—General Arman. He’s—”

She hissed in a breath, her
sudden fury catching Kei by surprise and almost taking his breath
away. “The Butcher of Ai-Darbin? He’s with you?” she asked, her
expression going hard. “You want these medicines for him?”

“Not just for him, but what
difference does it—”

“I’ll not give you medical
supplies to treat that man,” she snapped. “Are you travelling with
them to keep that bastard alive?”

“Mara!” Gyek snapped. “Kei’s
returning to his home after a great trial—you should have more
respect for what he’s suffered for Darshian’s sake.”

“I have completely respect for
Kei—it’s his choice of patient I mistrust.” She folded her arms. “I
refuse to hand over a drop of nitre distillation or anything else
if it’s to be used on that man.”

Kei had been afraid of this,
but her attitude still shocked him. He tried to stay polite because
she was angry enough. “First of all, I didn’t ‘choose’ a patient—no
healer does. And who he is or what he’s done makes no difference to
me.”

“Very noble, Kei of Ai-Albon,
but I feel differently.”

“As you wish. Your attitude
shames our profession in my opinion, but I’m not going to force you
to do anything.”

She rounded on him. “Do
you know what that man is responsible for? He ripped seventy people
from their homes, killed ten of them, killed another in cold
blood—you expect me to help you keep him alive?”

Her raw anger and hatred was
ripping his control to shreds and he had to clench his fists to try
and stay calm. “I know all of this. I expect nothing but that you
uphold the ethics of all healers. Where is it written that we judge
our patients?”

“Where is it written,” she
demanded furiously, “that we give aid and comfort to the enemies of
our people either? It’s you who shame us. I spit on your betrayal.”
A gob of spittle landed at his feet. “I refuse to give you
anything.” She stalked out, leaving the now rather large audience
standing with their mouths hanging open.

Kei backed up to the wall,
collapsed onto a wooden chest resting against it, and hugged his
arms around himself, utterly nauseated. He hadn’t felt animosity
like that since he’d left Arman’s house.

“Kei? Don’t take it to heart,”
Gyek said kindly. “She has no right to say such things. I’ll speak
to her—”

Kei held up a shaking hand to
silence him. “No...no. Just leave it, please. I can manage without
the supplies, if I have to.”

“I’m sorry for this lack of
respect our village has shown. It’s not our way, I promise
you.”

Kei looked up, wishing they
would all just go away. “This war has changed many people. I know
that more than most.”

Tiko came up behind Gyek, said
something Kei couldn’t hear, and then came forward. “Kei, my men
can deal with the stores. Gyek and Aldik need to have your news. Go
with them, I’ll meet you at his house for the meal.”

Kei got up and followed the
clan head, keeping his head down to avoid the looks from several
dozen villagers who’d heard the whole exchange. He wasn’t ashamed,
he truly wasn’t—but he couldn’t bear this suspicion and hostility
for doing what he felt in his heart was only right. It was so
unfair to have endured so much and come so far, only to be judged
wanting as he came so close to his home again.

At the house, Gyek’s wife
greeted him warmly, and put a mug of beer, bread and cheese in
front of him as soon as he sat down, saying he looked as if he
needed feeding up. Her undemanding kindness helped Kei regain a
little composure, and as he picked at the food, he gave Gyek news
of his son and the other clansmen, and Aldik the reassurance about
Jena he desperately wanted to hear. “She’s in the home of one of
the kindest, most decent people you would ever meet, Aldik. Not all
Prij are warmongers.”

“Kind or not, she’s still in
danger every moment she’s in their hands,” Aldik said, his face
solemn. “Will this general be able to hasten her return?”

“I fear not. He won’t betray
his people by giving us the information that might help.”

“Someone should go and pound a
little sense of justice into him,” Gyek’s younger son said. He’d
been listening to Kei’s report in silence, but now he leaned
forward. “Has no one tried? I mean, if he’s injured, surely we
can—”

Kei slammed his fist onto the
table. “No! I won’t hear of this and you should be ashamed to even
think such a thing, let alone say it!”

His vehemence shocked them, but
then Gyek nodded. “Pik, that’s indeed a shameful thought.
Apologise.”

Pik bowed his head. “I’m sorry.
I just want our people back. They took my brother with them.”

“I don’t care who they took,”
Kei said sternly. “What’s wrong with everyone that they’re
forgetting the Prij are humans too? Even the general isn’t as evil
as you think—he would never suggest what you just did, for a
start.”

“You seem to be an expert on
them—why can’t you persuade him to let our people come home?” Aldik
said, his previous friendliness now buried under suspicion.

He was handling this badly, but
he wasn’t going to lie and agree with what was simply wrong and
immoral. “Because he believes to betray his country would lead to
deaths of his own people, his own family. If Darshek had declared
war on the Prij, and you were a prisoner in their hands, would you
betray our race?”

“Darshek would never do such a
thing,” Gyek said heavily. “Nor any Darshianese.”

“But if they did?” Kei
persisted. “Would you betray any of us, to save any of them?”

Gyek waved his hand in
dismissal. “Your point is theoretical—we’re talking about a country
who has declared war, who has taken our people prisoner. He
should right the wrong he has done, regardless of the personal
pain. It’s only just.”

Kei gritted his teeth. This was
an impossible argument to win, the more so because he saw both
sides were right and also wrong. He fervently wished now he’d sent
a note into the village with the news of the hostages, and stayed
in the camp.

Gyek’s wife, Eide, declared the
food was ready and set the dishes out in front of them. Tiko joined
them just after they’d started. Kei let the captain be the focus of
their attention, and kept quiet for the rest of the meal. He sensed
the disapproval of all his hosts—all save Eide who’d sensibly
stayed out of the argument—but didn’t feel up to trying to defend
his position or his actions. He resented the necessity of even
having to do so.

Aldik left as soon as was
barely polite after the meal, his distaste at being in Kei’s
company having not abated at all as they’d eaten. A more polite
person than her guest, Eide extended an invitation for Kei to stay
the night so he could sleep in a proper bed for a change. Kei
started to refuse, sensing Gyek and Pik weren’t that pleased at the
prospect, but then Tiko’s hand came down heavily on his shoulder.
“I think that’s an excellent idea, Kei. I’ll have someone fetch you
in the morning. You could do with an uninterrupted night’s
rest.”

He turned, ready to tell Tiko
he had no intention of staying, but then he saw the captain had
that look in his eyes again which promised he’d be tied to a bed if
he refused. “But my patients?”

“In good hands, and you’re but
ten minutes away if we need you. None of them are dangerously ill,
are they?”

He could have lied and said
Arman needed him, but Tiko wouldn’t have believed him, and it would
arouse even more ill-feeling to mention the general’s name again.
“No,” he muttered. “But I want to be called if there is the
slightest problem.”

“As you wish. I should get back
to camp, Gyek.”

“You’re welcome to stay too,”
Gyek said politely.

“No, but thank you. I’m
military, it’s to be expected of me to sleep outdoors. Kei’s a
civilian, and has had a bad time of it. He could do with a night
among friends,” he added with a significant look in Kei’s
direction. And not with those
bastard Prij, was what he didn’t need to
add. “But don’t press him. He’s not had a moment’s peace in months.
A proper bed and no responsibilities is just what he
needs.”

Kei glared at the man and his
paternal tone, half wanting to refuse out of pure childishness, but
all he did, in the end, was nod and mumble an agreement. He just
wanted to be shown where he could sleep, and to be left alone.

He very nearly forgave Tiko for
his interference when Gyek suggested to his wife their guest might
like a bath. Kei was at the point where he would commit any number
of less than mortal crimes for the pleasure of being truly clean,
and when Eide offered to wash his clothes, promising they would be
dry by morning, he grudgingly admitted Tiko’s suggestion wasn’t
entirely without merit. As in many Darshianese households, there
was a large barrel tub kept for the family’s use in a hut adjoining
the rear of the house, heated underneath by charcoal at least in
the winter months and kept permanently filled, often with rainwater
overflow from the house cistern. It was both a place to get clean
and for the family to relax with each other and occasionally
neighbours, especially those who didn’t have such a bath of their
own.

He handed his clothes over to
Eide with an apology for the state of them, aware the trousers were
spattered with blood although his shirt was cleaner—then soaped
himself and his hair before rinsing off in chilly fresh water, and
then entered the tub with a sigh of pure ecstasy. Normally one of
the family would have joined him out of politeness—bathing alone
was considered somewhat indulgent and antisocial. Either Tiko had
warned them to leave him be, or he’d made himself so repulsive with
his views or his associations that none of the family could stomach
the idea of being naked in a tub with him.

Right now, he didn’t care. He
hadn’t had a bath like this since he’d left Ai-Albon, since the
Prij were too prudish to bathe communally. They only had either
small private bathtubs in their bedrooms—or, as Arman’s wife did, a
room used only for that purpose—or a washroom for the servants with
buckets and dippers, the water being carried off in admittedly
efficient drains but with a shocking lack of economy in a resource
no one took for granted in the north. Not for them the pleasure of
luxuriating in a hot, deep bath in which one could immerse one’s
whole body, removing bodily aches and pains, and letting life’s
cares drift away.

Kei’s cares weren’t so easily
removed, but he relished the experience nonetheless, feeling a lot
more human and less fraught as he soaked for easily an hour or
more. Eventually, when his fingers were completely wrinkled, he
reluctantly climbed out, wishing there was some way he could steal
the bath for the journey, before drying himself and his hair with
the provided cloth. Eide had given him a soft warm nightshirt to
wear to bed. Kei put it on before returning to the body of the
house, where his freshly washed clothes were already hanging on
poles over the stove. Only Eide was still up, and showed him where
he would sleep. It turned out to be Pik’s room, from which he’d
evicted for their guest—an act which would not increase his love
for Kei. She asked if he needed anything, and when he said no, bid
him goodnight.

He combed his hair dry and
braided it—it had not been so clean in a very long time, and he
took his time over grooming it, remembering with a little sadness
the conversation he’d had on the ship with Arman. Arman was
fascinated by Darshianese hair, a rather frivolous obsession for
such a serious man, but also endearing.

He sighed as Arman came into
his thoughts again. Would he really be all right in the care of the
soldiers? They were all good men and decent—but what if there was
an emergency? His hand tightened around his comb as he fretted, but
then he forced himself to calm down. They were only a short
distance away. Arman was almost certainly already asleep. Kei
should be asleep too, and making the most of this night in a normal
household for a change.

His hair was still damp, but he
was used to that, slinging it back away over the pillow as he got
under the blanket. Gods—real sheets, an actual pillow, and blankets
that didn’t smell of urs beasts. Maybe Tiko had had a point after
all, the meddling old bastard. Not that Kei would ever admit it to
his face—he didn’t need encouraging in that direction.

~~~~~~~~

No! Jena screamed, and then the
sword flashed, burying itself in her heart. He heard the last
rattle of her breath, and her eyes, glazing in death, still pleaded
with him. “Help me, Kei...save me.”

Kei bolted upright, his
heart pounding, feeling about to vomit, completely at a loss to
know where he was or what was happening. He clutched at his chest,
forcing his frantic breathing to slow. Oh gods. Another bloodied
dream, another damn nightmare. Two nights of peace...and now they
were back worse than ever.

He shivered in the cold room.
The only light was faint moonlight at the window, not enough for
him to see even his hands. How he’d hoped he’d been wrong about
this.

But now he had to accept the
truth. He was addicted to Arman’s presence just as Arman feared he
would become addicted to pijn. If he slept by Arman’s side, or
spent time with him, he felt good, almost happy, and he had no
dreams. But when he was separated from him...then Kei felt old and
dead inside, and his nights were a torment.

Arman was leaving. Kei was
going home. If he let this go on, he feared when the time came to
part from the man, he would go insane from withdrawal. More than
that, he felt it stopped the natural process of healing. His mind
was using Arman and not his own inner strength, to get past
whatever in hells was happening to him. He had to put a stop to
this now, if he had any hope of returning to Ai-Albon with even a
semblance of normality.

He rested his head on his
knees. When would he ever stop paying the price for his gift, for
what the Prij had done? And why were he and Arman tied so
unhealthily together? He felt like raging against the unfairness of
it, but there was no one he could blame. He didn’t believe, as the
Prij did, that the gods ruled mortal affairs. Mortals made this
problem, though mortals could not solve it. Kei had only his
intellect and his own moral fibre to work with. He had a suspicion
this would all get much worse for him before it got better.

He lay again and stared into
the dark. “Why me?” he whispered at the ceiling. But it, like Kei
himself, had no helpful answer to give him.

~~~~~~~~

Arman usually prided himself on
presenting a reasonably calm facade to the world regardless of his
true feelings, but this morning he was in a mood so foul he really
didn’t give a damn who knew about it. Kei had not returned the
night before, but the captain had, and had informed him with a
suspiciously large amount of satisfaction that one of the
Darshianese soldiers, not Kei, would be keeping watch over him that
evening. The oaf had managed to bang Arman’s cot three times before
he settled down, causing Arman rather a lot of pain though he had
disdained to complain to the man about it. And then the bastard had
spent the entire night snoring like a pen full of farting urs
beasts, which meant on those numerous occasions when Arman woke
from the cold, the bad dreams or the raw ache in his side, he had
to listen to this disgusting sound and not actually kill the person
producing it. He was tired, sore and most decidedly not in a mood
to be snapped at by anyone today, even Kei.

That didn’t stop him snapping
at the healer himself when he finally turned up some time after
dawn. “Had a pleasant evening, did we?” he said with heavy sarcasm
as Kei climbed into the wagon with fresh bandages in his hand,
looking clean, groomed and collected.

Kei only glanced at him as he
pulled the blankets back and pushed Arman’s shirt up. “I don’t know
if you did, but I didn’t, particularly,” he said in a quiet voice,
untying the old bandages and poking at Arman’s side.

Arman pushed his hand away.
“Stop that, it damn well hurts. Anyway, you said I could get up
when we arrived in this godsforsaken village, so why am I still
lying here?”

“Perhaps, my lord, because I
was more worried about your pace of healing than some theoretical
deadline.” Kei put the clean bandage on, scowling at the injury.
“You can get up tonight, possibly. If you’re in this much pain,
perhaps I shouldn’t let you.” He picked up the old bandages. “I’ll
fetch the pijn.”

“I don’t want it,” Arman said,
feeling perverse today.

“Very well—since I wasn’t able
to supplement our supply, if you want to be a stubborn fool, that
suits me fine.”

He turned to go but Arman,
belatedly realising there was something badly wrong here, grabbed
the end of his overshirt. “Wait...what happened?”

Kei turned and looked down at
him. “My people object to my caring for you. They call you the
Butcher of Ai-Darbin. Does that make you proud, general?”

“Does it make you think less of
me, their disapproval? I thought you were stronger than that. I
thought you had these amazing ethics that would not alter no matter
what any man thought.”

“Did you, my lord?” Kei
murmured, reaching down and extracting his shirt from Arman’s grip.
“Perhaps I don’t find them so admirable after all. If you change
your mind about the pijn, let me know when we stop. I’ll be riding
outside today. I find the wagon unpleasant.”

Arman stared after him in
shock. Was that just a response to his own sour temper, or had
someone managed to convince Kei that treating him really was the
wrong thing to do? Arman wouldn’t have believed Kei would change
his mind on that score even under torture—but he’d been removed
from the clan which was the heart and soul of every Darshianese,
the centre of their existence and the rock on which it was based,
for a very long time. Perhaps he would change his ethical stance,
if it meant he would gain acceptance by his own people
again.

Arman hadn’t expected this at
all. He’d believed Kei to be the most morally solid, high-minded
person he had ever met, with the possible exception of Karus. But
yet again, the gods proved they liked to mock their subjects by
cutting away the surety of the lives, and Kei was more evidence
that Arman had lost the favour of the gods forever. The only
consolation was that knowing they would choose such a tool,
confirmed their favour held no value for Arman whatsoever.

~~~~~~~~

Kei only spoke to him twice
more that day, both times only to ask if he wanted the painkillers.
Arman’s food was brought by one of the soldiers who also helped him
piss, much to his mortification. When they stopped for the evening,
he realised he needed to do more than piss, and sent the message.
That brought Kei and four soldiers to the wagon. “This is a perfect
chance for you to test your fitness,” Kei said coldly. “Bring his
cot outside.”

Once more he and his bed were
lifted bodily from the wagon. As he was removed, he saw two other
men go in—perhaps to effect some rearrangements while he was gone,
though no one explained.

“Right, general, we’ve arranged
a latrine for the men with broken legs over there. Let’s see if you
can manage that.” Arman wanted to snap at Kei he’d rather be called
‘you bastard’ than ‘general’ in that tone of voice, but he wasn’t
in a position of strength here, so he just gritted his teeth and
let himself be carefully raised to his feet.

Oh. Gods. That really,
really, urs pissing hurt. “I can’t,” he panted,
humiliated at his weakness.

“Just wait a moment, see if it
improves.”

Careful,
healer, that sounded almost like concern.
Kei let him stand there for a minute or so—the pain did ease a
little, so he nodded. “All right. I need a shit. Let’s do
this.”

It wasn’t far, but it could
have been ten miles away for the effort it cost him. They had made
a little privacy with a screen, and there was a pole to sit on for
those like him who could not crouch. It took him an agonisingly
long time to produce anything, but no one urged him to hurry. With
relief he finished, and even managed to clean himself, before
calling for help. Kei ordered the soldiers to help him up. He
thought he’d be taken back to the wagon, but instead, he was
brought to the fireside, placed on a stool high enough to let him
sit without bending, and then Kei washed his face and hands for
him. He and Kei were the only people at this fire—the Darshianese
soldiers were eating around campfires a hundred yards away near the
wagons, and beyond them, what he assumed were his own men.

“We’re going to see if we can
rig a bath tent,” Kei explained as he cleaned Arman with surprising
consideration—surprising, at least, after the way he’d behaved that
day. “But that will have to wait until we get some things from
Ai-Vinri. If they’ll let us have them,” he added bitterly.

Arman caught his wrist. “Tell
me what happened. Look, I apologise for my rudeness this morning. I
was out of sorts.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” he
said, his voice flat and apparently holding no sarcasm at all. “I
told you—my people have a problem with providing comfort to one
such as you who had murdered one of their own. I can hardly argue
the injustice of that, nor do I have anything to argue with,
general. You killed, you took prisoners, you and your kind have
wrought misery on this land for twenty years.”

“You knew all that
yesterday, but you weren’t so cold to me. What’s changed your mind?
Don’t tell me a few bigoted idiots had such an effect on you. I
know you. We’ve spent months living closer than I do with my wife.
I know your heart,
man.”

Kei stepped away from him. “Do
you, my lord? How astonishingly perceptive of you.”

“Kei—please don’t do this to
us. I thought we had reached some kind of truce. You know my
reasons for what I have done, what I refuse to do.”

Kei looked at him with cold
eyes. “Yes, I do, general. In four weeks or less, I’ll be out of
your life for good. So don’t trouble yourself any longer about my
opinion. You’ll have much more important people to convince of your
good intentions when you get to Darshek.”

“Your opinion matters less than
your well-being,” Arman said angrily. “Damn it, I’m worried about
you—these mood changes are so unlike you.”

“Yes, once they were, but no
longer. Your men have asked permission to see you, so I’ll have
them come over with your meal. If you feel distressed or in too
much pain, then tell them to tell me. You’ll be taken back to the
wagon in half an hour or so. I don’t want you to overdo it.”

“What difference does it make?”
Arman snapped. “You wish I was dead anyway.”

“No...I don’t,” Kei said, eyes
lowered. “I simply wish I’d never met you.” He turned on his heel
and walked away.

For the sake of his men, Arman
forced himself to appear hale and in good spirits. They were
touchingly pleased to see him out of the wagon, and since it was
the first time they’d had to question him about their future, he
found it difficult to eat and talk at the same time. He decided
talking was more important, although he had little comfort to
offer. He could offer them no answers, no theories about how long
before they were to return to Kuprij, if at all, and all he could
tell them was that he felt they would not be harmed by the
Darshianese. He asked if any of them had any complaints—other than
one or two of them not much caring for the food, all said they’d
been well treated.

He found it agonising to
continue sitting upright, but he couldn’t just cut these men off—he
represented some kind of security, the only voice they had with the
authorities. Only when Kei came back and peremptorily ordered them
all to return to their wagons, and the Darshianese soldiers had
assisted them back there, could he put his hand over his side and
let forth some oaths Karus would never have heard, even from his
tuktuk.

“If you won’t take some
responsibility for your own health, I refuse to have any conscience
if you fall ill again,” Kei said crossly. “And you’ve not
eaten—this is more important now than even sleep.”

“My men are more important than
either,” he snapped, gasping at the pain pounding through him.

“If you won’t take the pijn,
then at least try to stop tensing up,” Kei snapped back.

“If you were less changeable
than a pregnant woman, then I might not have so many things to be
tense about!” Arman shouted. “Gods, I’d prefer no physicking at all
to this concern, hate, concern, hate—when are you going to grow
up?”

Kei narrowed his eyes. “When
the Prij let me have the peace and quiet to do so, I suspect.
Tiko?” The captain came strolling over, picking his teeth. “Our
guest needs to be returned to the wagon. Apparently I make him
sick. Do endeavour to make him feel better served than I seem to be
able to.”

“As you wish, Kei. Right, let’s
get you up.” Tiko called for three of his men. Kei wandered off
into the darkness, apparently unconcerned with Arman’s fate any
longer.

Arman endured the transfer back
into the wagon. “What in all hells did those bastards in Rutej do
to Kei?” he demanded of the captain the instant he was inside.

“Not a thing, general. In fact
he was treated with a lot more kindness than I imagine he received
at your hands. Kei’s just realising that being friendly with you is
not going to do him a lot of good in the future, and I’m damn glad
he is, for his sake.” Tiko leaned down, right into Arman’s face. “I
don’t know what you did to him, you bastard, but I swear to you, if
I ever have proof you harmed him as I suspect you did, you won’t
live long enough to reach Darshek. I’ve a son his age, and no one
that young should look so old or so burdened. You took his life
away from him, and I’ll damn well see you pay for that.”

“I did nothing to him. I’ve
only ever wanted to help him,” Arman said, aware of how ridiculous
that sounded, but wanting to say it anyway.

“If that’s true, which I truly
doubt, help him by leaving him alone. He doesn’t need you, general,
or any of the Prij. He needs to go home and be healed. I don’t know
what your relationship was, but you keep your hands off him, and
your thoughts off him, and don’t make any more demands of him. Do I
make myself clear?”

“Quite,” Arman said stiffly. He
thought about asking for the painkiller, but wouldn’t give this man
the satisfaction. “There is one more thing,” he said as the captain
turned to leave. “I understand you want some equipment from the
people at Vinri to help my men feel more comfortable. I don’t want
them to suffer unduly because of what happened to the Vinri
hostages—and there’s an injustice there which needs righting. Will
you arrange for me to speak to their clan head?”

“I’ll consider the request.
Right now, I’m not inclined to grant it—I think you’d do more harm
than good.”

“Then ask Kei to speak to him,”
Arman said urgently. “He can give witness.”

“I’m not going to ask Kei for
anything from you that doesn’t directly concern your physical
wellbeing, general. Now lie down and shut up, or I’ll have you
gagged. I’m sick of the sound of your damn voice.”

The man left and pulled the
covers down again, leaving Arman in chilly, musty darkness, and in
confusion. What had happened that had changed Kei so quickly? This
wasn’t just the disapproval of his people. Arman wasn’t in the
strongest position to find out. Still—that wouldn’t stop him, if it
took him the next four weeks to discover it.


Chapter : Return to Darshian 5

Considering Kei spent the next
four days assiduously ignoring him, and refusing to answer all
questions Arman put to him, Arman was nothing less than astonished
when, as he was taking his nightly period of freedom, Kei actually
agreed to support Arman’s request to meet with the clan head of
Vinri village. Tiko obviously wasn’t pleased as Kei spoke to him,
but finally he stalked over to Arman, Kei behind him. “If I agree
to this, you will have to deal with the consequences, general. If
you whip up more hostility so we can’t even get food supplies, it
will be your men on short rations.”

“No, Tiko, I won’t permit
that,” Kei said angrily. “They’re patients and prisoners—not
combatants. If you do this, I’ll complain to the Rulers about
you.”

Tiko snorted in disgust. “You
truly have the most inconvenient ethics. As you wish—but I don’t
know where we’ll find the food for any of us, if this bastard
manages to make the clan head even more angry.”

“He won’t,” Kei said quietly.
“He knows what’s at stake.”

“We’ll see. I’m going to ask
him to come out here, to avoid trouble. If he refuses, there’s not
a thing I can do about it.”

He stomped off towards the
beasts. He would have to ride in as they’d camped further out from
the village than at Ai-Rutej. Tiko was taking no chances of a
riot.

“Thank you,” Arman said to
Kei.

“I didn’t do it for you,” Kei
said coldly, leaving him where he sat.

He wished he could tidy
himself, or put some actual clothes on, but he’d had a bare
backside since he woke up in the hospital and could only wrap his
cloak around him for modesty now. It was practical, considering his
injuries, but hardly dignified. He looked a dishevelled, dirty,
pathetic mess. Perhaps it would have some effect on the clan head’s
sympathy.

It was longer than Arman
usually sat up before Tiko returned, and he was becoming both sore
and tired. Still, he straightened up as proudly as he could as the
two Darshianese walked towards them. Behind them, he saw Kei get up
from the campfire where he’d been talking to the soldiers and come
over to where Arman sat. “This is General Arman, Fejsik. Fejsik is
the clan head of Ai-Vinri.”

“Thank you for taking the
trouble to see me, sir. I apologise for not rising.”

Fejsik grunted. The man looked
weary, marks of grief under his eyes, and his distaste at what he
was doing was also clear in his expression. “You had something you
wanted to say to me?”

“Before I do, can I ask you
whether there was any change in the military personnel quartered on
your village before your forces took control?”

Fejsik was surprised at the
question. “No. The soldiers came for the second group of hostages
and left. We were rescued two days later. Did you bring me out here
to enquire about your men, general? I couldn’t have any less
interest in their fate if I tried.”

The man clearly wasn’t aware
Arman knew. “I know what happened, with the dead soldier,” he said
quickly. “Your people told me, and I believed them. I sent orders
the soldiers who’d lied should be stripped of their rank and
returned in disgrace, and offered my personal apologies to Gyu. But
it seems it was too late to make a change to your situation. I
wanted you to know that—my men, the injured ones here, need
supplies and equipment, and I didn’t want them to be punished for
the crimes of their fellows.”

Fejsik sneered, looking at
Tiko. “Not very subtle, is he? Of course he says what he likes now,
but there’s still ten of our people dead. Am I supposed to lower
our villages stores even further for the sake of this lying
murderer?”

“Fejsik, wait,” Kei said,
coming forward, surprising Fejsik who hadn’t noticed him there.
“I’m Kei of Ai-Albon, and was a hostage in Utuk in the general’s
charge. I was actually present when he told Gyu of this, long
before this mission was sent out.”

“So? He wanted his people
punished for deceiving him. How does that affect me or my clan? My
daughter was one of those who died. Does this bring Myri back?” he
shouted, his face contorting suddenly with rage and grief.

“Myri was your daughter...I’d
forgotten.” Kei whispered, looking stricken. “Oh, gods...I’m sorry,
Fejsik, I saw her die.” He clutched at his heart, lost in his
memories. “I’m sorry.”

“Tiko, get him the hells away
from here,” Arman said urgently. “He doesn’t need to feel
this—please, for mercy’s sake.”

Tiko grabbed Kei’s arm, but the
healer pushed him off. “No...leave me alone,” he gasped. “Fejsik,
please, listen to me, the general...he’s not lying, I swear. You
don’t understand the risk he took, to offer an apology, to try to
make some amends. I know he did what he could.... I know it doesn’t
bring her back.” He reached for Fejsik’s shirt, holding the front
of it crushed in his fist. “But he tried to stop it...he tried to
make sure it didn’t happen again. Would I plead for this if he was
playing a trick?”

Kei’s anguished words clearly
moved Fejsik. “You had to see it?”

“He’s a soul-toucher,” Arman
said harshly. “He did more than see.”

“Shut up, you bastard,” Tiko
snapped. “Kei, I think you should—”

“No! I want him to
understand...it was horrible, it was wrong... but it wasn’t his
fault! Please, don’t make his people suffer for the acts of a
criminal—that makes us no better than them. Please, Fejsik, don’t
make Myri’s death the excuse for this.”

Fejsik pushed Kei away from him
gently. “My poor boy, don’t torture yourself—my sister is a
soul-toucher. I know what this is doing to you. All right—for your
sake, and yours alone, I’ll give Tiko what he asks.” He turned and
gave Arman a cold, angry look. “But then you and your kind are
forbidden from our village for an eternity. If you were starving to
death, no one would give you a crust to eat. Understand?”

Arman bowed his head in
acknowledgement. “You still have my apologies for what happened,
and my deep regret at the loss of your daughter and your people. It
was a profound injustice. It shames me and it shames Prij.”

“Who cares about your damn
shame, you self-centred bastard? And your regret won’t bring my
daughter back, or my people home, so don’t insult me by offering
it. Tiko, take this lad away somewhere he won’t have to feel anyone
for a while. I’ll arrange the stores. You can collect them in the
morning on the way through. I wouldn’t linger if I were you.”

“Thank you, we won’t. Kei, come
on.” Tiko put his arm around Kei’s shoulder and led him away to
where the tents had been set up.

Fejsik glared at Arman, then
spat at his feet. “There really are decent people in the world.
Pity they’re all Darshianese.” He stalked off in the direction of
his mount.

Arman had got what he wanted.
But he wasn’t at all happy about the price he’d had to pay to get
it—or rather that Kei had had to pay. He hadn’t wanted that at
all.

~~~~~~~~

“For the gods’ sake, Tiko, let
me go—you’re not my father, not either of them!” Kei shrugged
Tiko’s arm from his shoulder, and wiped his stupid tears off his
face. “Oy, Neki, take three men and get the general back in the
wagon!” Neki nodded and stood up from where he’d been seated at the
camp fire.

Tiko spun him around. “Look at
that—it proves my point. Here you are a weeping mess because of
what that bastard did to you, and your first thought is for him!
You’re behaving like a lovelorn woman, pining for her man.” Tiko
peered at him. “You haven’t fallen in love with the man who held
you prisoner, have you?”

“Oh, don’t be
stupid!”
Kei shouted angrily, backing away from the man. “Every single
person but me forgets I’m a healer. I was raised to care
about the sick and the helpless—that hasn’t changed because of the
war. I can’t help it if everyone else wants to behave like
animals.”

Tiko grabbed his shoulders and
forced him away from the suddenly very curious soldiers of both
sides listening to their argument. “Keep your damn voice down
unless you really want a fight on your hands. I have to ask
this—did anything happen between you two? Did he... take advantage
of you? Maybe rape you?”

Kei stared at Tiko in
horror. “Is that
what you think it was?” He couldn’t help it—it
was so ridiculous, he laughed half-hysterically until Tiko shook
him again to make him stop. “Oh, gods—no, he never did anything
like that. You have no idea what you’re saying. Just because he’s a
murderer, doesn’t make him a rapist.”

Tiko still had hold of his
shoulders, which meant Kei got the full benefit of his worry. He
really wished people would stop touching him without his
permission. “So you accept he’s a murderer at least?”

“If you mean he killed against
the law, yes. But he doesn’t eat babies for breakfast.” Kei
suddenly felt so tired and shaky—he’d been sleeping so badly, and
then this thing with Fejsik—and seeing Arman’s eyes, so worried for
him. “Look—I got to know the man very well. Good and bad. I saw his
life, his family, his friends—I know him better than his own father
does. Don’t expect me to think of him as a demon.”

“I’m more concerned at your
arguing for him against our own people. This is the second time
I’ve seen it in a short space of time. It won’t make you any
friends when you return home.”

“Maybe I don’t damn well care,”
he muttered.

“Yes, you
do, and if
you don’t, then that’s a sign of how seriously harmed you’ve been.”
Tiko made him sit down on a log. “I don’t understand you—you seemed
to have turned against him yourself lately, yet you’re pleading his
case with Fejsik.”

“I was acting as a witness,
Tiko. The truth is the truth.”

“It’s more than that, my lad.”
Tiko sighed as he sat down next to him. “You’re not sleeping well,
are you? My men have heard you calling out in the night...what will
help you?”

Arman—but you
really don’t want to hear that. “I need
to get home, that’s all. If I can make it to Ai-Albon, then I’ll be
fine.”

“It’s getting you that far
which worries me. You realise Ai-Darbin is next on our route. What
do you think they will make of our little lord? Will you plead for
him there? Because I warn you, feelings are running very high
indeed over that incident.”

“Yes, I know. That boy
killed Arman’s best friend, a child himself. He was mad with grief
over it. I’ve never felt anyone in such pain. I’m not saying the
boy who threw the bomb wouldn’t have been executed anyway, because
they deal with that kind of thing pretty ruthlessly from what I’ve
heard. But how
he did it was because he was insane, quite
literally. I know
it, Tiko. You can’t lie to a soul-toucher. And
since I know it, hearing people describe him as a butcher and so
forth, and knowing he’s tried so hard to be true to his own beliefs
and to justice...I just can’t find it in myself to condemn him. I
want to feel that way,” he said, pleading with his older companion,
who meant only the best for him, “because it would mean I wasn’t
clashing all the time with the people who mean most to me. But I
know what I know and I won’t let blind prejudice change
that.”

“What a piece of work you are.
How did a little place like Ai-Albon produce someone like you?”
Tiko gave him a sad grin as he shook his head in disbelief. “Tell
me how we can help you. You deserve what we can do.”

“Just stop...abusing him to me,
and tormenting him. Please. Treat him the same as the other
soldiers. That’s all he is in the end. He serves his country same
as you. It’s not his fault he has a bitch for a sovereign. He
doesn’t blindly follow orders, but he also has very little choice
in the matter. You don’t want to know how they execute traitors in
that country,” he said darkly, thinking of the things he’d heard.
“They’re a cruel race. But he’s not cruel.”

“Healer, I asked about you, not
him, although I’ll do as you say. How can we help you? What will
let you sleep? Would it be best if you rode on alone to Ai-Albon?
You could be there in two weeks if you rode the fastest beast we
have. Would you like that? We can manage now. Even the general’s
wounds are healing well.”

Oh, gods, he was so
tempted by this offer. “Let me think about it. I’d like to go as
far as Ai-Darbin with you—with him,” he corrected defiantly.
“Not to plead for him, but just to see. It’s not like the Ai-Vinri
situation. I wasn’t there, I can’t stand as a witness. But I don’t
want him hurt either.”

“I won’t allow a lynching,”
Tiko said sternly. “I’ve sworn to get him to Darshek safely, though
I did tell him if I found out he’d hurt you, I would kill him
myself.”

“I would
never allow that.”

“I thought you’d say that,’’
Tiko said with a grin. “But my point is that I won’t let anyone at
Ai-Darbin do anything to him. I swear it to you, whether you’re
here or not.”

“Thank you.” He clenched his
hands to stop them trembling. “I appreciate your concern. There’s
really nothing you can do, other than what you are doing. Being
cruel to him hurts me, so stop it. Being cruel to anyone hurts
me.”

“I understand. You really
should turn in. You look a mess.”

“I feel pretty worn out,
actually, but there’s something I have to do. Something I
need to
do.”

~~~~~~~~

Arman lay in the fusty darkness
of the wagon, arm over his eyes and wishing he could get some
relief from the agony of his mind and his body. The soldiers had
just dumped him in here tonight without a care to his comfort or
even his warmth. He couldn’t really blame them for their disdain,
but he wasn’t physically strong enough to bear it easily either.
And to know he had hurt Kei again with this stupid arrogance of
his, thinking the clan head of Ai-Vinri would be persuaded by
apologies and talk of shame...the man was right, he was
self-centred. And in the end, Kei had had to bare his soul in a way
Arman hadn’t wanted to see, just to win a few damn supplies from
them.

He heard the flaps open. “Sir,
I beg you, ask the healer for the pain drug. I can’t sleep tonight
without it.”

No acknowledgement but he felt
the movement of the wagon and the flaps being closed. If he took
the drug at night, perhaps he would get some peace—of late, that
had been so hard to get.

Some time later, he wasn’t sure
how long, the flaps opened again. His visitor had no lamp, which
surprised him, but perhaps they were all used to working in the
dark. He felt a strong arm under his shoulders, and the cup at his
lips. “Here, drink it.”

“Kei?” He seized the wrist of
the hand holding the cup, and forced it away from his mouth. “Is it
Kei?”

“Yes, it’s me. Take the pijn,
Arman, I know you’re in pain.”

“No, wait—why are
you bringing it?”

“Because I wanted to talk to
you,” Kei said in a low voice, removing his arm. Arman sensed him
move back a little. “I need you not to be suffering. Please drink
it.”

“It’ll put me to sleep, and I
want to be awake if you’re talking to me. Please.” He wished he
could see the man.”

He heard a sigh, and a
gentle clink of the cup being set aside. “I came to explain why
I’ve been avoiding you. Why I must avoid you. I’m in such pain,
I can’t sleep—”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know I was
doing this to you.”

“No, you don’t understand,” Kei
said, his voice catching. “You’re not. The problem is that as soon
as you touch me, hold me, the pain stops. When you hold me at
night, or I’m with you, I’m at peace.”

Arman couldn’t see why that was
a problem at all. “So then let me help you. I want to—you know I
only want what’s best for you,” he said eagerly. “Why won’t you
come closer now?”

“Because I can’t. Why don’t you
take the pijn when you’re in pain, the way you’ve been every day
this week?”

“Because it’s addictive.
Besides, I’m getting used to the pain...oh. Is that it? I take away
the pain, so you can’t let me do so?”

“Yes, that’s it.” Kei’s
breathing hitched. “Tiko asked me...if I wanted to ride straight on
to my village. Not going with the wagons anymore, but travelling
fast by beast. I could be there over a week sooner.”

“Then why don’t you? You know
you want to be home. It’s what you’ve dreamed of for months. Begged
for, I remember it.”

“Yes, I know. But I’m terrified
too. What if I get home and I still have no peace? What if my
addiction is permanent, the damage permanent? What if I’m too
broken any more to do any good?” he asked in a bitter voice.

“Kei...my dear friend....” All
Arman wanted to do was to hold this kind, damaged man, and take his
pain from him. But that was the last thing he should do, if he
wanted to help. “But if you can’t sleep, if you’re in such pain—it
seems to me you can’t heal that way either. I don’t have an answer.
Did you hope I did?”

“No. I just wanted to apologise
for my behaviour. I thought if I pushed you away, I would gradually
get better, things would improve. But they didn’t. Nothing helps
me. It’s all pain, and I am...so lost.”

“Please, let me hold you now.
Just this once. I want to help you.”

Silence. Arman thought Kei had
rejected the idea, but then the wagon shifted as Kei moved and then
there was a warm, familiar weight in his arms. “I don’t know what
to do,” Kei said, and now there were tears in his voice. “If I go,
I die on my feet, staying isn’t an option, no one has a remedy that
will take this away from me.”

Arman stroked his hair and
wished, oh how he wished, he could hold him forever like this,
pain, discomfort or not. “It seems,” he said gently, “that your
strategy was sound, but your execution is not. I agree you need to
try and build your resistance. But trying to be hostile to me, to
make me hate you, is making your pain worse, because you don’t have
it in you to hate. If you don’t hate me yet, you never will. You’ll
never succeed in making me hate you either, so you should drop the
arrogant attitude. You’re not very good at it.” He heard a damp
chuckle against his shoulder. “Now, may I suggest a median between
dependence and loathing? If you don’t want me to touch you, or to
sleep at your side, I understand that. But we can still talk. We
can be civil and friendly, and offer companionship to each other,
which I need and I know you do. I can’t see that as strengthening
your addiction. I think it makes the separation easier to bear. Am
I right?”

“Very likely,” he heard Kei’s
muffled voice say. “They keep calling you a butcher—I know you’re
not.”

“My hands are red—there’s no
washing the blood from them. I told you—I’m a soldier. Soldiers
kill. This is why it’s right that you return to your home and I go
on to whatever fate awaits me. You have no place in the world I
inhabit, and I’m glad of that. I want to know there’s a place, a
purity murdering thugs like me can’t spoil.”

Arman felt Kei’s head turn, and
now his words were more easily understood. “But I don’t want you
excluded from my world.”

“Maybe not, but it’s how it
needs to be.” He found the back of Kei’s head, and cupped it
gently, caressing it a little. “If you saw another in such pain as
you feel, and you knew there was a way they could get a little rest
for it, even for one night, would you advise them to take it?”

More silence. “Yes, I probably
would.”

“Then will you sleep in here
with me tonight? I’ll take the drug because my body hurts, but if I
knew, just for this one night you would sleep well—if I knew you
could be strengthened for the battle ahead—it would make me
happier.”

Another hesitation, and then a
deep, heartfelt sigh. “Then I will. For this last time. It has to
be,” he said desperately. “I want to go home.”

“I know you do, my friend. I
want that for you too. So sleep here tonight, and then we try other
ways to get through this, all right?”

“All right. Arman, the people
at Ai-Darbin will want a reckoning of you, you know that.”

“Yes, I guessed they
might.”

“I won’t let you be hurt. Tiko
has sworn to protect you.”

“I’m not afraid of that either.
Let’s not talk of it now. Hand me the drug, get your bedroll. I’m
very tired.”

“As am I. I’m so sick of this
journey even after a week. I never want to travel anywhere ever
again when I get home.”

“I understand. Now go on.”

As he felt Kei leaving the
wagon, Arman didn’t know whether to be glad or not Kei had revealed
what had been troubling him. He decided to put it aside as
unimportant. He just wanted Kei to rest this night. Tomorrow, they
would deal with the problem in a different way, and talk again, he
hoped. At least Kei really didn’t hate him. That eased his mind far
more than the most powerful drug ever could.

~~~~~~~~

Over the next few days, Kei
realised Arman had been right. Though he was sleeping no better at
night, his days were much more endurable when he had dropped the
artificial hostility he had tried to maintain against the man. He
no longer had to go against his instincts or his desires, nor to
feel Arman’s anger or hurt when Kei was unkind to him. It made the
situation easier for both of them.

Tiko also kept to his word and
stopped baiting Arman and deriding him. There was no great love
lost between the two, but Tiko finally accepted Kei’s insistence
that Arman had not been personally responsible for his situation or
what had harmed him, and not having to feel Tiko’s hate and anger
also made Kei feel less battered by the emotions he sensed in the
others.

Physically, Arman’s men were
doing far better than he was. While two were still somewhat
immobile because of broken legs, and another was still suffering
from a deep sword thrust in the side, seven were almost completely
recovered, and at least two were quite fit. This could have
presented Tiko with a problem—his soldiers only slightly
outnumbered the Prij, and should there be a concerted attempt to
escape, several of them might just get away even though there was
no hope of them making it out of Darshian.

Tiko was reluctant to have any
of the men bound together because it made for an unnecessarily
unpleasant journey for them and a nuisance for their guards, but in
the end it was Arman who elegantly solved the problem. After they’d
departed from Ai-Vinri, he asked Tiko to join the nightly meeting
he had with his men, and in his presence and in Kei’s, he issued a
direct order that all of his men were to cooperate with the
Darshianese fully, at least until they reached Darshek. More than
that, he said if any of his men wished to give their parole to
Tiko, he would approve it, and he would bear the full weight of any
consequences of that approval, if and when they returned to
Kuprij.

That this was a relief to his
men was obvious, and all fourteen of them agreed immediately to
give their word of honour to Tiko they would not try to escape.
Tiko was satisfied, and even went so far as to thank Arman for
making his job easier. “I did it for my men’s sake,” Arman had
replied, somewhat frostily. “In this situation, their safety and
well-being is my greatest concern. The Prij are not served by their
pointless deaths, and I trust in your oath to get us to Darshek
unharmed.”

Tiko had merely nodded, and
walked away. Arman had placed himself at great risk of being called
a traitor for what he’d done, and although Kei wished Arman could
find it in his heart to be a little more treacherous in order to
save the Darshianese hostages, he was still glad Arman appreciated
that the Darshianese were doing their best to get them to safety in
the most humane way possible. He hoped when the Prij soldiers
returned to their homes, they might carry the word that the
Darshianese were not the primitive animals they were considered to
be. It was only a faint hope—but still, it was there.

The weather continued to be
bitterly cold but dry. They were making good time, but as they grew
closer to Ai-Darbin, Kei couldn’t help but sense how depressed
Arman was becoming. It wasn’t fear of reprisal, he knew that, but
there was no doubt what subject—and which person—occupied his
thoughts now. Kei tried to offer him opportunities to talk about
Loke, but Arman was withdrawn and reluctant to discuss anything,
although he was still polite and cooperative, continuing to provide
the pastoral care of his men and friendship to Kei as much as he
could.

Six days past Ai-Vinri, in the
middle of the afternoon, rising clouds of dust heralded riders
coming towards them. Kei had a feeling he knew what this would be.
Tiko had already discussed with him whether they should send an
advance party into the village to judge the mood, and was planning
to do so when they got a little closer, but it seemed the villagers
weren’t prepared to wait. Of course Ai-Darbin would have known they
were coming—all the villages with mind-speakers were being kept
apprised of the progress of the prisoners.

The dust clouds resolved in a
group of ten grim-faced and determined men on urs beasts, who
posted themselves across the road with the obvious intention of
stopping them. “Hail, travellers.”

Tiko gave the order to halt.
“Hail. I’m Tiko of the Darshian army.”

“We’re the elders from
Ai-Darbin, Tiko—my name is Rei. My clan head sends a request that
your prisoner, the general, be brought to the village to face an
accusation of deliberate and unlawful killing.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t agree
to that request. General Arman is in custody by the order of the
Rulers of Darshek, and my orders are to see him there safely. I
won’t deliver him to vigilante justice.”

Rei nodded. “That’s fair. She
asked me to assure you she only intends to have him tried according
to our laws, and according to our penalties. No rough justice will
be permitted.”

“Tiko, he’s not answerable
under our clan laws, you know that,” Kei said. “At the time of the
killing, he’d already taken Ai-Darbin under Prijian control.”

“That’s a point the lawyers in
Darshek could argue for and against for years,” Tiko said. “Rei, I
don’t have to deliver him to you, and I won’t do so unless he
consents to be tried under our laws, and unless his safety in and
out of the village is absolutely guaranteed. I won’t hesitate to
use force to protect him and his men—I have sworn an oath to him
and to the Rulers.”

“Well, he won’t consent,” Rei
said, already picking up his reins of his beast as if the matter
was closed. “I’ll deliver your word to the clan head. However, as
you have refused, she asks me to tell you your request for supplies
is also refused.”

Tiko bowed his head. “That’s
only fair.”

“Wait.” Tiko turned to Kei,
eyebrows lifted in surprise at his request. “Isn’t it only fair to
ask the general if he’d consent?”

“What’s the point? Why would
he?” Tiko was frowning at him, as if he thought Kei had lost his
mind.

“I think we should ask, that’s
all. If he and his men are to suffer from a lack of supplies, at
least give him a choice.”

“We have enough supplies—just.
It’s a matter of principle, not life or death.”

“Even so.”

Rei seemed utterly bemused by
their discussion. “The lad is right, Tiko. It won’t do any harm to
ask.”

Tiko sighed. “All right, Kei.
Go and speak to him. We’ll stop here for a half hour or so—if you
gentlemen would care to wait, we can offer you some tea. Kei also
has news of the Ai-Darbin hostages which you can take back to your
clan.”

Rei nodded and Kei turned his
beast back towards the wagon. Already fires were laid, some of the
urs beasts were allowed to graze and the more mobile Prijian
soldiers had been helped by their healthy fellows and the
Darshianese out of the wagons. There was no activity around Arman’s
wagon, as the soldiers always waited for Kei’s clearance before
attempting to move him. Kei climbed into the wagon, tying one of
the flaps back. He regretted Arman was forced to travel in almost
total darkness for this journey, but it was necessary for warmth,
and to have a lamp while the wagon moved was too risky.

“It’s me,” he said, knowing
Arman’s eyes would need to adjust.

Arman was sitting up, supported
by the bolster, a position which was more uncomfortable, he’d told
Kei, but make him feel a little less helpless. As his stomach wound
was healing well, Kei had had no medical objection to it. “What’s
happened? We’ve stopped early.”

Kei sat down on the floor. “The
elders of Ai-Darbin are here. They want you to stand trial in the
village before the clan.”

He felt...resignation...and
sorrow...flowing from Arman. “Yes, they probably do,” he said
quietly. “What does Tiko say?”

“He doesn’t want them to have
you. They’re refusing to supply us of course, unless he does, but
he says it’s not crucial to have stores from here.”

“I sense there’s something
you’re not telling me.”

“They...promise to treat you as
a member of their clan, with the same penalties. Tiko says you can
choose to be tried, but he doesn’t think you’d consent. I told him
you should be allowed to make that choice. But you don’t have to,
just so you realise.”

“I consent. Let him know.”

Kei stared. In the dim light,
he couldn’t see Arman’s face, nor sense anything from him other
than the sadness that clung to him most days now. “You understand,
this is a public trial they are suggesting, facing your accusers in
front of the entire village. It’s how things are done.”

“Yes, I know. Kei, I’ve never
sought to avoid the consequences of my acts. They have a right to
ask, and I consent. Freely, without pressure or other
consideration. I will face them and accept their judgement. Whether
Tiko will let them carry it out is another matter,” he added
wryly.

“We don’t kill wrongdoers. The
worst that can happen is that you’d be banished.”

“Then I can have no fears on
that account, can I?”

Arman took no joy in the
prospect of a purely symbolic punishment. That wasn’t why he’d
consented. “I’ll tell Tiko. If you change your mind, he wouldn’t be
surprised though.”

“No, I’m sure he wouldn’t be.
When will I have to go?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll ask if they
will let us have the night to rest beforehand—it’s only fair you
should be allowed to be as fresh for this as possible.”

“You’re entirely too
considerate, healer, but yes, as you wish.”

Kei almost wanted to shake him,
to make him care about this, but it wouldn’t be in the least bit
kind to do so. For whatever reason, maybe because he felt so
wretched over Loke’s death, Arman was going to allow himself to be
subjected to a humiliating, unpleasant and in the end, completely
pointless trial.

He walked back to the edge of
the camp where Tiko was brewing up tea for the elders. “He says he
consents, and will accept whatever punishment you deem fit.”

Tiko straightened up in
surprise. “Truly? Did you talk him into that?”

“No, I didn’t. I’m not
convinced myself it will do anyone any good, but he wants to do it.
The only thing I would ask is to let him have a night to prepare
himself, Rei. He’s badly injured and had a long day and a long
journey up to now. If he could have a chance to wash and so forth,
to make himself presentable, it would be kind.”

Rei considered, staring in the
flames of the campfire. “I can do better than that,” he said
finally. “I’m a widower and live alone. I would be prepared to turn
my house over to you for his care this night. Tiko, you could keep
him guarded there very well. I don’t want anyone accusing our
village of cruelty to a wounded man, no matter who he is.”

Kei could have hugged this man
for showing the kind of honour he’d always told Arman was innate in
the Darshianese, but which had not been conspicuous lately. “That’s
more than kind. Tiko, if this must be done, this is a fair way to
do it.”

“Yes, agreed. Kei, go tell the
general of the plan, and then please ride back with these gentlemen
and get things ready. We’ll camp at Ai-Darbin by nightfall, and
have him transferred to the house after dark. Rei, can you ensure
there isn’t any unpleasantness? If there is, I won’t allow this,
and I’ll remove him in an instant. He’s to face his accusers in a
clan court, not to be mocked or abused by them in the street.”

“I’ll ensure that, I promise.”
His companions nodded their agreement. “I must say, I’m surprised.
Is this some kind of manipulation, do you think?” he asked Kei.

“No, I don’t believe so. His
feelings over the incident here are...tangled. Perhaps this will
provide some resolution for everyone.”

“We can hope, at least.”

But Kei wasn’t at all sure this
wouldn’t cause a lot of unnecessary pain for all concerned.

~~~~~~~~

Arman was surprised at Kei’s
message, but he found it very hard to care, or to understand why
Kei thought it would make any difference to him when the trial was
or whether he was rested. He would be pleased to be able to present
himself respectably, but since the camp had made some rudimentary
facilities available with canvas and poles and a wash stool
provided in Vinri, that would have been enough. He just wanted this
all over with.

Kei was going ahead, he said,
to get things ready. The wagons moved on again for an hour, and
then orders to set up camp were given. Arman was left on his own
for at least another two hours—nightfall was total before he heard
orders being shouted, and then his wagon began to move. He was
being taken right into the village, he guessed. He wondered how
Tiko would be able to prevent a riot, or Arman being torn to pieces
by an angry mob. For his own sake, he scarcely cared, but it would
upset Kei, which he regretted.

In a way he welcomed this
inevitable result of his actions that day. His life had changed
forever when Loke had died. If it had not been for his death, Arman
would not have met Kei, never known such a beautiful soul, or
learned all he now knew of his kind. But this knowledge had come at
such a heavy price for both of them that it was hard to
rejoice.

Tiko called a halt and shortly
after, he and three of his men came to help Arman from the wagon.
“You’ll need to walk a short distance, general—or we can carry you
on the cot, if you prefer.”

“No, let me walk, please,” he
said. It was still very painful to walk, or rather, hop on his good
leg, but he’d been doing a little bit more every evening with Kei’s
assistance. It would be some time before he could use crutches, Kei
had said—his stomach and his ribs needed to completely heal before
he could bear that. Arman had seen men crippled for life from
breaking a leg—he hoped he wouldn’t be one of them.

The village was suspiciously
quiet. How many people, he wondered, watched out of darkened
windows at the small group of men moving down the street. It wasn’t
far, just as Tiko promised, and Kei was waiting at the door of a
small mud-walled house. “Bring him in and help him sit,” he
ordered, fussing about and getting a low stool to support his leg.
“How do you feel, Arman?”

“I’m all right,” he said.
“What’s happening now?”

“Well, Rei has been kind enough
to arrange some clean clothes for you, and since you really stink,
I think you might like a wash.”

That sounded wonderful. “Yes,
but how?” He’d yet to use the new camp bathing tent Kei had
arranged for his men, and he did smell truly disgusting, despite
Kei’s efforts with wet cloths and clean clothes as often as was
practical.

Kei smiled reassuringly. “It’s
all been arranged. Tiko, I can manage from here.”

The captain nodded. “Very well.
There’ll be two guards at the door at all times, and I’ll be
staying at the clan head’s house if you need anything. If there’s
any trouble, come get me or send someone.”

“Yes—there won’t be. Rei’s
spoken to everyone.”

Arman wasn’t as confident as
Kei, but then, he didn’t care. Tiko left them alone. It was a cosy
home, warm and very neat. Arman had not been in a Darshianese house
before, not in the north, and found the design very different from
those in the south. “Where do I wash?”

“Out the back. Let me.”

Kei helped Arman to stand, no
mean feat considering by how much Arman outweighed him, even with
the weight he had inevitably lost over the last month, and then
helped him hop out to the back of the house to a small shed. Kei
then eased him down to sit on a stool, his bad leg being propped
once more. A stove burning in the corner threw out a lot of heat.
Other than a huge barrel full of water, the shed was empty of
anything but pegs with cloths on them.

“I can’t get into that,” Arman
said, aghast at the idea of trying to climb in and out of the tall
barrel.

“No, I know—it’s a shame
because you’d enjoy it. I’ll just soap you and sluice you off.”

“Wait—I can do that
myself.”

Kei tsked. “I think I’ve seen a
lot more of you lately than your wife ever does. There’s no need to
be modest.” He unlaced his own shirt, and then slipped his trousers
off, so he stood only in his loincloth. “See? Equal.”

“Hardly,” Arman muttered. It
was good to see Kei free of bruising of last, but the man still
needed a good feed. What Mykis’s abuse had not robbed him of, the
journey had, and Kei was now as thin and fit as whipcord.

Kei ignored his mood, urging
him to remove the boot from his good leg, and shed his disgusting
shirt. This left him naked and feeling uncomfortably exposed. “How
long before you remove these stitches?”

There was an eight-inch slit in
his right side under his ribs, closed with a dozen or so neat bits
of thread. Only Kei said it wasn’t thread, but a special gum drawn
into a kind of tough string. A slightly different gum, one which
dissolved over time and that his father had invented, had been used
for the internal sutures. Kei’s father had obviously been a very
clever man.

“Hmmm, in a week or so. I want
to be completely sure you’ve healed. There’s no hurry. You’re doing
well.”

“Oh good, I want to be a
healthy little prisoner of war.”

Kei bent down so he could look
directly into Arman’s face, and touched his cheek. “Arman,” he said
softly. “You’re safe. Try to relax tonight. Now, I’m going to wash
your hair as well. I think you’d enjoy that. It feels
disgusting.”

“Whatever you say,” he said,
resigned to being washed down like a jesig after a race. Kei smiled
at him, then gently combed out the tangles. Water was heating on
the stove—at least no one expected him to bathe in cold water.
“Your baths are more elaborate than ours.”

“Yes, and cleaner, since we
wash before we soak, not lie in our filth as you do. Close your
eyes.”

Kei tipped a pan full of
warm water over him, which felt very good. Kei immediately took
some soap and rubbed it into Arman’s hair, thoroughly washing it
even down to the ends. He left it in as he took a cloth and soaped
Arman’s body all over, taking care around the wound and the damaged
leg. No one, not even Loke, had ever performed such an intimate
task for him, and he flushed with embarrassment. He was grateful
the pain he was in, and his mortification, prevented any other
reaction to Kei’s tender handling—he really didn’t want to have a
conversation about that.

Although Kei had to be aware of
Arman’s discomfiture because of his gift, he behaved as if he was
oblivious to it and that this was all completely normal. “Do you do
this for Reji?” Arman finally asked.

“Oh yes, and he does it for me.
Washing one another is....”

“Foreplay?”

Kei grinned. “Yes. Not always,
I hope you realise.” Arman suddenly understood why Kei was in such
a cheerful mood—the prolonged physical contact with Arman was doing
him good. Pity it was only temporary, even though it made him feel
better too, to have this gentle touch for so long. “Now, rinse.
Close your eyes again.”

It took several dippers of
water before Kei was satisfied, but at last he was ready to dry
Arman’s body and hair with the soft warm cloths hanging on the
wall. Rather to Arman’s surprise, he then quickly washed and dried
his own body—but then Kei wouldn’t like being dirty any more than
Arman did. He wondered how clothes for someone his size had been
made available, but the answer came in the form of a large
shapeless long shirt, made of a soft material with a raised nap.
Was it a woman’s gown? The women of Darshian dressed rather like
the men did, in loose fitting shirts and trousers, although some
wore skirts, especially the older women.

“When do you wear such a
thing?” he asked, rubbing the fabric, unlike anything he’d felt
before, between his fingers.

“To bed, in the winter. But
mostly we sleep naked.” Kei was so unselfconscious about such
matters. None of the Darshianese seemed the least bothered about
nudity.

The shirt made sense then—the
Prij had robes that tied for a similar purpose but they were not as
soft as this shirt was. “Do you bathe together too?”

“Oh yes, it’s something all
families do, and friends.”

“Men and women together?” He
was shocked at the very idea. “Parents and children?”

“Why not? We do everything else
together—why not bathe together?”

Arman didn’t know what to make
of this. Never in his time fighting rebels in the south had he come
across this practice. But then, there were a lot of damn things he
didn’t know about the Darshianese. “It’s odd.”

“No, it’s not, not to us,” Kei
said with a smile. “Now, let’s get back into the house.”

Arman was quickly settled into
a chair again at a table, a clean soft woollen shawl put around his
shoulders for warmth. Kei replaced the wet bandages on the splint
and then handed Arman his own comb. “Here, you can tidy yourself
while I get our supper.”

“Where is Rei tonight? Will he
return?”

“No, he’s staying with his
sister—Reji’s mother, in fact.”

“Your lover is from Darbin? I
didn’t realise you moved about so much.”

“Oh, there’s a lot of
intermarriage between clans, as well as trade and travel. We also
write to our professional colleagues and share ideas.”

Again, this surprised Arman.
Even knowing all he did of Kei and his medical knowledge, he’d
somehow still retained this image of an insular, hidebound people
that never went anywhere or communicated with the rest of the
country. “I had no idea,” he murmured.

“Well, perhaps one day you will
see this land not as a prisoner or an invader, but as a guest,” Kei
said as he worked in the kitchen. “And then you can really see how
we live.”

“That’s most unlikely.” He
combed his hair, wincing at the tangles, but pleased to no longer
feel the grease and the grit in it. His gloomy mood returned as he
thought about the next day, and how it would set a seal on the
hatred between this people and him, if not all Prij. A dull
headache formed behind his eyes—he was probably in for a bad one
again.

Lost in his thoughts, he was
startled when Kei put a plate of food in front of him, and touched
his shoulder. “Eat and stop punishing yourself.”

“Doesn’t this bother you at
all? The reason we’re here? These people have a right to loathe
me.”

“Yes, they do. I don’t. You can
back out at any point. I don’t myself believe this is necessarily a
good thing for you.”

“I thought you were so set on
justice and fairness.”

Kei looked at him levelly.
“Yes, I am. But I’m also set on your welfare and your happiness.
All week this has been preying on your mind, and so has Loke’s
death—you have enough pain in your heart without the additional
agony this will bring. I don’t know what they’re hoping to achieve.
The boy’s spirit has returned to his ancestors and he is probably
already reborn, as is Loke. You and I both know you’re not a
criminal, not a cold-blooded killer, so preventing you from doing a
similar act doesn’t come into it. Since I don’t believe in revenge,
the whole thing is pointless to me. Clan courts exist to settles
disputes and punish wrongdoing within the clan, so we can continue
to live harmoniously. They’re not designed for this purpose. I
don’t agree with them doing this.”

“You’re ignoring the wishes of
the boy’s family, and his clan. They clearly don’t think it’s
pointless.”

“I’m not them, and you asked
about me, not the clan.” He nudged his plate. “Go on—you should
enjoy a change from bean stew.”

His headache and his depression
had robbed him of his appetite, but there was indeed a refreshing
variety of food before him—proper bread, cheese, dried fruit and
even some pickled vegetables. He forced himself to eat because Kei
wanted him to, but the food could have been dirt for all the
pleasure it gave him.

Kei watched him as he ate, but
gave no clue as to his thinking. The whole situation, being in this
house, eating the food and wearing the clothes of those who hated
him, being warm and comfortable only because he was due to be tried
as a killer....

“I’ve been giving the hostage
situation some thought,” he said as a way of taking his mind and
Kei’s off the looming trial. “I really believe that even if I laid
out every plan I have for Utuk’s defences, there would be no way of
retrieving the hostages before they could be killed. The problem is
time—a battle to the town would take so long, Mekus or the
sovereign could have them all executed before your forces got
there. All that would happen is there would be a slaughter on all
sides—civilians would die, and in great numbers.”

Kei was clearly distressed by
the news, as Arman would only have expected. “But if there was a
way of getting to the centre quickly—”

“It would take more strength of
men and arms than even the Prij could manage. I’m in the same
situation as your people are since I don’t have details of the
Darshianese defences, and I don’t imagine they want me to have
those either. I’m prepared, subject to some assurances, to give
them help over this. But somehow I doubt such information would
help.”

“Will you talk to Tiko about
this? He might have an answer.”

“Yes, I will. I said I would do
anything.”

Kei nodded and reached for
Arman’s plate. “You’re no longer talking about betraying the
Prij—why is that?”

“I suppose that while I want my
people to survive and thrive, I no longer want that at any cost.
This Darshianese campaign has exacted too high a price for us and
for you. If saying that, believing that, makes me a traitor, so be
it,” he said with a shrug. “It doesn’t mean I’ll put a sword in any
man’s hand to lift it against a Prijian citizen.”

“I would be shocked if it
did.”

Kei took the plates to the
kitchen and washed them, leaving them to dry on the stove. He came
back and picked up the forgotten comb. “You made a poor job of
this—and your beard is becoming quite terrifying. Why don’t you
shave it? Most of your fellows are clean shaven.”

“Loke...used to say the same
thing,” he said, his chest becoming tight as he remembered. “I can
manage my own damn hair,” he added gruffly, reaching up for the
comb.

But Kei moved back out of his
reach. “No, let me, I’d like to. You’ve played with mine, so it’s
only fair.”

Arman forced a smile on his
face. “You know, if you were a woman, there would be many ways I
could take that statement.”

“Do whatever you like with it,
Arman.”

He expected Kei to begin
combing his hair. Instead he placed his thumbs at the back of
Arman’s neck—and within moments his headache had completely
disappeared. Shocked, Arman grabbed Kei’s hand and pulled him
around where he could see him. “How...how did you know and how did
you fix it?” he demanded. “That wasn’t just a massage!”

Kei looked at him calmly.
“I knew because your emotions are coloured by your pain, Arman.
It was a massage, I promise you. I just know where to touch you to
stop it hurting.”

Kei’s expression was open and
innocent, but Arman still had the impression he wasn’t being told
something. “All right. Sorry, you gave me a shock. But thank
you.”

“You’re welcome,” Kei said
peaceably, gently combing Arman’s hair.

The release from the pain and
the grooming were soothing, but unfortunately, it meant Arman no
longer had anything to think about other than the following day.
Kei sighed and then he pulled a chair around to sit next to Arman.
“Why?” he asked quietly. “Why are you agreeing to do this when it’s
hurting you?”

“I don’t know except I feel I
must.”

Kei reached over to brush a
lock of his hair away from his face, a curiously intimate gesture
that puzzled Arman. “Is it Loke? Something he would have wanted,
you think?”

“I don’t...not
consciously...believe so. I can’t explain it.”

Kei nodded, his finger still
combing gently through Arman’s hair around his face. “This, being
in Ai-Darbin, must be painful for you as much as it is for the
villagers.”

“It is.” Arman tried to pull
away from Kei, remembering what this had to be doing to him. “I’m
sorry, you don’t need to be feeling my pain on top of your own. Let
me be.”

“No, it’s all right,” Kei said,
continuing to stroke his hair. “You know, I feel Loke must be
reborn as someone very special. Perhaps he will come back into your
life again, and you can show him once more how much you loved
him.”

Arman looked up at him. “I
don’t believe in such things,” he said, his voice harsher with his
grief than he meant it to sound. “But you really believe his spirit
has come back to earth again?”

“Assuredly, for where else
would it go? Your gods will run out of room eventually—it’s not
practical to keep everyone in heaven.”

Despite his sorrow, Arman
laughed at the idea a major tenet of the Darshianese religion, like
its medicine, could have a basis in simple common sense. “When I
see Karus again, I’ll put that to him, and ask him for an
explanation. He’s bound to have one.”

“Good, then you can write to me
and tell me what he says. But you’ll need to learn your characters
better than you have.”

“I will,” Arman said. “I’ll
practice every day until you faint in wonder at my astonishing
literacy.”

“I’ll frame each letter. I’ll
invite people to my home to marvel, truly.”

“You know, I imagine you
probably will.”

“Oh, I will,” Kei said
with a bright smile. “We don’t have much to amuse ourselves in
Ai-Albon.” Kei brushed his hair back off his face
again—it really must need
cutting—and then, quite unexpectedly,
leaned forward and placed the gentlest and most respectful of
kisses on his forehead. “You need to rest. The bed’s down here as
you can see. I’ll sleep here too.”

“But what about—”

Kei briefly covered his mouth
with his fingers. “Same room, not the same bed. And...you need it,
I think. Yes?”

“Yes. I shouldn’t need it,
though.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,
general,” he said gently. “Now, to sleep. I’m ordering it.”

“Yes, my lord physician,
Kei-gidu.”

Kei stood and got a grip under
Arman’s armpits. “Now if only all my patients were that
respectful.”
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The truly terrifying thing was
the silence. Kei had hoped for bad weather, which would have meant
the court would have been held in the clan head’s house with far
fewer people to watch. But no, the day had dawned bright but cold,
offering no reason for the hearing not to be held in the square in
front of the entire clan. After a night filled with painful dreams
Kei was powerless to ease for him, Arman’s resolution had turned to
raw depression. As Kei explained to him what would happen, he
seemed indifferent, almost bored. Kei wondered again why he was so
determined to go through this. All he sensed from Arman was intense
guilt and sadness—no fear at all. But Kei remained afraid on his
behalf, and wished something would happen to prevent this whole
business going ahead.

Nothing did. Tiko called at
Rei’s house, together with Rei and Felik, the village’s healer, who
wanted to check on the clan head’s behalf that Arman was fit enough
to stand trial. Arman endured being poked and questioned, until the
healer had grunted and said he was doing well enough for someone
with such serious injuries. Felik wouldn’t allow Arman to walk.
Overnight, he, Tiko and the village carpenter had rigged up a chair
with a leg rest which could be carried without causing Arman pain.
The only change in Arman’s emotions to that point was embarrassment
as he was picked up in the contraption and carried to the door. Kei
was to be allowed to sit with him during the business—supposedly
for Arman’s benefit—but ironically, only because of this concession
would he get through it himself, with all the many strong and
painful emotions that would undoubtedly be unleashed.

Tiko was also unhappy at this
trial, and Kei even detected a grudging sympathy for Arman’s
situation, which surprised him since he assumed Tiko would think
this was all Arman deserved. Perhaps as a soldier, he had more
appreciation of the things that might happen in a war, even though
up until now the Darshianese army’s main military role had been
carrying out civil engineering projects and policing the large
civilian population in and around Darshek.

Arman was silent as he was
carried up the street to the square. Everywhere people watched—but
no one said a word, not even the children. It was eerie, seeing
such big eyed curiosity, but not hearing a single “Ma? Who’s
that?”

The square was packed, of
course. At the north end of it, the ten village elders and the clan
head were seated. Arman’s chair was placed in front and to the side
of the table that acted as a sort of barrier between judges and the
crowd. Kei was told to sit in the chair placed next to Arman. He
saw Tiko’s men forming a line between the villagers and the
crowd—and, to his surprise, the Prijian soldiers were also there,
sitting to one side. He didn’t think Arman would be pleased about
that.

The clan head, a grey-haired
woman with a straight back and steely gaze, stood and spoke in a
clear, authoritative tone. “People of Ai-Darbin, General Arman of
the Prij has agreed to face an accusation by the clan. General
Arman, please confirm you accept the authority of this clan
court.”

“I do so confirm,” Arman said,
in the cold calm voice Kei remembered from his first encounter with
the man.

“Those who make the accusation,
let them come forward and state it.”

A middle-aged man and woman
came out of the crowd, holding hands tightly. Their grief and anger
were as powerful as it must have been the day their son died, but
the man spoke calmly, clearly and loudly enough for all to hear.
“I, Jik, accuse Arman of the Prij clan, of deliberately and
unlawfully killing my son Timo in this square during the month of
Harvest-tide.”

“And I, Meri, also accuse Arman
of the Prij clan, of this crime.”

The clan head nodded. “Jik,
Meri, step back. Arman of the Prij, do you deny this
accusation?”

“No, madam. I admit it.”

For the very first time, there
was a ripple of noise, of surprise, through the hundreds of waiting
people. Kei put his hand on Arman’s arm, needing that stability as
the waves of emotion hit him. “Do you offer any defence to this
accusation at all?”

“No, madam. I have no defence.
I unlawfully and deliberately killed the boy Timo, if that was his
name, during the month of Harvest-tide, as charged.”

That the clan head had clearly
been expecting nothing like this was an understatement. She made a
hurried consultation with the elders. “Very well, did you have a
reason for committing this act?”

“Yes, madam. I was taking
revenge for the death of my servant.”

More shocked mutterings. Arman
was trembling very slightly, although he appeared utterly composed.
“Arman of the Prij, your people have different laws. Was this act
lawful under your own system of justice?”

“No, madam. The killing
violated our usual practice and my own orders.”

“Which were?”

“That if any of our people were
killed, ten villagers should die for each Prij death. If I had
followed my orders, sixty of your people should have been put to
the sword that day.”

The clan head blanched, and the
elders shifted in discomfort. “So you’re saying that according to
your own rules, fewer died than might have?”

“Yes, madam.”

“Would you explain why you
chose not to follow your orders that day?”

“Because,” Arman said, his
voice now catching a little, “I felt so enraged and grief-stricken
that if I began to order executions, I would have slaughtered the
whole village. I killed the one responsible for my servant’s death,
and handed the matter over to my fellow general, instructing him
not to order any more killings. In truth, I didn’t care about my
orders at all, only about the death of Loke.”

“I see.” More hurried
consultation. “You lost six men, but you were avenging only one?
Please explain why.”

“Because Loke—” His hands
clenched into painful looking fists on his thighs. “He had not
quite reached his seventeenth birthday. He...was a childhood
friend, my companion for eight years. His mother and he lived with
my family for that time. His mother still does. He wasn’t a
soldier, just my page. His death—”

He stopped talking and bowed
his head, swallowing back tears. Kei looked pleadingly at the panel
of elders to allow him a break. The clan head signalled to someone
in the crowd, and shortly afterwards a woman carrying a mug of
water came towards Arman, looking rather terrified of him. Kei
accepted the water from her, and came around in front of Arman.

“Drink it,” he said in a low
voice. “Regain your composure.”

Arman accepted the mug with
shaking hands and sipped from it twice, then handed it back. He
straightened up. “I’m fine,” he said curtly. “Let me finish.”

Kei took his seat again, but
kept his hand on Arman, who continued in a firmer voice. “At the
time I felt his death was unfair, since he was a non-combatant, and
the use of a bomb...we don’t use such weapons in the army. But the
soldiers knew they were risking death and were paid to do a job. It
was less unexpected that they died.”

One of the elders spoke this
time. “You say, ‘at the time’, general. And now? You have changed
your mind?”

“Yes...I...I still grieve for
him.... But his death is my fault, not anyone else’s.”

“How so, general?” the clan
head asked.

“Because invading your village
was a crime in itself, and Loke died as a result of that. The boy
Timo was doing what I would have done, had our situation been
reversed. The Prij should not even have been here for Loke to have
been killed.”

Now the shock came from the
soldiers—of both sides. He wondered if any of them had ever heard
an officer admit fault so publicly. He felt proud of Arman having
the courage to do that, but his words would have consequences that
might not be easy to predict.

Arman was still worryingly
pale, and Kei insisted he drank more water before they continued.
He wondered where this would go now. No doubt the boy’s parents had
expected the cold arrogant general they must have encountered that
day, and were looking forward to venting their rage and grief on
him. Arman’s calm admission of guilt on every point took that
opportunity away from them, which might not be a good thing.

It certainly confused the
elders and the clan head. “Before we pronounce judgement, does any
one wish to say anything, either for or against the accused, or
about the victim?”

Jik stepped forward and faced
Arman. “Yes, Seya. I want to tell this man what losing our only
child did to me and my wife. He used to work our fields, but now we
have to ask other people for help. We come home, and his smiling
face isn’t there. There is no one but ourselves to talk to now, no
one to brighten our old age, and all we have now is our sorrow.
That is what you have done, general. Did it make you happy?”

Arman looked at him squarely.
“No, it did not. I offer sincere regrets for my actions. They were
wrong and criminal, and I apologise. I accept whatever punishment
you choose to mete out for that crime.”

“Pretty words,” Jik spat. “But
where is my son for all that, you murdering Prij bastard!”

“Jik, that’s enough,” the clan
head said sharply. “Anyone else?”

No one else wanted to speak,
and the clan head looked ready to call an end to the court. Kei got
to his feet. “Seya, with your permission?”

She frowned at Kei. “Yes?”

“Seya, I am Kei of Ai-Albon,
healer, and one of the hostages as some of you may know.” He saw
some of the people nod, and felt their curious sympathy. “I don’t
wish to speak for General Arman—but no one is speaking for the boy
Loke, who was wrongfully killed as much as Timo was.”

“Are you calling my boy a
murderer?” Jik shouted, trying to push forward but Tiko and the
other soldiers blocked his path.

Kei turned in his direction.
“Jik, had anyone been harmed in the village when Timo threw the
bomb?”

“No! But there were hundreds of
soldiers—”

“Yes, I know. But was Timo
under personal threat?”

“Of course! The Prij...they
walked in, took over—”

Seya held her hand up. “What’s
your point, Kei? Timo isn’t on trial, General Arman is.”

“Yes, I know. I’m just saying
that Jik and Meri have exercised their right to accuse him over the
death of their son. He’s not accused them over the death of his
friend, so I will. I accuse them of aiding and abetting a
deliberate and unlawful killing through inadequate control and
education of their son.”

The reaction was all Kei could
have predicted, people shouting, Jik’s face becoming red with fury.
Tiko had to struggle, with the assistance of some of the cooler
heads of the clan, to keep order. “What in hells are you doing?”
Arman asked furiously, tugging at Kei’s sleeve to try and make him
sit. “You have no right—”

“I do. I want justice for Loke,
even if you won’t argue for it.”

But Arman wouldn’t accept it.
“Clan head! Madam! I demand you have him withdraw that
accusation!”

The clan head ignored Arman
until calm—of a kind—was restored. “I’m afraid that’s not how it
works, general. An accusation has been made. Jik, Meri, step
forward.”

“Are you joking, Seya? This
damn healer, he’s crawling up this general’s arse for some favour
or other—how can we trust him?”

Kei couldn’t help
flushing at this slur. “So, it’s all right for you to exercise your
lawful rights because it’s someone you love, but I can’t do so on
behalf of a boy for whom no one else will speak? A child beloved by
both mother and friends, who now grieve for him?” He turned back to
Seya. “I’m a soul-toucher. Ever since I first encountered the
general, the most marked feature about him was the pain he bore
over the loss of this child, his dearest friend. It made him cruel,
unthinking and fuelled a bitter loathing of our kind. I would be
the first to admit he terrified me—he terrified all the hostages
because of that hatred. I honestly believe, both as a healer and as
a soul-toucher, General Arman was not fully in control of his mind
for many weeks after that. Even now, he’s depressed, and suffers
nightmares and a sorrow easily as deep as that of Timo’s parents.
Do you not have a mind-speaker here who could verify
that?”

“Kei, please shut up,” Arman
muttered.

But Seya held up her hand.
“General, will you allow a mind-speaker to do this?”

“No!” he shouted, his hands
gripping the arms of his chair with white knuckles.

“Then you say Kei is
lying?”

“No...please, just—” He bowed
his head. “Kei wants someone to speak for Loke. I’ll do so. He was
a child without any fault of temper or arrogance, kind and
thoughtful, devoted to me and to his mother, a bright, joyful,
loyal and utterly beloved soul. I loved him as tenderly as a
brother and to the day I die, I will mourn him, as will his
mother.” He turned a little to look directly at the crowd. “I would
beg you, if you curse our race, to exempt him from that because he
doesn’t deserve it. He wished no Darshianese harm, and never harmed
another person in his life. I claim responsibility for his death. I
was the one at fault. I make and support no accusation. I don’t
want his name bandied about in this manner either,” he added,
glaring up at Kei.

Kei was sorry to add to Arman’s
pain, but this was too important to drop. “Seya, Timo killed to
protect what he loved. Arman killed because what he loved had been
torn brutally from him. To call it a deliberate act is to ignore
the circumstances.”

She held up her hand. “Very
well, all the speakers’ words will be considered. General Arman,
please wait while we confer. You can be taken inside if you want?”
Arman shook his head. “Kei, please attend to your patient. Everyone
else, restrain yourselves. I won’t allow this to be turned into a
free for all.”

Kei crouched at Arman’s side.
“Are you all right?” he asked in a low voice. Arman was shaking and
pale, and in some physical pain. “Let me have you taken back to the
house—they can bring their judgement to you there.”

“No. You shouldn’t have spoken.
You’ve made things worse.” Arman looked up at him with sorrowful
eyes. “Why invite those people’s hate?”

“Why let them portray their
child as a helpless victim? Someone let him get his hands on a
mining explosive. Someone didn’t tell him it was wrong to kill. The
boy, so I heard, was Loke’s age. Old enough to know his act would
bring consequences on his head, young enough that someone should
have made sure he wasn’t running loose that day. He and whoever had
charge of him were irresponsible enough not to care who his bomb
killed or maimed—what about those soldiers? Weren’t any of them
married? Did they have children? It wasn’t just those six, was it?
It’s like the Ai-Vinri hostages—the effects of their deaths ripple
outwards. If Timo’s parents didn’t tell him that, didn’t stop him
or try to stop him, then they are partly responsible for his
actions and his death.”

“Would you fight so hard for
anyone, healer?”

“Yes. Without hesitation. It’s
not because I’ve crawled up anyone’s arse,” he added with a
scowl.

“Ignore that. It means nothing
when they know nothing.” He still gripped his chair as if he was
afraid he would fly out of it. Kei put his hand over Arman’s right
one. “Gods, what are they doing? I admitted the charge. Why don’t
they get on with it?”

“I don’t know, but your hands
are cold.” He stood and turned to the crowd. “Will someone please
bring me something hot to drink and another shawl?” Arman was still
dressed in the nightgown, with his heavy cloak concealing it—he
should have been warm enough, but stress added to the effect of the
weather. “Please?”

At first, there was no
movement, but then he saw Reji’s mother moving away, hopefully in
search of something warming. He crouched again and held Arman’s
hands, feeling worried about him and what this all was doing to
him. Arman stared down at his lap the whole time, and refused to
acknowledge his presence.

“Healer, here, take this.” It
wasn’t Reji’s mother, but Tiko, holding out a steaming mug of tea.
Kei thanked him and made Arman hold it and sip from it. Only when
he was satisfied at least some of the liquid was inside him, did he
stand again and draw Tiko off a little away so he could speak
privately.

“Are you going to be able to
keep control?” he murmured, looking at the people massed in front
of him. The emotions he felt were a confusing mixture of anger and
puzzlement, and even still some curiosity for the Prijian general
slumped in the chair. There wasn’t, to his relief, the degree of
mindless fury he’d expected—only Jik and one or two others who may
have been relatives, were still that angry. The rest seemed to be
considering all they’d heard.

“If you don’t pull a trick like
that again, we might,” Tiko said tartly. “Have you lost your mind,
provoking people like that?”

“It needed saying.”

“Yes, but now?”

“When else? Tiko, listen. Arman
says now he’ll cooperate with the Rulers, subject to some
assurances, but he can’t think of a way to rescue our people. It’s
just....” Kei lowered his voice. “He doesn’t know...you know...and
it might make a difference if he did. Can you ask them what to
do?”

Tiko’s frown lifted. “He did?
Of course I’ll ask them. This is good news, Kei.”

“I hope so. He really wants to
help. I swear that.”

“Yes, I think he does. You
know, his men aren’t happy with him saying the Prijian invasion was
wrong.”

“No. But it still
was wrong.
He’s just accepting the truth. Look, they’re back.”

Tiko moved back to his
position. Kei sat down again, and took the mug out of Arman’s
unresisting hands as the elders filed into their seats and Seya
stood. “General Arman of the Prij, will you hear our decision?”

“Yes, I will,” Arman said
quietly.

“You’ve been accused of
deliberate and unlawful killing. We find that accusation is not
proven.” Kei heard the crowd, as one man, draw breath to shout a
protest at this astonishing finding but Seya held up her hand. “The
charge was that it was deliberate—in our usage, that means
cold-blooded or premeditated. After hearing the evidence, we find
you did not kill the boy Timo with a clear mind, or cold-bloodedly.
However, the killing was unlawful, both under your laws and our
own. We therefore impose six months’ labour upon you, to be
undertaken in this village by the command of the elders, to
compensate the village for the loss of Timo. However, you also have
the right to demand compensation on behalf of the boy Loke’s
mother, because we judge he was also unlawfully killed. Do you wish
to do so?”

He shook his head. “She’s
well-provided for, and nothing will bring her child back. I accept
your punishment, but I’m unable to carry it out at the moment, as
you know.”

“Yes, I know, and you are not
held liable for that inability. However, it stands until such time
as you choose to return to serve it. Jik, Meri, you have been
accused of aiding and abetting deliberate and unlawful killing.
That accusation is not proven. But you are judged guilty of aiding
and abetting unlawful killing by reason of your inadequate control
of your son, and for that, you are severely censured. Since no
compensation is demanded, that issue is closed. No one is now to
carry forward grudges, blame or accusations, nor to seek further
retribution over this—this matter is now over. I have spoken.
General, you have our thanks for agreeing to this proceeding. We
are all aware this was entirely voluntary on your part.”

“You have...my thanks...madam.
I....” His voice faded as he swayed a little and turned pale
again.

Alarmed, Kei stood and put his
arm around Arman’s shoulders to help him sit up. “Please, end this,
Seya,” he begged. “He’s had enough.”

“Yes, agreed. Felik, Rei, make
sure he’s cared for until he’s fit to leave.”

Felik signalled and men came
over to help carry Arman back to Rei’s house. Tiko grabbed Kei’s
arm. “What in hells is wrong with him?”

“Just strain and lack of
sleep, I think. Just keep everyone away—they’ve had their pound of
beans from him,” Kei said bitterly. And please, let this be an end to this, finally.

~~~~~~~~

Arman didn’t remember much
about being brought back to the house, as he’d suddenly felt so
dizzy it was all he could do not to pass out. He found himself
being lowered onto a bed, and Kei’s worried face hovering over him.
He grabbed at the front of Kei’s shirt. “We...have to leave
now?”

Kei held his hand and crouched
down. “Not yet,” he said soothingly, his hand on Arman’s forehead.
“I just want you to rest for a while, and not worry about
anything.”

“I...need....” Actually, he
didn’t know what he needed, but his body seemed to. Kei’s face
blinked out.

When he woke, Kei and Tiko were
having a low-voiced, urgent sounding conversation on the other side
of the room. “...speed things up,” he heard Tiko say.

“Kei?”

Kei left Tiko standing there
and came back to Arman’s side. “How do you feel?”

His head was pounding and he
still felt sick. “Not...great.... How long did I sleep?”

“Not that long. Now, don’t try
to move—you’re not going anywhere today.”

Arman still wanted to sit. With
an exasperated look, Kei found him a couple of pillows to prop him
up, then fetched him some water which he insisted Arman drank
before he would let him speak. Arman obeyed with an ill grace and
handed the mug back to him. “I don’t understand. Aren’t you in a
hurry to get to Darshek?”

Tiko came away from where he
was leaning against the windowsill. “More than ever, general. Kei
says you’re ready to cooperate with the Rulers. What are your
conditions for that cooperation?”

“All our soldiers returned to
Kuprij.”

Tiko grunted. “We don’t want
them anyway, so that’s no hardship.”

“I still want to minimise loss
of life—the problem however, isn’t that. I haven’t been able to
think of any plan that would actually work, however many deaths
there were—because your people will die.”

“But if the Rulers were able to
provide answers to that, you’ll assist us? Betray the Prij?”

Arman’s gut turned over at the
phrase, but he still nodded. “To the limited extent of helping
right the wrong of the hostage situation. If the intention of the
Rulers is to overrun Kuprij, then I won’t lift a finger to help.
Does that satisfy you?”

Tiko nodded. “That’s fair. I’ll
tell them that now, see what they say to it.”

“Wait...how can you do that
when we’re hundreds of miles from Darshek?”

That only earned him a smug
grin. “Never mind about that, general. Now, Kei’s had a word with
the healer here and they both think two days’ rest here would do
you more good than a week on the road, so you’ll be staying here.
However, I’m going to send your men on—they can make better
progress if we don’t have to take your condition into account. They
could be in Darshek nearly a week sooner if the wagons travel as
fast as they’re able to. I don’t need your permission—but I’d like
your consent anyway, since they’re your men.”

“No, go ahead—even if they’re
prisoners, it will be easier on them. Kei—you won’t travel with
them?”

Kei shook his head. “No, I’m
not really needed. They’ll stop at the villages en route, and be
checked over, but I wouldn’t expect any problems at this stage.
You’re by far the worst case, and you remain my primary
concern.”

“Until Albon, you mean.”

Kei bit his lip. “Yes, I
suppose. It depends on various things.”

Like
what? But Arman knew better to ask here
and now.

Tiko clapped his hands and
rubbed them together, looking a lot more cheerful than Arman could
remember him appearing. “Right, I’ll give the orders for their
departure. We’ve got the stores loaded, and there’s no reason to
delay. General, do you want to speak to them again?”

“Do they want to speak
to me?” He hadn’t missed the looks on his men’s faces during the
court, or been confused as to why they were so angry.

“I think...maybe it’s best for
your peace of mind if they don’t,” Tiko said with a surprising
amount of kindness in his tone. “You’ll see them again in
Darshek.”

“General Jozo can take
charge of them...or.... Ah.” Tiko’s expression said it all. So poor
Jozo was dead. He hadn’t asked because he didn’t think they’d tell
him, but he’d suspected as much from the way all their hopes seemed
to be pinned on him. Not that Jozo would have made any concessions.
He’d have slit his own throat before doing so, and was probably
even now watching from the heavens and wishing Arman would do the
same. Sorry old friend. This
has to be this way.

“I’m sorry, general,” Tiko said
gently. “But they’ll be well treated, I assure you. We haven’t
saved their lives only to lose them through neglect or cruelty
later.”

“I’m sure,” Arman agreed. “Wish
them good luck.”

“I will. I’ll be back later. I
think Kei would appreciate you not trying to do too much
today.”

Kei scowled at Tiko’s back as
he departed. “Damn soldiers—damn soldiers with paternal delusions.
But he’s right—I do want you to take it easy, Arman. Felik thinks
the jolting and the position really isn’t helping you heal—so we’re
going to see what we can do to improve that for you.”

Kei went to take the pillows
away, but Arman wouldn’t let him. “No, damn it. Not until someone
explains how Tiko can get orders from his masters so far away soon
enough to make a difference.”

Kei brushed back a loose lock
of hair from Arman’s face, but wouldn’t meet his eyes. “At some
point, you’ll know too much about our defences for us to let you
leave, not at least without being completely assured you won’t
betray that knowledge. I’m trying to give you the choice to be able
to leave even if you don’t help us. Do you understand?”

“I think so...but if you have
some kind of secret weaponry, it could make all the difference to
the success of the plans you want me to make.”

Kei sighed and leaned his elbow
on the bed. “I know. It comes down to mutual trust, and I don’t
expect you to trust the Rulers any more than they can trust you,
not until you meet. So we’re going to try and speed up that day,
but it has to happen in a manner that doesn’t injure you or cripple
you.”

“You’re not going back to
Ai-Albon yet, are you?” He found Kei’s hand and squeezed it.
“You’re not ready?”

Kei nodded, and now looked at
Arman with sorrowful eyes. “ I just can’t face it. Being here,
feeling the villagers, knowing their reactions to what I’ve seen,
done and experienced will be similar.... Once the hostage situation
is solved, tempers will be less fraught, and perhaps with some
distance...but not now.” He laughed wryly, but there was no humour
in it. “You know, Jik wanted to kill me today. Kill you too, with
his bare hands—all because you killed their boy. But he can’t
imagine how you might have felt exactly the same way because their
son killed Loke.”

Arman squeezed Kei’s fingers
again. “Jik hasn’t had you to help him.”

“Jik wouldn’t listen even if he
did. There was some trouble while you were unconscious—he turned up
here with a knife and now he’s being sat on somewhere at the other
end of the village. Hasn’t he learned anything from today?” Kei’s
eyes flashed with indignant anger. “Revenge doesn’t take away the
pain.”

“No,” Arman said regretfully.
“It doesn’t. But I can understand his reaction.”

“So can I. But he’s still
wrong.”

“He’s in good company—I imagine
the whole village is out for our blood.”

Kei smiled suddenly. “No,
you’re wrong about that. Rei actually said he was very grateful
you’d come to the court, so they had a chance to know what had
happened that day, the real reasons. He even said he was very sorry
another child had died. Um....”

“What?”

“Well...Seya asked me to ask
you. I know Loke’s not buried here or anything, but they really
feel bad he died because of one of their people’s crime, and they
can’t even offer compensation to his mother. They want to put a
little marker up in the graveyard here, so on the Day of the
Ancestors, they remember to thank him too and wish him well in his
new life.”

Arman had thought he had no
more tears left in him, but he was wrong. His vision blurred up
painfully as he said, “That...would please Mari, I think. It would
be fitting.”

“It doesn’t offend you, an
alien religion honouring your kind?”

Arman made himself smile. “Loke
will know what is meant by it—and he'll also know which belief is
right by now. So it will cause no offence. I think it’s an
honourable thing to do.”

“So do I. I’ll tell her, and
I’ll also tell her you’re going to try and have their people sent
back.”

“The chances are incredibly
slim. Were I to walk in with a thousand men up the Avenue of the
Gods, I think it wouldn’t be enough.”

“I know that but I’m still
grateful you’re prepared to try.” Kei stood. “Now, rest. I’ll bring
you some lunch but you aren’t going to be moving around today at
all. Your body needs a break from that. Your mind needs a break
too,” he added softly. “Do you feel it was worth it, what happened
today?”

“You opposed my wishes. I
didn’t want to cause more pain.” Arman was still angry about that,
and Kei knew he was. “I was trying to close the wound.”

“If you close a wound over an
infection, you end up with gangrene. Better to leave it open a
little and let it heal from the base up, than to stitch over at the
top and lose a leg later. You made a great impact today—opened
people’s eyes up when they were firmly closed before. Don’t regret
it, even at the cost of some pain to some people.”

“I’m not at all sure the
analogy works,” Arman said dryly. “But it’s done. If I can get the
hostages back then I will feel I have atoned a little.”

“As you say. Now, I told you to
rest.” He leaned down and whisked away the cushions while
supporting Arman’s back, then pressed his head down gently with a
hand on his forehead. “You’ve done all you need to for now.”

Yes, for
now. But he still had to save these
sixty-nine people he’d wrongfully removed from their homes. That
would make facing a little village court look like a walk through a
field of flowers.
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Kei sat on a stool, watching
Arman sleep and taking a guilty pleasure at the warm peace he got
from holding his hand. Such a shame it didn’t work both ways,
although Arman derived a little comfort from having him near.

He wasn’t sure how he
felt now he’d decided to delay a return home. Myka would kill
him. Reji would kill him. But at the same time, the decision which
had been giving him such agony had been made, and there were many
definite benefits, at least to Darshian. He felt sure that Arman
would be able to solve the hostage situation. He didn’t know how,
or whether the Gifted would make a difference—they’d never been
used in a war before, or even in serious defence. Most of them were
rather odd, independent people, isolated from all but each other by
their powers and their infertility. They were honoured and
privileged, serving Darshek in many important ways, but they were
also feared a little, even by the lesser gifted. The Rulers
couldn’t force their cooperation, only ask. A lot might depend on
whether they liked Arman or not, as simple as that.

As for Arman himself...Kei
sometimes found himself astonished at how thoroughly the man was
entwined in his heart, and how deeply it would hurt to say
good-bye. It wasn’t even—or mainly—the relief he got from his
internal misery, because he was growing used to that. He’d survive
in some fashion even without Arman’s help. It was simply that Arman
offered him the kind of intellectual stimulation his parents used
to give him, with the affection he’d come to expect from Reji, but
with a need of his own that Reji didn’t have. Reji was a
self-sufficient person, a free spirit, which made him an
undemanding and joyful lover. But Arman longed for stability and
peace in his home life—how ironic he was married to someone who
would forever deny him both. It was also what Kei longed for—a
quiet life, pursuing his researches, serving those he loved, and
sharing his life with someone who was his and he, theirs.

In another time, in another
place.... Kei felt destined to look forever across a gulf created
by circumstance at those he loved—or those he could so easily love.
He could only hope that after he had a chance to consult with the
masters at the academy in Darshek, he might find the answer to what
was troubling him, and be able to return to Ai-Albon to live as he
wished. He couldn’t help but worry that Arman’s future looked even
less secure than his own.

The front door opened and Tiko
stepped in. Kei put his finger to his lips to signal him to be
quiet. Tiko waved at him to come outside.

Kei got his cloak and followed.
“Neki can watch him for a little while,” Tiko said. “You and I need
to talk about the journey plans, and I want you to see
something.”

Tiko’s soldier slipped inside
the house—Kei could trust the man to come find him if there was a
problem, which he wasn’t expecting. “Word’s come back—the Rulers
want him up there with all possible speed, and want me to work out
a way of doing that.”

“And will they tell him the
truth?”

“When they meet him, yes. They
don’t seem too concerned by his conditions—it’s only what one would
expect. You’ve done a good job with him.”

Kei grabbed his shoulder
and glared at him. “And what does that mean, exactly?”

His anger surprised Tiko. “Just
what I said. You’ve convinced him to help.”

“I did nothing of the sort. He
came to that conclusion on his own—he always said he would help,
but he had to decide what he would give up to do that. You know if
he does this, he’ll be treated as a traitor. He might never be able
to go home.”

“Yes. But he’s burned that
wagon already, if you ask me. The minute those men of his get back
to Kuprij, the general’s a dead man.”

Kei went still, shocked to his
core. “No. Surely they understand.”

“Yes, they do. They understand
one of their generals freely and without any coercion sat in an
enemy gathering and told them the Prijian invasion was wrong. You
gave me to understand the sovereign of Prij wasn’t the most
forgiving person in the world. What do you think will happen when
she hears about that?”

“But...to make a man live in
exile, or to return to be killed.... How can we ask that? How can
he even offer?”

Tiko shrugged. “As for your
last point, well, he has more of a conscience than most Prij, or
maybe he really did lose his mind when that boy of his died. Living
in exile may be hard, but I’d rather one of them did it than
seventy of ours. At least he’s had a choice about it.”

“But...do you think he’s
realised that yet?”

“You tell me, healer.
Does he strike you as someone who does things without thinking?
Normally? Because he strikes me as a thinking man, and a
clever one. Which is why the Rulers want to meet him before they
tell him much because this might just be some huge
trick.”

“It’s not,” Kei protested. “I
know it’s not.”

Tiko laid a kindly hand on his
arm. “I know you think you know, but if you’re completely truthful,
you’re not unbiased and you know you’re not completely in control
of your gift.” As if reminded by his own words of that very fact,
he took his hand away, even though, in fact, Kei was no longer
troubled by the milder emotions he sensed from others. “I’m not
calling you a liar, nor do I say you’re wrong. But you’re not a
military man. He strikes me as sincere. But he wouldn’t be a
general at his age if he wasn’t very good at inspiring
confidence.

Kei felt depressed at hearing
this—that Arman’s great sacrifice was still seen as a game by the
Rulers, and even by Tiko, when Kei knew how much it hurt him. “I
still stand by my belief in him. Now, show me this thing.”

Tiko led him to the edge of the
village to the wainwright’s workshop. Actually the wainwright,
Ruik, was also the village carpenter, the same man who’d made the
clever chair for Arman’s convenience so quickly. “Oh, you found
him. Come in, healer. Tiko said you might be interested in my
little cart.”

Kei frowned. “I know nothing
about wagons or carts.”

“You don’t need to,” Tiko said
with a grin. “Come over here.”

He was taken to the back of the
workshop, where an odd-looking, lightweight cart stood. “I built
this for my son, who likes racing urs beasts and wanted to see if a
way could be found to race the carts too. This beauty is one of the
fastest I’ve designed, and see this?” He showed how the seat was
suspended in leather webbing. “That absorbs a lot of the jolting.
Makes it a sweet ride.”

Kei was still puzzled. “The
general can’t drive such a thing.”

“No, I know. But Ruik has a
larger cart in which he can fix such a seat at the back. The
general could sit in it, tolerate faster speeds, and the cart being
smaller, will also move much more easily than the wagons. The only
problem is the cart is too small to sleep in, but he doesn’t need
to sleep all day, does he?”

“No. He only does that because
he’s in the dark and forced to lie down. If he could sit,
especially forward...and you would lift him in and out just as
easily?”

Ruik nodded. “The cart is
designed so you can slide the box out from the structure. All it
needs is four fit men to lift it from the back with poles. I built
it to move smaller loads around the place that didn’t need a wagon
for the job. I can make a throne for his majesty so wonderful the
Rulers of Darshek would claw each other’s eyes out just for the
right to sit in it.”

He grinned as he described it,
and Kei smiled in response. “All right. Make it and we can test
it—how long will that take?”

“Oh, just today and tomorrow. I
don’t have to build most of it from scratch, just modify a few
things I have.”

Ruik reminded Kei of his father
when he’d hit upon an idea. His enthusiasm was infectious. Maybe
this strange object really would come to life.

Tiko took him away from Ruik’s
preparations, over to one corner of the workshop near the stove.
“Now, this cart can do nearly twice the speed of the wagons, but
the beasts can’t. We could easily do a good fifty miles a day—more
if we were lucky with the weather and the road, and the beasts were
the best quality.”

Kei stared. “But that would
mean we could be in Darshek in three weeks or less.” The journey by
wagon usually took over five—much longer on foot, of course. They
would be travelling as fast as unencumbered beasts could do.

“In theory, but the road won’t
necessarily sustain that speed every day, and the general is still
injured, so that might slow us down too. What I propose is that we
move as fast as we can to Ai-Tuek, Ai-Albon and so forth, and let
him spend a day resting in each as needed. We’ll still make better
time than we would in the wagons, and he’ll spend more of that time
resting. The Rulers have already ordered the villages to provide
whatever we need in the way of lodging, fresh animals, food and so
on. We’ll travel light—can he sleep in a tent, on just a bedroll,
do you think?”

“No. Not yet. He’ll need a
well-stuffed pallet or a cot, and to be kept warm.”

“Then we get that, and he
shares a tent with you or me. The weather is a little warmer—there
won’t be a way of fixing a permanent cover to this cart, so he’ll
need to be provided with better clothes. Seya says they’ll provide
whatever they can from here, and Ai-Tuek can send people to meet us
if there’s anything we find we’re lacking. So you won’t be delayed
much more than you would have been in getting home. Just a month or
so, if that.”

Kei’s main concern was
how this speed would affect Arman, but if he truly could be made
comfortable and
they could end this tedious journey faster, then
this could only be a good thing. “I’ll make a list—he’ll need a
good, comfortable bed when we stop in the villages, decent fresh
food, and a bath. It will do much to allow him to tolerate this
pace. It’s not otherwise something I would recommend—the journey to
now hasn’t been kind on him.”

“Yes, I know,” Tiko said,
sounding surprisingly sympathetic. “I’ve been surprised how
patiently he’s borne it, considering. Give me the list, and we’ll
follow your directions completely. No point in getting him there as
a corpse.”

Kei scowled. “I don’t like to
hear my patients described like sides of meat.”

“You can be a touchy little
bastard, you know that?”

But Tiko wasn’t really annoyed.
In fact, he looked very satisfied with himself. Even Kei felt his
mood lifting at the idea of things moving faster than they had
been. He liked to ride beasts but the trudging pace they had been
maintaining was frustrating, although it was faster than being on
foot—barely. He imagined Arman felt the same, although he’d never
complained.

“There’s something else.
There’s just the four of you now—can you protect him from the likes
of Jik?”

Tiko stopped smiling. “Seya
will see to it,” he said solemnly. “She’s damn furious at his
disobeying a direct order from the court and from her, let alone
him attempting to kill someone receiving the hospitality of the
village. She’s not the only one angry at that. Don’t worry about
Jik. Still, if the general could travel now, it would be
better.”

“He could—but two days of
proper rest, proper food, would make a lot of difference.” Kei had
felt rather annoyed with himself when Felik pointed this out and
how the poor diet of the journey was inhibiting Arman’s healing.
Kei had got so used to eating whatever he could, whenever he could,
that he’d forgotten how important this factor was to an injured
man. It was a reminder that his knowledge and experience were still
in their infancy, whoever his parents were. He really did need to
finish his training at the academy, or find someone to mentor him.
Felik had been a healer for fifteen years, and he understood how
things were with a patient much more quickly than Kei did simply
because of that experience. Kei had hoped to have at least as long
to work with his mother as his teacher and his senior. He’d never
expected to be handling such things as he had so young. It
mortified him Arman had been suffering because his healer was
sloppy and forgetful.

He made himself pay attention
again to Tiko, but the captain was mainly just running through the
other supplies they’d need. “Do you need me still, Tiko? I should
return to Arman.”

“No, go on. Now you’re
also to rest and recuperate. This’ll put us all to the test, so I
want everyone fit and ready. You’d better believe
I intend
to eat some decent food for a change, and get myself a bath—I swear
there are animals living in my loincloth.”

Kei had to smile at the image.
“Better hope none of them like to eat snakes then, or your wife
will divorce you for inability to perform.” He ducked Tiko’s quick
cuff to the back of his head. “Don’t worry, I don’t need
encouraging to enjoy not having to sit on a beast all day, or shit
sitting on a pole. Or eat real food—don’t ever tell Neki but he
makes the world’s worst bean stew. Do me a favour and find him
another duty on this part of the trip?”

“Oh, gods, don’t remind me,”
Tiko groaned. “I’ve never farted so much in my life after it was
his turn to cook. I’d rather eat nothing but jerky for a month than
go through that again.”

“Agreed. Perhaps I’ll volunteer
for the rest of the journey. I’d cook every night to be spared
that.”

“Right, then, you’re on, my
lad. Neki can dig the latrines.”

Poor Neki. So strong, so
kind—and the taste sense of a six-day-dead urs beast. Kei had had
to find something else for Arman to eat that night—Neki’s stew
would have blown a hole through his stitches. “You can give him
that news. I’ll see you later. Will Rei be returning to his
home?”

“No, his sister says he can
stay—you won’t be disturbed. I thought it best.”

“Thank you.” Rei was a very
kind man, but Kei wasn’t sure Arman would be able to stand
interacting with a stranger for very long, at least not today.

Tiko waved him away, and
wandered over to talk to Ruik, who’d been making a huge amount of
noise as they talked. Kei was curious to see this cart when it was
done. If it could travel this fast, and more could be made which
could carry bigger loads or more people, it might give life in
north Darshian a very different character. Arman had spoken of the
possibility of there one day being a means of fast transport up and
down north Darshian—of a day when it might take a month instead of
more than two to transport goods the vast distance between Darshek
and the Trejk Mountains. There seemed little point while north and
south were still split by the Prijian occupation—a split that would
now continue, since the Prij had been evicted from the north.

It had been a great blow to
Darshian, the separation of the country this way in the year Kei
had been born. The very little he had seen of the south had shown
him what riches it held, with its fertile, well watered land and
mineral wealth. No wonder the Prij had laid greedy eyes on it,
living on their mountainous, overcrowded island home, and had been
quick to bring both food and plants back to Kuprij to brighten the
rather stark existence there. Pity they’d not brought the culture
back too. Pity they only wanted to dominate, not learn. In twenty
years, their society had not changed at all, except in what it ate
and how wealthy it had become. In their hearts, they were still the
savage marauders, desperate for living space, who’d surprised
Darshian with their ferocity and overwhelmed the larger population
with pure brutality. That such a society had produced a Karus was
astonishing. That it had produced Arman as well, was a miracle.

Neki was at the door when Kei
arrived at Rei’s house. “Ah. I was just coming to tell you he’s
woken up.”

“Thank you. Tiko’s with the
wainwright, I’m not sure what he wants you to do.”

“Be right here, healer. No
one’s getting in or out without our say so.”

Kei looked at the man-mountain
in front of him. Arman would be quite safe with Neki on duty. Tiko
had chosen his tallest, strongest men to be the three to travel
with them for this next part of the journey. It would make moving
Arman about much easier, for certain.

Arman had persuaded Neki to
help him sit up again. “How do you feel?” Kei asked, going to him
and sitting on the stool.

“Better. Gods, I didn’t realise
how tired I was until I could sleep in a real bed again.” He lay
back against the pillows with a groan. “I’m not looking forward to
getting back into a wagon.”

“Good, because you don’t have
to.”

Kei quickly explained to
Arman’s obvious puzzlement. “But this contraption—can it cope with
the roads here?”

“So Ruik says. We can only
see.”

“Hmmm, he’d be better off using
springs like the calashes do. Maybe I could talk to him—”

“Maybe you can talk to
him tomorrow,” Kei said firmly. “But
first you eat. I’ve been neglecting you in that way, for which I
apologise.”

Again Arman looked puzzled. “We
eat what everyone else eats.”

“Yes, but it’s poor fuel for a
sick man and I’ve been neglecting you in that way. So now you’ll
eat properly and rest properly, and have a chance to bathe every
three days or so.”

Arman smiled. “Almost heaven
then.”

“By comparison, yes.” Kei
looked more critically at Arman, noting his colour was better, but
that he still looked tired and in pain. “Do you hurt enough to need
pijn?”

“No. I do feel better, truly.
Stop fussing, healer.”

Kei raised an eyebrow at the
lordly tone. “It’s my job, general. But now, food.”

Arman’s appetite was also
better, and although his mood was still somewhat sad, there wasn’t
the deadening depression of before. Getting the court over with had
done him some good, given him a little peace. Or perhaps it was
simply the gesture of the village towards Loke—Kei could only
guess, and wouldn’t ask. Arman’s peace was a fragile thing, and not
for poking.

As Kei cleared up, Arman spoke.
“I’ll confess one thing to you. I’m going out of my skull with
boredom. I don’t suppose they have any books written in Prijian
lying about?”

“I think that’s highly
unlikely. I don’t know what makes me so sure, but I suspect that’s
the case.”

Arman gave him a wry look for
his sarcasm. “Then perhaps I should start keeping a journal. ‘My
life among the Darshianese.’”

“You could, and if you want,
I’ll make sure you have a book to write in. But....” He wondered if
Arman would still be interested. He came to sit down next to Arman
again. “I still have the medical text in my pack—I haven’t looked
at it since we were on the boat with one thing and another, but, if
you wanted to work on that?”

Arman’s forehead wrinkled in
surprise. “That was just something to keep you occupied and stop
Mekus being suspicious of you. Surely you have far better things to
do now.”

“Not right this minute, and as
we’ll now have more leisure to fill between here and Darshek, it
will do as well as any other. I mentioned it to Tiko once, and he
thought such a thing would be useful for his men. If we offer it to
the Prij too, maybe....”

“Maybe?” Arman gave him one of
his piercing looks.

“Maybe they’ll forgive
you...you know, for helping us.” Kei looked at him earnestly. “I
don’t want you punished as a traitor.”

“Ah, my dear, innocent Kei. A
medical book, however useful, won’t stop them stretching my
neck.”

Horrified at the idea, Kei’s
hand clutched at his own neck in sympathy. “Doesn’t it bother you?
To be branded a traitor?”

“Yes, of course it does. But I
am already a traitor by our law, so it’s too late. I won’t betray
my own personal standards, but to the Prij, I’m lost.”

“But....” Kei took his hand.
Arman wasn’t as calm as he sounded. This subject caused him a good
deal of sorrow. “If the Rulers were to cover it up somehow, what
happened here, any help you gave them...?”

“And my men? Would you kill
them or keep them prisoner forever?”

“Can’t we explain to them?
Aren’t they loyal enough to you?”

“Not that loyal. It works this
way, you see. You in Darshian are first loyal to your clan, and
your village, which I take it are the same concept in many ways.
Correct?” Kei nodded, not sure where Arman was going with this.
“Then you owe loyalty to the rest of your fellow Darshianese
because of family ties, friendship and because they are the same
race. Only then, after all that, do you owe any allegiance to the
Rulers because they are chosen by you through your clan heads, and
serve you, not the other way around. Am I right?”

“I guess.” Kei hadn’t really
thought about it before like this.

“But the Prij see it the
other way around. To them, the gods select the sovereign,
who is the Prij spirit embodied. We of the Prij serve the
sovereign as a living expression of the gods’ favour, and our
loyalties to any other official, or even to each other, are because
we all exist to serve and protect our nation, represented by the
sovereign who is considered omniscient and infallible. This means
my men are loyal to me because I serve Her Serenity—the second I
stop doing that, they have no obligation to me at all, and I become
an enemy of all Prij.”

Kei stared at him, aghast at
this screwed up view of the world. “But...you have no such blind
loyalty. Why?”

“Ah.” Arman smiled a little
wryly. “That theory’s fine for the common folk. We in the nobility
know the sovereign is just one of us and put in place by
intermarriage and politics, and that Her Serenity’s power depends
on the allegiances and ties she has with the elite. We consider
ourselves as blessed by the gods as she is. Or, rather, I used to.”
He expression darkened. “I’m not saying any senator would attempt
to depose the sovereign, but each family is manoeuvring hard for
one of their sons to be Her Serenity’s husband, and to produce the
next sovereign. There’s also the fact that many sovereigns die
childless, and thus there is a lot of bargaining over wills and so
forth. It’s just the same as breeding jesigs—except jesigs don’t
tend to invade other people’s territory and take hostages.”

“You sound so bitter. Did we do
this? Have you changed so much?”

More than you
can imagine, dear healer. “Yes and no. I
never thought much of Kita’s intellect or her as a person, although
she’s a strong sovereign. I used to believe the gods supported the
Prij, and we could do no wrong because we had their blessing. Any
small misfortunes came about because it was somehow part of their
immense plan for our race. Although my life hasn’t been the
happiest, I never blamed the gods for that—until Loke
died.”

Almost without willing it, Kei
lifted his hand so he could stroke his fingers through Arman’s
messy hair in comfort. “We don’t believe the gods direct any human
activity, only the spirit world. We believe they reside alongside
us, but that we are responsible for our own actions, and that all
things happen in this world for a logical, testable reason. I don’t
believe Loke died because of the will of the gods, because our gods
have no such power.”

Arman gripped his wrist
painfully, but not in anger. “Then either the gods I’ve believed in
all my life are a lie, or they have no care for their creations. In
either event, I care no longer what they bless. Kuprij has no more
right to rule than Darshian. I won’t help Darshian overtake my
people—but my people will no longer have my help to dominate the
Darshianese.”

“What will you do?” Kei
murmured, not fighting Arman’s grip, but still continuing his
soothing touch. “What of Karus?”

He felt Arman’s pain at his
question. “I don’t know. I would spare him the sight of me being
strangled in the civic square, and if that means never seeing him
again, so be it. It’ll hurt me, but this is the consequence of my
own past decisions and actions.” He shrugged. “As for the rest of
it—do you think Darshek can use a treacherous former Prijian
general?”

“The Rulers will be grateful,
Arman. We know this is hard for you.” Kei freed his wrist from
Arman’s grasp so he could slide his arm around his shoulders. “You
will be honoured as a peacemaker. There is hardly a more favoured
description in our culture.”

“Then that’s something,” Arman
said calmly, but Kei sensed he already regretted his lost life,
such as it was. Kei wasn’t sure if the Rulers could offer him a
better one, or if it would ever make up for losing his position,
his home and his family, or of knowing his name would be one to be
spat upon for generations. Kei made a vow to himself to do all he
could to ensure the Rulers fully appreciated the sacrifice Arman
was about to make—and to do all he could to make sure that
sacrifice was not in vain.

~~~~~~~~

Amazing how two nights’ rest
had made such a difference to his well-being. Even though the first
was troubled, and the court had been a severe strain, simply not
being jolted around in endless darkness had lifted Arman’s mood. He
was growing soft, he thought wryly, even as he relished the comfort
of Rei’s borrowed bed. His guts were much less painful, and his leg
had left off the interminable ache that drove him to distraction
some days, to the point where he had to bite his tongue not to beg
Kei to drug him into insensibility just to get through the
journey.

That was only part of it,
though. Kei’s constant companionship, and the fact Kei himself was
less strained because of that companionship, made his enforced rest
much more pleasant, as did the renewed work on the medical guide.
As it had been before, it was an excuse for a cultural education, a
way of trying to understand the differences in thinking between the
two people, to learn the language and the lettering, and something
to distract Kei—and Arman—from what awaited them, albeit in very
different directions. If the captain’s plan worked, Kei would be
back in his village for two nights within a week or so. That would
surely test his resolve to go all the way to Darshek, and his
control over himself. Kei’s moods were so markedly affected by the
degree of contact he had with Arman, he was surprised no one had
noted it. Or perhaps they had—which would explain the
suspicious looks Arman got from time to time from Tiko, although
the man’s overall hostility towards him was much
reduced.

Tiko was understandably gleeful
at being able to bring Arman with his possible solution to the
hostage situation to the Rulers. Despite Arman’s repeated warnings
he probably couldn’t do what they hoped he could, the Darshianese
captain had an irrepressible air of hopefulness about him. Arman
wasn’t looking forward to their reaction when he explained the
difficulties. They were putting rather too much faith in whatever
dark secret it was they were hiding from him—if this secret was
that astonishing, they wouldn’t need him.

All he could do was force
himself to concentrate on the present, and in the present he was
more comfortable and more entertained than he had been in three
weeks. After lunch on his second day in the village, Tiko came in
to see them. “Right, gentlemen. General, do you feel up to testing
your new carriage?”

Kei glanced at him. “Up to you.
Do you feel up to being bounced a little?”

“A little—yes. I want to see
this vehicle.”

“Good, then let’s take you
over,” Tiko said, clapping his hands together. His cheerfulness
annoyed Arman nearly as much as his perpetual sourness had before.
The captain poked his head out the door and signalled to his men
who came and waited for his order. “We’ve arranged for the more
hostile of your friends to be kept away, general, but I’m afraid
everyone else wants to see this new cart in action too. I think
there might be an element of wanting to see a Prijian general fall
on his arse too.”

Kei’s hackles went up
immediately—his protectiveness was so endearing. “Drop him and
you’ll answer to me. He can’t bear that even as a joke, do you
hear?”

Tiko grinned ruefully as he
shook his head at a lad of half his age telling him off. None of
Arman’s captains would have been so unconcerned. “You need to relax
more, my lad. Just because people want to see it, doesn’t mean
we’ll provide it.”

He signalled to his soldiers
who moved to pick up the strange chair that Arman had been moved
about in before. Kei fussed around Arman and got a cloak around him
and a boot on his good leg. “The second you are in too much pain, I
need to know, understand?”

Arman grabbed his chin and made
Kei look at him. “Will. You. Stop! I’m not an infant, you
know.”

“Oh, and here I was thinking
the Prij were born over six feet tall with golden beards. My
mistake,” he said, his eyes crinkling up a little in amusement.
“Now. Carefully.”

Arman was speedily placed in
the chair and his leg carefully supported, before the chair was
raised on poles like a litter, and the soldiers took him from the
house.

There were people everywhere—in
doorways, and at windows, some actually in the street itself.
Unlike the first time he’d seen these villagers this way, there
wasn’t the same suppressed anger, the same eerie, rather
threatening silence. There was in fact a lot of ordinary noise,
people speculating openly about his appearance and the way he was
being carried. Arman was used to this from his frequent
participation in public displays in Utuk, but his cheeks still
burned a little from embarrassment. He really hoped they wouldn’t
drop him, on his arse or anything else.

The wainwright’s workshop was
at the far end of the village. A small cart stood waiting, already
hitched to an urs beast and on the ground near it was a kind of
open box with a cradle in it, in which a leather seat had been
placed. The back of the box was arranged so a passenger could rest
their back against it, and there was even padding attached to it to
buffer the vibration. This, he surmised, was to be his chair for
the next few weeks. A man came forward and bowed. “General, I’m
Ruik. I’m the one who built this for you.”

“Then I thank you, sir. Shall
we try it?”

He was lifted into the thing
very easily from the chair—it was of a height that would allow Kei
or any of the soldiers to assist him in and out of it. Then the box
was lifted, again on poles, and slid easily into the cart—he would
face forward, which would be bliss. The box was locked securely
into position and the poles stored neatly underneath—the
craftsmanship was of an admirably high standard. Ruik climbed into
the driving seat and turned to face him, “There’s no cover over
this thing like we have with the wagons. Tiko said we’d have to
make do with blankets and cloaks.”

Arman examined the cart’s
design. “If you were to attach canvas or an oilskin here and here,”
he indicated, “then you could shield my body from the wind. If it
rains—if you were to put poles up at the back there....” He pointed
to where he thought they could be fixed. “Then it could form a
complete shelter. It would be too small and stuffy to use all the
time, but as a temporary measure, it would work well.”

Ruik seemed surprised at his
readiness to offer comment. “You have an artisan’s mind, general.
The suggestions are good ones.”

“I’d like to talk to you about
designs later, if you have time. I note you don’t use springs here,
but they’re another solution to the problem of vibration and
jolting.”

“Springs? I like to hear more
about that—”

There was a loud clearing of a
male throat. “If you two gentlemen don’t mind,” Tiko said, “we need
to get this trial over with in case the thing doesn’t even
work.”

Ruik grinned. “Oh, it’ll work,
you cheeky bastard. Right, general, are you ready?”

They set off at a walk until
they were well outside the village, and then Ruik set his beast to
trotting. The motion was most unusual, but hardly unpleasant, and
so far removed from the unpleasant hard jolting of the wagons,
Arman wondered that anyone would use any other means of travel once
they had tried this. The cart moved along easily—a faster speed
might risk crashing or even breaking an axle on the rough road, but
this gentle trotting speed was perfect. The beasts could sustain
this for several hours—he assumed Tiko planned to change over the
animals pulling the cart during the day.

More than that, he would be
able to see what was happening and where he was going, and he would
be prepared to endure a lot more discomfort than this to escape the
prison the wagon had become. Ruik turned the cart around and they
trotted back to the village where a crowd had gathered to watch
them ride back. He waved regally to them, feeling flushed with
pleasure at the successful experiment. Tiko beamed with
satisfaction. “Well, that settles that then. We can leave tomorrow
morning.”

“I want to make some
adjustments to the covers—the general made some useful
suggestions—and I think I can make the cradle easier to get in and
out of. But it’ll be ready, don’t worry,” Ruik assured him.

Kei came up to the side of the
cart and peered at Arman. “Was it all right? It was
comfortable?”

“Wonderfully so. Get Ruik to
show you, if you don’t believe me. Captain, is there any objection
if I were to stay to talk to the carpenter?”

Tiko looked around at the crowd
who were as fascinated as ever by the goings-on. “Not if you don’t
mind being the centre of attention for a while longer.”

“Not at all. It’s not like it’s
anything new to me,” he said loftily, just to poke at Tiko, who
duly scowled. “Get me down from here, please? There are some ideas
I’d like to share with Ruik while I’m still here.”

~~~~~~~~

He expected Kei to begin
objecting within the hour to his prolonged visit with the
wainwright. Ruik worked as they talked, and Arman described the
operation of the calashes and other jesig-drawn vehicles while Ruik
made the changes he’d suggested to his present vehicle, with a few
innovations of his own. To his surprise, Kei listened to the
discussion and joined in occasionally without the slightest
indication of anxiety. Arman was also surprised when food and drink
was brought for all of them, Tiko and his men included, so they
could continue chatting and exchanging ideas. In fact, it was close
to dark and lamps had been lit before Kei finally suggested, not
very enthusiastically, they really should call a halt and begin
preparing for the departure early the next day. Even then, he
allowed himself to be distracted by something Tiko said, and said
nothing more about stopping until Ruik lifted his head and said,
“Oh, hello, Seya.”

The clan head walked into the
workshop carrying a lantern and regarded them all with a slight
smile on her face. “Ruik, I see you have our visitors
entranced.”

“Not at all, it’s they who’ve
been enchanting me. I’ve had the most wonderful ideas from Arman
here. If I can get enough iron, I think I could revolutionise how
we transport goods in future.”

She raised an eyebrow and
looked at Arman. “Once again you manage to surprise us, general.
Are you feeling better?”

“Yes, thank you.” Kei moved to
stand behind Arman’s chair and placed a protective hand on his
shoulder. “I’m grateful for your allowing me to stay.”

“No more than we are for what
you’re planning to do for our people. I know we met under the most
adverse of circumstances, but I wanted to tell you I’m very glad
you came to our village a second time. I hope the benefit to you is
as great as I feel it has been to us.”

Kei’s hand tightened a little
on Arman’s shoulder, so he placed his own hand over Kei’s to
reassure his friend. “I fear Timo’s parents will never feel that
way. I wish...is there nothing I can do while I’m here?”

“No, not now,” she said calmly.
She was quite an impressive leader of her clan—what a general she
would make. “Meri, I think, will come around eventually.
Jik...unfortunately, he’s always been hot-tempered and not a strong
thinker, and I’m afraid his son was the same, to all our sorrow. I
doubt speaking to you personally would do other than to inflame
their anger again. Let time heal, general. It works for many
things, as I think you are finding.”

He bowed his head in
acknowledgement. “One day I’ll return to complete the sentence
you’ve placed on me, if I have any power to do so.”

She smiled. “I hope to see that
day, although I find it hard to imagine it. You’ll be made welcome,
general—Arman. Such things are intended to benefit both victim and
the guilty party. It’s not meant to humiliate.”

“I can only say again how much
I regret my actions and my part in this war.”

“To hear you say that is
something none of us expected. Kei, is it really wise for your
patient to sit in the cold like this? It’s gone suppertime.”

He felt Kei start behind him.
“Oh gods! Ruik, we really have to stop. Tiko, please could
you—”

“Calm down,” Tiko said, winking
at Arman. “Yes, it’s time to stop.” He signalled to his men. “Ruik,
we’ll leave as soon as there’s any light at all in the sky. I’ll be
down here an hour before that to get the cart hitched. Don’t make
any more changes to the thing, please—the Rulers will put a luxury
tax on it.”

Seya coughed in a way that
sounded suspiciously like a laugh. “True. Let me walk you back to
the house.”

It was now completely dark,
their audience of curious villagers long since gone back to their
homes and their evening meal. Seya walked calmly alongside Arman’s
chair, and entered the house after him, waiting for him to set on
the ground again before she spoke. “Farewell, then, Arman. May your
journey be a safe one.”

“May your village thrive and be
left to live in peace, madam.” He still found it odd the way the
Darshianese didn’t use titles between themselves—he felt it deeply
disrespectful, himself.

“That’s all anyone wants,” she
said. “Kei, thank you also for your service. I know your family
will be eager to see you again.” Kei bowed but said nothing—he
always became rather quiet when his family or village were
mentioned, Arman had noticed. “Goodnight, gentlemen.”

She swept out and Tiko grinned.
“Another conquest, general. That’s quite a spread of
catches—healers, clan heads.... I’d like to know your secret.”

“Shut up, Tiko,” Kei said
crossly, ordering the soldiers to take Arman to the bed. “Perhaps
his secret is his manners, something you’ve not learned in forty
years.”

“Nor you in twenty, my lad. You
mind how you speak to your elders—you might be as tall as a tree,
but you’re not too big for a spanking.”

“Try it and I’ll lace your next
stew with tirsel leaves. You’ll be shitting too hard to spank
anyone.”

Tiko grinned at Kei’s bad
temper. Arman sighed. However fast they travelled, this would be a
very long journey.
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The first day on the road had
been amazingly enjoyable. The weather was good, the road dry and
firm—“good racing conditions”, Arman had commented as he was placed
into his “chariot.” All of them were feeling refreshed and fit
after a two-day break—three nights on a real bed had re-energised
Kei, and even his nightmares hadn’t been so awful for a change.
Arman was visibly blooming, and Kei wanted to keep it that way. Not
only was Arman to have two good nights’ rest for every three or
four on the road, Kei had insisted they carry many more fresh fruit
and vegetables than had been possible before. It meant somewhat
heavier loads for the two pack beasts, but the absolute weight was
less because they only needed to carry stores for four days instead
of over a week. They would all benefit from better food.

There was no doubting the
pleasure Arman felt in being freed from the wagons. Every time Kei
looked at him, he was smiling a little, enjoying the crisp cold
fresh air and the sunlight. Ruik had ensured he was largely
protected from the wind by a large oilskin which came up to Arman’s
neck, mounted like a tent over the cart box. Under it, he was in
the warmest clothes they could scrounge for him, his bright hair
hidden under a wool scarf. He looked rather odd, but hardly cold or
uncomfortable.

Travelling at the speeds they
maintained, made conversation difficult, but it didn’t matter.
Arman seemed to be enjoying the scenery, even though, being still
winter, all the plants were dormant and they were weeks away from
the first buds and shoots appearing. The last and only time Kei had
travelled this route, he’d been too tired to know more than where
his feet were to be placed. Now he saw it with Arman’s eyes,
knowing how strange and flat it must appear. Arman had seen it
twice before of course—but in the circumstances, he could have
taken little interest in it. Though he was now undoubtedly
preoccupied by what was expected of him in Darshek, he was not so
lost in his thoughts that his attention wasn’t also on the
landscape around him.

Tiko wanted them to make the
maximum speed they could, to give both beasts and men the longest
possible rest in Ai-Tuek. He expected them to be there easily
within three days instead of the six a man on foot or a walking
beast would take. A day in Ai-Tuek, four more on the road—and then
Kei would be home, briefly. Ai-Albon had acquired a mind-speaker
temporarily, sent to the village from Darshek while the conflict
with the Prij was ongoing. Myka, Reji and everyone else would know
he was coming—and that he wasn’t going to stay. He’d already begun
to rehearse the arguments in his mind.

Still, it was good to ride at
more than walking pace, and the cold air was invigorating. By the
time Tiko called a halt near a small waterhole, he said he’d
calculated they’d made sixty miles that day. Despite that, Arman
was in better shape than when they’d had travelled less than half
that distance in a single day before. His obvious lack of
discomfort proved how much pain he’d previously been concealing,
and Kei cursed himself at not having taken more steps than he had
done to prevent it or ease it. He wasn’t sure what he could have
done in the circumstances, but there had to have been more than
protecting the man from Neki’s explosive stews.

With such a small of group of
them, there was no need to distinguish the prisoner from his
guards, nor did Kei feel that was how the soldiers saw things.
Arman was manifestly no flight risk, and since Kei would not leave
his side, and Tiko enjoyed talking to Kei—and even, he might
grudgingly admit, the general himself—they just sat around the same
campfire, eating the same food, and listening to the same bad
jokes. Soldiers could be astonishingly vulgar, Kei discovered. He’d
expected Arman, high-born and well-educated as he was, to be
somewhat disgusted by it, or perhaps just bored, but he wasn’t. He
wasn’t exactly forthcoming with the stories of sexual adventure
Tiko’s men could tell, but he just listened, and smiled, and seemed
almost at peace.

The only time tensions rose was
when it came to settling who shared which tent. The soldiers used
small two-man tents, and to save space, exactly three had been
packed. Though Arman would hate it, Kei felt he really had to ask
Tiko to share with the general. To his surprise, Tiko shook his
head and asked Kei to step away from the others so they could talk
privately. “You know he’d be easier about it if you shared the
tent.”

Kei was slightly surprised Tiko
was pushing them together after spending so long being suspicious
of their friendship. “That’s as may be, but it’s better for me if I
don’t.”

Tiko quirked a disbelieving
eyebrow at him. “Really? Because I’ve noticed something very odd
about you two. When you slept in the wagon with him, you always
looked better rested and so did he. It was the same in Ai-Darbin.
I’d rather not listen to the pair of you mutter and cry out all
night with bad dreams, or have you keep the rest of us up that way.
So you’re sharing a tent and that’s it.”

“No, I
can’t,”
Kei said furiously. “It’s not good for me to—”

“To...?”

“To feel good...damn it, it’s
like giving spirits to a habitual drunkard!”

Tiko was taken aback. “Being a
bit dramatic there, aren’t you? Look, it’s for three weeks. You’re
a lot better than you were when I first met you. Can’t you grit
your teeth and enjoy yourself for that long, or is punishing
yourself how you plan to get over what’s bothering you? “

It sounded stupid even to Kei’s
ears. But at the same time, it could set back what he’d achieved
thus far by weeks, even longer. Still—he was going to Darshek, so
it might not matter. If there was a solution, it would be found
there, not in Ai-Albon. “All right,” he said with ill grace. “But I
don’t like being pushed around.”

“I’m an army captain, healer,
it’s my job to push you around. Come on, man, stop looking so
morose! The general could be wearing a cast-iron loincloth for all
the threat he poses to you.”

Tiko seemed to think that so
long as Arman wasn’t a sexual predator, Kei faced no danger from
him. He couldn’t push this point without exposing more of himself
than he wanted—and there was the undoubted truth that he and Arman
both suffered excoriating nightmares when they slept apart,
although Arman still did so occasionally even when Kei was close.
Kei could only accept the practicality of the situation, and hope
he’d come far enough along his recovery for it not to make too big
a difference. There was also the simple fact that sleeping next to
one of the soldiers would be uncomfortable, although he’d tried to
convince himself he could bear it. A small part of him was relieved
that he now wouldn’t have to.

He got Arman settled on the
thick padded pallet, and then dragged his own bedroll into the
tent. Arman was astonished at his doing so. “Kei?”

“Don’t ask,” Kei growled. “Damn
that man.”

Arman was forced to sleep on
his back, so he couldn’t move any closer, or even curl around
himself for warmth. Kei settled on Arman’s good side, and, giving
into the inevitable because they would end up that way later
because of the cold, he cuddled close to him. “I’m going to enjoy
this and then pay for it later,” he muttered.

“He made you sleep in here?
Tiko?” Arman’s hand curled around Kei’s braid the way it always
seemed to. “Why?”

“Because he’s a meddling old
bastard,” Kei said, hoping it was loud enough for Tiko to hear.

“I’m sorry—should I speak to
him, explain?”

“No,” Kei said with a sigh,
reaching around to touch Arman’s cheek. “It probably doesn’t matter
and we’ll sleep better, it’s true.”

“Well, I apologise in advance
for making you feel good,” Arman said solemnly, but Kei could hear
the smile in his voice. “But since you’re here, move closer, would
you? I’m cold.”

Kei did as he was asked,
and once again found himself amazed at the peace lying next to
Arman could bring him. Pijn
for my soul, he thought regretfully, even
as the warmth of Arman’s affection washed over him, an irresistibly
pleasurable sensation that made him want to live in those arms
forever. Which was not and never would be an option for him, so he
better damn well not get used to it.

~~~~~~~~

The truly irritating thing
about Tiko being right over the sleeping arrangements was enduring
his self-satisfied smile the following morning. Of course Kei had
slept well, and Arman had rested peacefully too. That wasn’t the
issue, Kei thought angrily as he dismantled the tent, Arman
watching at the side, seated on his stool.

“Getting upset about this won’t
make it better,” Arman said mildly.

“That’s easy for you to
say—you’re not the one who’s likely to have to live with this mess
for the rest of his life!”

“No, I’m going to have to live
with the guilt of having caused it. You’ve been a lot better
lately. You handled things in Darbin so well—is it possible you’re
getting better anyway?”

“Some things are better,” Kei
admitted grudgingly, folding the canvas as Neki had painstakingly
instructed him. “But most of it is being with you. As soon as we
have to part, it will be no different.”

“I’m sorry,” Arman
murmured.

Kei was hurting him with his
bad temper, and this wasn’t Arman’s fault. He went to him and laid
a hand on his shoulder. “No, I am. It’s been a good break for me,
and I’m enjoying this time—I’m being a coward because I know what’s
coming and fear it.”

Arman smiled up at him.
“There’ll be an answer in Darshek. I feel it in my bones. If the
answer turns out to be that you have to keep me in a jar in your
house in Albon, then I’ll certainly consider it.”

Kei laughed. Arman could make
him laugh so easily sometimes. “You’re loopy.”

“No, just Prijian. We better
get moving.”

They had an easy journey to
Ai-Tuek, overtaking the slower moving wagons carrying Arman’s
soldiers on the second day. A day after that, they arrived in the
village just before dusk and were received by the elders. All the
facilities Kei had demanded for Arman were freely provided, and no
one bothered them in the least for the two nights they spent there.
Arman was in good shape—far less tired than three days in the
wagons would have made him, and brighter in mood. How much of it
was because he was now away from Ai-Darbin, Kei wasn’t sure.

The villagers were content to
let Tiko be the one who interacted with them, passing on Kei’s now
nearly four-month-old news of their hostages, and deflecting
invitations for Kei to join the clan head for a meal. Tiko reported
when he dropped over to see how they were both getting on, that
there was nearly as much curiosity about Arman’s ‘chariot’ as there
was about Arman, and the village wainwright was busily sketching
designs and making notes, which amused Arman to hear. He and Kei
worked together a little on the medical text but although he was in
amazingly good condition for the distance they’d come, he was still
tired from the journey, and spent some of the day sleeping with Kei
watching over him, glad to see him so much improved.

And then they were off again.
Kei spent his days feverishly practicing the exercises he’d been
taught, and the nights in Arman’s gentle, unthreatening embrace,
letting Arman’s cultured voice shred his fears and exposing them to
simple logic. “You’ll be gone at most another six weeks.
Considering you could so easily still be back in Utuk, I think
they’ll think that’s a price worth paying.”

“You don’t know my sister,” Kei
said darkly.

“No, I don’t, but I’d like to.
I’ve always wished I’d had one—my mother died giving birth, but I
was never told what sex the child would have been.”

“Funny, I always wanted a
brother. Pa and Reji made up for a lot, and I had Banji and Misek,
but I always wanted to be someone’s older brother. You know, them
following me around admiringly, asking for my wisdom.”

He heard Arman chuckle in the
darkness. “I did that to Tijus. I think it drove him mad sometimes,
but he was very kind to me, considering. I don’t know why I wanted
a sister—I suppose it was partly missing my mother.”

Even though he had now lost
both his parents, Kei had been far luckier than Arman, raised a
lord with all the privileges that meant. He told Arman about Myka,
and they talked until Arman fell asleep. Kei wasn’t long in
following.

They made good time and arrived
in Ai-Albon just as dusk was settling on the fourth day out of
Ai-Tuek. As they passed the outlying farms, children ran to spread
the news, and not long after that, the signal horn was blown. By
the time they reached the village proper, all of his clan were
there to meet him, waving, cheering, grinning broadly, a joyful
sight and a somewhat overwhelming one for him. He gritted his teeth
and pasted on a smile, raising his hand in welcome, and as he did,
a slim figure pushed her way out of the crowd and ran to him. He
slid out of the saddle and braced himself for an armful of healthy
woman to hit him full on. “Kei! Gods, Kei!”

He hugged Myka to him, suddenly
overwhelmed by joy at seeing her even though he’d been so
apprehensive—this had been his dream for so long, what had
sustained him for many weeks in Utuk. “I’m so happy to see you,” he
said with total honesty. “I’m so happy you’re safe.”

She looked wonderful, for all
she was crying with joy. “Gods, you’re damn thin,” she said, wiping
her nose with her hand. “What happened to you?”

“A long story which I’d rather
not tell here. Where’s Fedor, and Reji, and Banji—”

“Oh, slow down, I can’t keep
up,” she laughed. “Father!” she yelled with a total disregard for
formality.

With a big grin on his lined
face, Fedor came forward and clasped Kei’s hand. “My son, I’ve
dreamed of this day.” He pulled Kei forward into a crushing hug and
pounded his back. “We’ve been on edge for days, waiting. Everyone
here has been longing for the day when you’d return to us.”

“Kei?”

Kei turned in response to
the diffident calling of his name. “Oh, gods, I nearly forgot about
you. Father, this is Captain Tiko. Tiko, this is Fedor—my
real father, so you can give up the job now.”

Tiko grinned and stepped
forward to shake Fedor’s hand. “An honour to meet you, Fedor.
Uh—you’ve met our guest.”

Muffled in his scarf, and
hidden by the oilcloth, Arman looked more like a bundle of laundry
than the frightening vision he had presented to the village all
those months before. “Yes. General Arman.” There was no
friendliness in Fedor’s tone and Arman merely nodded in
acknowledgement. “Kei, we’ve arranged to put him in your house, but
if that’s a problem, Reji’s away so we can use his.”

He hadn’t even thought about
Reji being gone when he returned. “Reji’s not here? Why?”

Myka pushed forward. “He went
to Darshek two weeks ago but you’ll see him when he gets back.”

“I’ll see him in Darshek before
that, I imagine.” Strangely Myka only grinned at that statement.
“Mychichi? I thought you’d be mad at me.”

“Why?” she said, her impish
smile betraying she knew something he didn’t.

“Because I’m going on to
Darshek—didn’t the message get through?” But it must have done if
they were expecting Arman. He was confused.

“Yes, but it’s all arranged!
The Rulers sent another healer back with us, and he can go to
Darshek with the general.” She grabbed him around his waist. “You
can stay here where you belong!”

Arman had to have heard some of
this, but he revealed nothing to Kei’s gift, nor in his expression.
Tiko was less guarded, clapping Kei on the back. “Well, that’s
perfect then.”

Kei freed himself of Myka’s
grip, feeling trapped by more than her embrace, and suddenly very
angry at his decision being so easily ignored. “No. Tiko, Fedor, I
need to talk to you about this. Uh, perhaps it would be better if
the general was taken to Reji’s house after all.”

Myka frowned at him, but Fedor
merely shrugged. “As you wish. The new healer, Teki, can supervise
him while you come to our house to talk.”

“Give me a little while,
father, and I’ll be there. I just need to make sure my patient is
properly settled and to tell Teki about his condition. Myka, I’ll
meet you there.”

“But, Kei—”

“Let the boy do his duty, Myka.
You come with me,” Fedor said, but with a puzzled frown on his
face. “We’ll wait for you at the house, Kei. Teki?” he called.
“Please go with my son.

Tiko had to push people back
who were clustered around Arman’s cart. All the other beasts were
led away and the cart was drawn up to Reji’s front door. A man of
Reji’s age met them there and shook Kei’s hand as Arman was removed
from the vehicle. “I’m Teki—tell me what you need.”

“For now, just come inside.” He
needed to get away from the crowd.

He closed the door behind the
soldiers with a sense of relief. Myka and Fedor’s meddling had not
been what he’d expected at all. The house was neat as Reji always
left it, even though there were no special arrangements for hosting
Arman. Kei directed Tiko to have Arman taken through to the
bedroom, and tried not to think about the last time he’d been here,
making love with Reji.

He checked Arman carefully,
wanting to use the contact to calm his mind, then motioned Teki
over and quickly explained Arman’s injuries. “He needs to rest and
to have a decent meal later. A bath too, but I’ll handle that.”

“I thought I was taking over,”
Teki said, frowning.

Arman watched them both with a
blank expression, as if he had nothing to do with this tussle
between healers. “No. I’m sorry, but I gave an undertaking to
personally take the general all the way to Darshek.”

“Kei—”

Kei whirled and glared at
Tiko, pointing an angry finger at him. “Not one word, captain. This
is my patient, my job, my responsibility. I’ll hand him over to
another healer when I
judge it right to do so, and not before. I’ve
been pushed around for months by you and the Prij, and I won’t
allow my damn sister and father to do it now!”

Tiko held his hands up in
surrender. “Whatever you want. But right now, you also have a
responsibility to your clan which can’t be put aside. The general
will be fine until you get back. I promise no one will break your
toy.”

Kei narrowed his eyes angrily
at being teased in this way in front of his colleague. “Teki, let
the general have peace and quiet. Keep the villagers—and more
specially, this man—out of here while he sleeps.”

“Whatever you say,” Teki said
mildly, clearly humouring him.

“Tiko, I want my things
brought here
and not to my house, regardless of what anyone
else tells you I supposedly want.”

“If the clan head makes an
order, I’ll follow his direction, not yours. But your pack will be
left here for now.”

“Good. Don’t get used to the
idea of me disappearing just yet.”

He stalked out to the front
door, threw it open and instantly regretted it. He’d forgotten his
friends would be waiting for his reappearance. “Kei!
Keichichi!”

Banji and Misek. He barely had
time to brace himself before two grinning men grabbed him.

“Hey, Banji-ki, only half of
him came home!” Misek said, making a pretense of looking for the
rest of him.”

His irritation momentarily
forgotten, Kei gave himself over to the pure happiness his friends
felt at his safe return. “I left my arse in Utuk and on the road
here. You’re welcome to go back and find it,” he said, laughing at
their antics. It was so good to see them both, again, safe and
well. They both looked fit, and Misek’s scars were finally starting
to fade a little. “Look, I have to go see Fedor—”

“Great!” Banji said. “We’ll
come too.” Kei’s arms were grabbed on either side and he was towed
up the street, allowed to acknowledge the calls of good wishes from
his clan, but not being set free for a minute to stop and talk to
anyone. Everyone looked little the worse for wear for the ordeal of
being either in Darshek or in a village with enemy soldiers
quartered on it.

Banji and Misek dragged him
without any ceremony to Fedor’s house and through the door to no
one’s apparent surprise. Kei’s aunt and adopted mother, Sira,
hugged him warmly and kissed his cheek. “Welcome home, my son.”

“I’m so glad you’re all safe,
mother,” he said, hugging her back.

Fedor and Myka were sitting on
the comfortable chairs that were often used for clan elder
meetings. Banji went immediately to Myka’s side and held her hand
in a possessive way that caused Kei to raise a questioning eyebrow
at him. “Well?”

Banji looked a little
apprehensive as he said, “We’re pledged, Kei.”

If he’d been expected Kei to
object for some reason, he’d be disappointed. Kei couldn’t have
been more pleased for them. “Oh, well done, Banji!” He knelt at
Myka’s feet. “You’re made me very happy, Mychichi.”

But she wasn’t at all
happy with him. “We were waiting until you
got back so Fedor could marry us. When we heard you were on your
way, we made plans to have the ceremony as soon as you returned.
Now we’ll have to wait for weeks more, not just to have you back,
but to be wed. Why do you have to go to Darshek? Teki can look
after that man.”

“I made a promise to myself,
Myka. More than that...look, father, can you arrange a joining
ceremony tomorrow? While I’m here?”

Myka protested immediately.
“No, Kei! I wanted it to be a big celebration, not with soldiers
and that damn Prijian general around.”

Kei looked helplessly at Banji,
who shrugged. “I don’t mind for my own sake, but Myka has been
waiting for you, because she said she wouldn’t wed until you were
here to speak for her.”

“But I
am here,
Myka.”

She glared at him. “And then
you’re running off again!” She flung herself at him. “Please don’t
go!”

With her gripping him like
this, he couldn’t escape her anger or her hurt. “Myka...let
go...please, let go!”

He pushed her back, and gasped
against the pain as he tried to regain some equilibrium. “Kei,”
Misek said, coming up behind him. “Are you all right?”

“Just...some water,
please?”

Misek dashed over to the stone
jar of cool water in the kitchen and brought him back a mug. Kei
used the delay as he drank to get himself back together. Misek
urged him to sit on one of the other chairs while Myka stared at
him in confused hurt, begging with her eyes for him to tell her why
he’d rejected her, why he was doing this to her.

Fedor folded his arms and
waited impassively as Kei collected himself, then he spoke. “Kei, I
think you need to explain what’s going on, and what’s so urgent
about Darshek.”

In a low voice, not wanting to
meet any of their eyes, he told them about the hostage deaths and
what it had done to him. “So I need to go to Darshek to see if they
can help, Myka. Believe me, being apart from you has been an agony.
But at the moment, so is being back unless I avoid almost all
contact with people.”

“But where does this general
fit in?” Banji asked.

“He...doesn’t, not really. He’s
helped me a lot, but he’s not the solution.” Kei clasped his hands
on his knee. “I suppose...we’ve been together for months now and
I’d like to finish the journey we started together.”

“But you were his
slave,”
Myka said. “Kei, that’s sick!”

“Not a slave—at least, not his,
anyway. Myka, it’s complex, all right? Sister mine, will you not
consider having your joining ceremony before I go and a bigger
celebration when I return?”

“Not while
he’s in
the village,” she said firmly. “I don’t care what he’s promised to
do, I know what he’s done and so far as I’m concerned,
I’ll never forgive him. And neither will anyone else.”

“You know, you’re wrong there,”
Kei murmured. “Father, please don’t order Teki to go with the
soldiers because I’ll have to disobey you and leave anyway.”

Fedor grunted. “All right, but
I don’t like it. We still have nine people gone and I was hoping
having our own healer back would help the pain a little. Not to
mention the slight matter of Sira and Myka being out of their minds
with worry about you—with good reason from the look of you. What
else happened to you?”

Kei shook his head. “It’s
really too painful to discuss. Myka, let me get the general seen to
this evening, and I’ll spend all day with you tomorrow, I
promise.”

“What? Not even dinner with us?
Kei!”

Fedor held up his hand. “No,
Myka, be fair. They’ve come all the way from Ai-Tuek in four days.
Kei needs his rest. His arse must be harder than a brick.”

That made Banji snort and Misek
smile. “It’s not so bad, father. You really ought to look at the
cart Ruik in Ai-Darbin made—it’s a clever idea. You can feed Tiko
and the soldiers, though. If you keep that interfering bastard out
of my hair, you’ll be doing me a great favour.”

That took the conversation onto
less contentious subjects, but as Kei spoke to the others Myka kept
shooting him hurt little looks. He couldn’t leave things like
that.

He stood, and said, “Mychichi,
there are things I need from our house. Would you walk back with
me? Fedor, if you want to have a clan meal or something of that
sort, tomorrow I’ll be at your disposal. I just need to make sure
the general is taken care of this evening.”

Fedor nodded. “We’ll have a
meal here, you and a few of your friends, the soldiers too. They
don’t need to guard your Prij—no one will lay a hand on him
here.”

“I’ll tell Tiko but I don’t
know if he’ll agree. He takes his job pretty seriously, for all he
forgets the limits sometimes. You’ll be glad to know if you hadn’t
adopted me, he probably would insist on doing so.”

Fedor coughed in amusement.
“Hmmm, I’m not surprised, lad. It makes me glad Erte isn’t here to
see you—she’d faint from shock at the sight of you.”

“Yes, Kei, you must let us put
some pounds on you before you leave,” Sira said.

Kei groaned. “In a day, mother?
All right, you can try. I’ve been dying for some gren nut
cakes—Mis, do you think Meis would make me some?”

“She’ll make you more than
some,” Misek promised with a grin. “You’ll need another cart to
carry them away.”

“I don’t know. One of the
soldiers has a stomach on him like a starving jombeker.”

“She’ll only see that as a
challenge,” Banji said. “Go on, Myka,” he urged her, giving her a
little nudge. “Your brother needs you.”

“Obviously not enough,” she
said tartly, but stood up anyway. “Well, come on. I don’t have all
night. If you don’t want me, then I’m sure I can find someone who
does want my company.”

Kei braced himself to feel her
pain and then put his arms around her. “Don’t,” he murmured,
hugging her close. “Don’t, Mychichi. I love you, and I’ve missed
you so much.”

He heard her crying, and let
her weep on him even though her sadness sliced cruelly at his
heart. “There, there, I’m only going away for a little while. It’s
not like before. I’m not leaving under duress.”

“It was horrible with you
gone,” she said, her face pressed into his shirt. “I was worried
sick.”

“I know how you felt. Come on,
come back to the house.”

Banji nodded at him as Kei led
his sister away. His friend understood, even if Myka was blinded by
her surprise and anger. He’d comfort her and help her accept. It
wasn’t forever.

He kept his arm around her as
they walked through the village. There were still people around,
getting ready for the evening meal, and more good wishes were sent
his way. “Everyone missed you,” she said.

“And I missed you, more than
you can ever know,” he replied. “Why did Reji have to leave again?
He’s only been back a short while.”

“Nearly three months. We left
Darshek as soon as Ai-Kislik was rescued and by the time we got
back, Ai-Albon was free. He didn’t know you were going to be here
so soon, or leaving again. We needed tools and more supplies. He’s
going to be surprised to see you in the city.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”
Stepping through the doorway of his own home for the first time in
nearly six months moved Kei to sudden tears, and as he stood in the
middle of the main room, looking at the familiar books, his
mother’s collection of odd animal artefacts, a few interesting
rocks his father had no space for in his library, he wondered if he
was making a mistake to leave again. “Oh, gods,” he whispered. “I’m
really home.”

“Yes, you are, where you
belong,” Myka said, leading him to a chair and making him sit. She
crouched in front of him. “What did they do to you? It wasn’t just
the hostages dying, was it?”

“It was just...all of it.” He
shook his head. “I can’t talk about it. Unless you were there and a
hostage too, you can’t imagine...it was awful...but also, there
were some good things,” he added, thinking of Arman and Jena and
Karus.

“How could there be anything
good come from that?” she demanded. “The Prij are just animals. It
makes me sick that one of them is here, it truly does. How can you
stomach him, touching him—if I was his healer, I’d have let him
die.”

“Myka! It’s entirely wrong to
say you’ll pick and choose your patients. I’m ashamed to hear you
say that—so would Ma be, if she was here.”

“I don’t care,” she said, her
chin coming up defiantly. “He’s a murderer. I think they should all
disappear off the face of the earth.”

“That’s exactly what the Prij
think about us, and just what he did. He’s changed his mind as he’s
got to know us. You should at least get to know them—or him.”

“Not interested. They took you
and nine of my friends away, and killed our people. That’s all I
care about.”

Kei looked at her sadly. “Then
you have a lot to learn before you can truly call yourself a
healer. I’m not going to argue this with you, but I say to
you—General Arman is a man just like any other, with faults and
goodness like any other. He’s a fine person and I consider him a
friend.”

“Friend? Are you
insane?
Kei, he’s done something to you, keeping you prisoner, it’s warped
you.”

She gripped his arms to make
her point, but he winced and made her let go. “I won’t deny it’s
changed me. I won’t deny I’m damaged. But I’m not insane.”

She got up and walked to the
centre of the room so she could glare properly at him. “Are we
going to spend our first night back together arguing?”

“No, I don’t want to. I need
medical supplies, and some personal effects.”

“Medical? For him?”

He was so damn tired of this
attitude. He stood so he could use his superior height to impose
his authority. “Yes, for him,” he said severely. “If I ever hear
you’ve refused help to a sick person on account of their race or
your personal preference, I’ll disown you and I mean that entirely
seriously. I’ll always love you—but I’ll turn my back on you if you
shame me and our parents in this way.”

She stared up at him in shock.
“Kei—”

“I mean it. I’m done with those
of our profession who abjure the ethics we all believe in. I’m sick
of prejudice and hate and violence. I just want peace...and I swear
to you, that man lying in Reji’s house only wants it too. I don’t
care what you think you know, or what you believe—Arman is throwing
away all that’s important to him to right the wrongs he and his
people have done, and if you can show to me how that makes him a
lesser human being, then good luck to you. I still won’t listen to
you.”

She was still staring at him.
But then, slowly, she reached up her hand to touch his face—he
discovered from her touch that his cheeks were wet. “I’m sorry,
Keichichi,” she whispered. “One day...will you tell me what they
did?”

He caught her hand and forced
himself to smile at her. “Yes—but only if you stop worrying about
General Arman being here and agree to be wed tomorrow.”

That surprised a laugh
from her. “No, I can’t! I haven’t even made a
headpiece!”

He grinned and grabbed the tail
of her braid so he could wind it around her head like a crown.
“That’s the only headpiece you need with your beauty. Don’t tell me
between you with your clever fingers and Sira and Pijli, you can’t
make yourself look respectable, woman, because I’ll call you a
liar.”

“But Banji—”

“Won’t even look at your hair,
Mychichi, because he’ll be staring into your big eyes. I really am
happy for you two—you truly love each other?”

“Yes, we truly do,” she said,
her emotions flooding with affectionate pride and happiness at the
thought of her pledge mate. “He wasn’t sure for the longest time,
but while we were in Darshek, he was so good with everyone, and I
think it helped get over Ban’s death and sort a few things out in
his head. I really love him. It’s weird because I’ve known him all
this time and he was right under my nose.”

So they’d both been confused by
the same thing. “Sometimes you can’t see for looking, I guess. Will
you let Fedor wed you tomorrow? You can have a celebration later,
but I don’t want to be the cause of you two delaying setting up
house. Will you live here?”

She bit her lip and looked up
hopefully. “Would you mind?”

“My sister and my best friend
living in my house? Mind? Are you kidding?” He put his hands on her
shoulders. “Please, Myka.”

“Oh, don’t give me those
eyes—no, you know I’m helpless when you do that...stop it,” she
giggled as he tickled her. “No, no! All right, all right, you
win!”

He set her free. “Good. Then
you go tell Banji and Fedor and make your preparations. I’ll come
back here tomorrow.”

“Kei?”

“Yes, Mychichi?” Now what was
it?

“Um. This general—you say he’s
really a friend?”

“Yes,” Kei said firmly.
“Someone I’m truly proud to know.”

“Oh.” She looked down and he
sensed her confusion. “But he’s so cruel. They’re all cruel.”

“Yes, that’s true, but it’s
also not as simple as that. The main thing is that he won’t
interfere with your wedding and you should just enjoy yourself.
Forget about him.”

“All right.” She pulled him
down for a kiss. “Let me give you the food I laid in for his
arrival and then you can get back to him.”

“Thank you. I already told
you—but you know I love you, I hope.”

“And I love you. I’m sorry for
being such a harridan.”

“It doesn’t matter. I was
expecting it...ow!” She’d yanked his braid. “Well, I was,” he said,
rubbing his scalp.

“Charming.” She went to the
kitchen and assembled a sack of food, bread, vegetables and cheese.
“I’ve not made anything hot because I wasn’t sure when you would
arrive or what you would want, but Meis can give you something if
he needs it. I’ve drawn you some beer—I thought you’d be missing
that.”

“Like you would
not believe, sister mine. I’ve honestly not had a decent mug of
proper dark ale since I left the village.”

“Then enjoy this and we’ll have
more tomorrow, when we’re one family, you, me and Banji. I wish
Reji was here. He’ll be cross.” She handed him the sack of food and
a corked jug.

“He’ll survive.” He kissed her
cheek, relieved and pleased she was over her temper. It was much
easier to keep control of his gift now she wasn’t stabbing at it
with her always strongly expressed emotions. Kei had always admired
Myka’s fiery passion—it was just a rather two-edged sword in the
circumstances. Still, all things considered, their reunion had gone
a lot better than he’d feared.

~~~~~~~~

Arman was tired, but there was
no way he could sleep until he saw Kei again. He lay in the dark on
his own for a good hour, but then he heard Kei’s voice and that of
another man—Teki?—in the front of the house. Shortly after, Kei
came in with a lamp and set it on the table. “You should be
sleeping,” he said severely.

Arman ignored the reprimand,
long used to Kei’s fussing. “What happened? Are they very angry, or
have they convinced you to stay?”

Kei seemed calm—rather tired
and perhaps a little stressed, but nothing like Arman had feared he
would be. “Not that. They were angry but not as much as they might
have been.” Kei sat down on the bed and took Arman’s hand—not even
making a pretence of feeling his pulse as he did so. “The main
difficulty, apart from them being rather surprised, is that my
sister’s pledged to my friend and I’m interfering with her wedding
plans. I’ve talked her into having a ceremony tomorrow so at least
I won’t be standing in the way of her and Banji starting their life
together. They need each other and they make each other happy.”

“You don’t think their plan
might be best for all concerned? You know as well as I do that this
new healer could look after me.”

Kei gave him a fierce look. “I
reached the age of majority over two years ago, and have been our
clan’s healer for nearly as long. Just because I got dragged off to
Kuprij didn’t suddenly make me a child. I’m perfectly capable of
making decisions about my life and my patients, and I would like
everyone—including you—to remember that.”

“I always remember that,” Arman
said calmly. “I’m just wondering why that particular decision.”

“Because...you know I need to
go to Darshek. Nothing’s changed. And....” His hand on Arman’s
tightened a little. “I feel some responsibility for you, what
you’re planning to do. To walk away from you when you’ve made such
an important choice and are giving up so much...it would be wrong.
It wouldn’t be the act of a friend.”

Arman felt ridiculously warmed
by Kei’s simple statement. “Then I accept your decision—thank you.”
Kei gave him a sweet smile, which warmed him even more. “Does this
mean you’re going to be away all day tomorrow arranging a
wedding?”

Kei laughed. “Gods, I hope not.
No, Myka will line up people far more qualified than me to help,
and we men folk will be hiding away from enraged women and trying
not to breathe funny in case they notice us and make us do
something ridiculous. Also, drinking beer, which reminds me—my
sister is one of the best brewers in our village, if not in north
Darshian. She’s given me some to bring back here. Fancy a mug?”

“I’d be delighted. Can I get
up? I don’t really feel like sleeping just yet, and eating in bed
seems indulgent.”

Kei helped him stand—it was now
easier and easier to be moved around, although his ribs and his leg
still ached a good deal—and to hop out into the front room, to be
seated at the table in the kitchen. “Your lover won’t mind us
taking over his house?”

“Don’t think so,” Kei said,
setting a mug of beer down in front of Arman. “He’s away about half
the year anyway, and provided I don’t have sex with someone else in
his bed, he won’t care.”

That frank statement made Arman
flush with embarrassment, which he covered by taking a sip of the
beer. It was good—heavier and less sweet than the stuff they drank
in the south, but with a pleasing warmth to it. “Please give my
compliments to your sister. This is a fine brew.”

“Yes, it is,” Kei said, sitting
down with his own mug and taking a long appreciative slurp. “Gods,
I missed this.”

“You must have missed it all.
It’s a shame I’ll see so little of your home—I wasn’t in a mind to
care last time I ‘visited’,” he said, giving Kei a wry smile. “I
suppose they really hate me here.”

“I think they do. I’m sorry. I
tried to explain to Myka but...she’s young,” he said kindly. “She
sees things in black and white, no shades to her thinking.”

Arman had to smile at Kei, all
of twenty, twenty-one, looking down on his sister with the wisdom
of his advanced age. “My friend, you’re not a great one for shades
of grey either.”

Kei acknowledged that with a
nod. “But...I’ve changed a lot. It was only when I came back here
that I really saw it. Things were simple before—and now they’re
not. Were you like Myka once?”

“I don’t know her to judge, but
yes, I thought in absolutes, as all children do. Karus taught me to
see things in a more rounded way—but my greatest, wisest teacher
was a young healer from a little place called Ai-Albon. I owe him a
good deal and will always do so.”

Kei flushed and looked
down at the table. “I could say the same about you. I tried to tell
her that being a hostage was horrible, but there were some good
things about it...she thought I was insane. Maybe I
am insane.
But I also see things more clearly, I think.” He lifted his head.
“Can one be insane and also wiser?”

“You’re asking the wrong
person.” Kei shrugged—he hadn’t really expected an answer, Arman
supposed. “I’m starving—do you have to fetch food from
somewhere?”

Kei stood and went over a
shelf, removing a sack. “No, we have bread and cheese and potted
vegetables. She’s given me some gren nuts—you might not have had
those before because they’re pretty local, but they’re good. If you
want a hot meal, my friends can provide it.”

“Bread and cheese and more of
this beer will be fine.”

“Good—I don’t know that I feel
up to facing any more people this evening.”

He fetched plates and
implements with the ease of someone who knew exactly where
everything was kept, but then he’d known Reji for ten years, so
that was hardly surprising.

“And your gift?” Arman asked
diffidently. “Has it been as difficult as you feared?”

Kei shook his head as he
continued laying the food out. “Not as much, no. I used to have
such good control,” he muttered. “Now I feel I have to always watch
who I meet, how they will react. And this is even when I’ve been
spending all my time with you, with you acting as a buffer. I
wondered about how you do that. Maybe you have a gift too.”

Arman hadn’t expected that
suggestion. “Me? I’ve never heard of any Prij who could speak with
their thoughts, or feel emotions the way you do.”

“Nor I, but at the same time,
if we can do it, then surely someone in your race can too. The
Andonese have gifted people, or so I’ve been told. Not as many, I
think.” He sat down and Arman slice some cheese for himself as Kei
dished out the potted vegetables.

“So, you have soul-touchers and
mind-speakers. Is that it?”

Kei shot him a look. “Why? What
else could there be?”

“Oh...I just hear
rumours, myths.... I heard one of my men talking about the
Darshianese being able to speak without moving their mouths which I
dismissed at the time as pure nonsense. Since it turned out
not to be,
I wondered how much of what else he said was true.”

Kei was still giving him the
oddest of looks. Then he picked up a small sack of nuts and pulled
one out. “Put out your hand.” Puzzled, Arman obeyed. “Now
watch.”

Wondering if Kei had actually
lost his mind, Arman looked at the little brown nut. As he did so,
it rose gently about an inch from his hand. “Gods!” he shouted,
pulling his hand away—but the nut stayed where it was, suspended
above the table. “Are you doing that?”

Kei snatched the nut out of the
air and clenched his fist around it. “Yes. I’m what they call a
mind-mover. Apparently it’s very unusual to have two gifts, but I
didn’t know that until Jena told me.”

Arman stared at him in
amazement. “So, what else can you do? Move boulders and the
like?”

“No, that’s about the limit of
it. I can’t move anything heavy, or very far. It’s not much use
except in my healing because it helps me stop bleeding and find
fragments in the body. It’s useful in setting bones too,
sometimes.”

“My headaches—it wasn’t just a
massage that time, was it?”

Kei shrugged. “It was,
mostly—but I was also using my gift to work on the blood vessels
causing the pain. I didn’t mean to deceive you, but I would be in
terrible trouble with Tiko for telling you this much.”

Arman could imagine why. What
other secrets did they have? “So you could kill a man by stopping
his heart or choking him?”

Kei slapped his hand on the
table, gave Arman a dirty look, and got up to get the stone jar of
beer again. “You still don’t understand me at all, do you?”

“I didn’t mean you personally
or at all. Just in theory. Someone less scrupulous than you, I
meant,” Arman added, a touch irritably. Of course Kei wouldn’t
kill—but if he had this power and hadn’t used it on that bastard
Mykis, his restraint was the real wonder, not his gift.

“No gifted person would ever
use their power offensively or to kill,” Kei said emphatically. “To
do so would invite fear and persecution—it’s only common
sense.”

“Yes, I can see that. But if
this isn’t a myth...what other gifts are there?”

“Reji can produce fire,” Kei
admitted reluctantly. “Just little balls of flame, and before you
ask, no, he doesn’t use them to hurt people either. He mainly uses
it to amuse the children and to light his stove in the winter.”

Arman sat back, feeling
stunned. “You mean to tell me you can manipulate objects with your
mind, your lover can make fire—and this isn’t remarkable among your
people?”

“Well, they’re not very useful
gifts for the main part, or particularly unusual—every village has
at least one or two people with some kind of gift. Mind-speaking is
the most common, soul-touching is the most rare, but it’s
completely random. No family is more prone to produce gifted
children than any other, and there’s no way of predicting which
gift will turn up where. It comes at a price, since it means we’re
infertile and, as you’ve seen, my soul-touching gift makes me
vulnerable. The mind-moving is useful sometimes. The soul-touching
I would gladly give away.”

“But Kei—” Arman was going to
say this might help somehow in his plans to get the hostages back,
but then he realised that, with such limited scope, let alone the
ethics of the gifted, it made little difference. “Never mind. Thank
you for trusting me with this—I won’t betray the confidence.”

“I know that,” Kei muttered.
“Tiko doesn’t.”

“Have I upset you? I’m sorry to
ask about the killing ability. I’m a soldier—we just think in that
way. I meant no offence.”

Kei sat down again. “No,” he
said somewhat wearily. “I suppose I wished it was more useful, and
then I started thinking about Reji and Jena and the others. Don’t
mind me. Just eat up. I want to give you a wash—Reji would
appreciate you not putting trail dust all over his best sheets, I’m
sure.”

Arman obeyed and set to the
plain but excellent food. As he ate, he looked around the house—by
far the smallest he had yet been lodged in. “Where will you sleep?
Is there another bedroom?” No bed had been brought in—as Reji’s
bedroom was on the same level as the rest of the house, also
somewhat unusually, Arman assumed they hadn’t thought it would be
needed.

“No. I can sleep on the
bedroll.”

“There’s room for two on the
bed.”

Kei scowled. “And have that
bastard Tiko grinning at me again?”

Arman sighed. “As you wish. I
doubt it will make any difference to what he thinks or says.”

“I could get a bed brought over
from my house....” Kei looked around at the little room. “Or not.
All right. But this is still a very bad habit to get into.”

Arman bit his lip trying not to
laugh at Kei’s mournful tone. “I promise not to enjoy it if you
don’t.”

“I don’t have any choice. I
wish you snored or something, or even farted like Neki does. You’re
easily the most considerate bedmate I’ve ever had other than Reji.
It makes it even harder to try to sleep apart from you.”

Arman didn’t know what to
say to this. Yet again, their conversation had descended into the
easy, comfortable manner he imagined a husband and wife might have,
and he had constantly to remind himself that they were
not lovers. They would not even be able to be friends forever,
or even in contact, most likely. “If sleeping with me is causing
you so much turmoil, I could insist you don’t. Tiko can’t really
fly in the face of both our expressed wishes.”

Kei propped his chin on
his hand and looked at Arman. “Do you want Teki to go with you to
Darshek?”

“No, not at all. The situation
suits me. I just don’t want this constant agonising over things we
have little power to change.”

“All right. Then I’ll shut up.
I hope Reji hasn’t picked up any disagreeable habits since I saw
him last. I don’t think he’d appreciate the comparison.”

“I think,” Arman said
carefully, “Reji probably doesn’t need to know. Why should he?”

Kei straightened up. “Lie?”

“No, omit. If he asks you
directly, if you slept with me, then tell him. But I doubt he will.
He’ll just be overjoyed at your return, and glad to have you back
in his bed.”

That seemed to depress Kei, who
started putting the food away and cleaning up their plates without
comment. He still felt intimate relations with his lover might be
painful, and yet, Arman still suspected that being with the man he
loved was exactly what Kei needed. But he couldn’t argue, having no
facts—only hope that once the two lovers were reunited, things
would improve.

It was a quiet evening—Arman
hadn’t expected to have Kei to himself his first night back, but he
must have impressed his family and friends with the need for them
to rest—and after Kei bathed them both, he insisted Arman went back
to bed. “I’ll take those stitches out for you tomorrow when it’s
light,” he promised. “Damn shame you broke those ribs. If you
hadn’t, you’d be on crutches already.”

“Can’t you support them in some
way so I can?” Arman was heartily sick of being carried about.

“I could—but there’s still a
risk of re-injury and delaying your healing. It’s only been just
over four weeks—leave it until Ai-Beyto at least, but I’ll ask our
carpenter if he has time to make some crutches here to take with
us. He’s made them before and he’s good at it.” Kei yawned. “I was
going to sit up and read, but I think I’ll go to bed.”

“At least you’ll have some
pleasant memories, sleeping in here.”

Kei gave him a wide smile. “Oh,
those I have anyway.”

Again that pang of
jealousy, knowing Reji was a skilled lover, and beloved too. Arman
could never offer what Kei had come to expect from a lover. Gods,
he didn’t even know what to do with a woman, and that was supposed
to be pure instinct in men. Listening to Tiko’s soldiers talking so
casually about their conquests, their sexual experience, their
confidence in their attractiveness to the opposite sex.... Arman
was used to being good at almost everything he put his hand to, but
he hadn’t even been able to get his wife pregnant.
Perhaps that isn’t actually
something to regret.

He hadn’t thought of Mayl in
weeks, not since before they’d crossed Tirko Pass. She had to have
been at least two months gone when she’d tried to fool him,
possibly even more, so she was close to having what would be
theoretically a very premature infant. Perhaps it would have her
lover’s foul temper, and pay her back nicely for the trick.

Kei stripped down to his shirt
and climbed under the blankets, curling around Arman and lending
his lovely warmth to him. Then he shifted and rested his head on
Arman’s shoulder. “You feel...annoyed.”

“Sorry...thinking of things I
may never have to deal with again, I suppose.”

“Home?”

“Never home, Kei. Not any more.
Not since Loke died.”

“I’m sorry.”

He clenched his fist. “All my
life, I’ve known what my role had to be, and all my life I’ve
played that role as dutifully as I could. Now I’m walking away from
it, and I have no idea what will happen. Will Darshek offer me a
true home at last, do you think?”

“You’ll find happiness,” Kei
said in a low, gentle voice. “Just as you feel an answer for me
lies there, so I believe that for you.”

Arman grunted, and lay still to
encourage Kei to go to sleep. Kei’s solution lay in a lover he
already had. Arman had none to call on. He wanted to believe Kei’s
confidence meant things would work out. Still, he had gone into
battle with far fewer assurances of success. All he could do was
march on until the fight was won—or lost.
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Kei woke with a familiar sense
of guilt at having slept so well, compounded by where he found
himself—and knowing he’d essentially abandoned his friends and
family the evening before. Yet he really felt refreshed, and Arman,
still asleep, looked relaxed and as always when he slept, very
young and entirely harmless.

Still wish
you’d shave that damn beard, though. He
climbed out of the bed and found his trousers. He yawned, scratched
and thought about breakfast. The larder was empty,
unfortunately. Meis. It was still early, but
Rin’s family would already be up, if not getting ready to go
mining, then to get ready for Banji’s wedding. Kei needed to go
begging.

There were people up
everywhere, and once again he was greeted and waved to—if he’d ever
been in any doubt he, or at least his profession and his family,
were well liked, the reception on his return would have eradicated
it. He walked down the street to the edge of town and knocked once
on Rin’s door, before going in. Pijli and Risa immediately jumped
him on and there was a confusing five minutes or so as he tried to
answer a dozen questions from two excited young people.

“Now, that’s enough of that,”
Rin said, pulling his offspring off Kei and holding his hand out
with a broad smile. “Welcome home, Kei.”

“It’s good to be back, Rin.” He
put his arms out and Meis came into them with a little cry of joy.
“You’re all safe. I’d been so worried.”

“No more than we were about
you,” Rin said. “Are you here for breakfast?”

“To beg some food to take away,
in fact. I have the general to feed back at Reji’s house.”

Meis escaped his arms. “I still
can’t believe he’s back here as a prisoner. I hope he’s suffering
for his crimes.”

“He’s not really a prisoner,”
Kei said, resigned to the fact that no one in his village would see
Arman as anything but a demon. “I wanted to steal some butter,
bread and honey if you can spare any.”

“Of course, let me get them,
but have some tea and tell us what happened to you.”

It was somehow easier to tell
Rin and the others something of his ordeal, although he skimmed
over most of it, and didn’t mention the deaths of the Ai-Vinri
hostages for fear of upsetting the young ones. “You heard I’m going
on to Darshek?”

Rin nodded. “Banji and Misek
said. Something about you needing medical treatment yourself.”

“Of a kind. I’ll be back
for the Spring dance, because I think Pijli promised me
last year
that this year it was my turn for first offer.” He got a blush out of
Pijli and a shy nod. “Now, tell me your news.”

It had been hard, but not
awful. The soldiers had mostly kept to themselves, for which Kei
was very grateful, considering Ai-Vinri’s experience—the worst
thing, other than worrying about loved ones being held from them,
had been seeing their precious stores being sent south to feed
other soldiers. “What of the Andonese? And where are the
Darshianese soldiers?”

“Oh, they’re here,” Rin said.
“But not making themselves obvious. The Andonese relieved Ai-Kislik
while our men cut off communications between the villages and the
soldiers before they were surrounded. Another mixed group of
Andonese and our soldiers moved south, cut the Tirko Pass off and
then overran that fort. The Prij never knew what hit them, I
heard.”

Kei nodded. “They were pretty
puzzled in Utuk. That’s why Arman was sent to find out what was
going on.”

“Arman?” Rin asked, one bushy
eyebrow raised questioningly. “You’re on a first name basis with
the enemy now?”

Kei flushed. “I...we’re not
enemies. Not personally. And he’s going to help us get our people
back, I told you.”

Meis set a sack in front of
him. “He’s only righting the wrong he himself did—it’s worthy, but
not that worthy. Remember who got us—and him—into this
situation.”

“I do. The situation itself
isn’t that simple.” He swallowed off the rest of his tea and stood.
“I really need to get back.” He leaned over and kissed Meis’s
cheek. “I’ll be around later to find out what’s happening with the
joining ceremony.”

“Oh, gods, Kei, do you realise
what you’re doing, making us arrange that in a single day?” But she
smiled as she complained.

“You’re up to it—all we need is
my sister and your son lawfully joined. No one will care how much
beer or how many cakes there are.”

“No—but it’ll be more enjoyable
if people go away with full stomachs. Now, shoo, young man,” she
said, making the gesture to match the words. “Rin has to go to the
mine, Pijli is going to help me cook—”

“And I’m going to stay out of
the way,” Risa announced solemnly. “I want to see the general, Ma.
Can I?”

Kei couldn’t miss Meis’s slight
protective movement towards her son, nor her anxiety. “Not this
time, Risa,” he answered easily, reassuring the mother and
placating the son. “He’s sick, and not that impressive.”

“He was
huge,”
Risa said in awe. “When I grow up, I want to be that tall and wear
golden armour like that. And I want a big sword.”

Rin frowned and Meis was quick
to jump on that statement. “No son of mine is wearing armour or a
sword. Finish up and go find Banji. Tell him I said there’ll be
plenty of time for all that later—he’ll know what I mean.”

“Yes, Ma.”

Kei winked at her. “You’re
evil.”

“Just imposing a little
decorum, although after what those two were up to in Darshek, I
don’t know why they bothered waiting to be wed until they got back.
Hurry up, Risa. Pijli, could you go to the stores and get me a sack
of flour?”

“Yes, Ma. Come on, Risa.” Pijli
tugged on Risa’s collar and hauled him out the front door.

“Risa was a little too
fascinated by the soldiers,” Meis said quietly. “Just get that man
out of Ai-Albon, Kei. I don’t like what he represents, and I hate
what he’s done to our people.”

“I understand. He’ll be gone
tomorrow.”

Rin grunted. “Good thing too.
We’ll see you later.”

“Of course.”

Kei left with a heavier
heart than when he entered the house, although he could easily
understand Meis’s anxiety. Her reactions were exactly his own on
encountering the Prij. He was still frightened of them. Arman was
an exception to that, not a rule, but his former actions made it
hard for people to see he was that exception.

Neki was the only soldier on
duty—Tiko must have judged Ai-Albon safe. He nodded to the big man
and went inside. He found Arman awake and feeling rather anxious.
“Did you think I’d run off and left you?” he teased, getting his
arms under Arman’s shoulders and helping him up and out of bed.

“No, I was wondering if getting
up to relieve my bladder was worth the humiliation of falling flat
on my backside,” Arman said curtly. “Where were you anyway?”

“Just getting some breakfast
for us, my lord.” He helped Arman to the earth closet, and then
back to the kitchen. “I wouldn’t run off, you know that.”

“You’re making too much of my
need to piss,” Arman muttered. Kei decided if Arman wanted to
pretend he wasn’t with someone who knew exactly how he was feeling
from minute to minute, that was up to him.

He served up thick slices of
Meis’s good bread and her best butter, encouraging Arman to try the
honey. By the time he’d brewed tea for them both, Arman’s odd
grumpiness was gone. He sipped his tea peaceably, commenting on the
quality of the bread, and told Kei about some of the lousy food
he’d eaten on campaigns. It would be a dull day for Arman. Kei
wished he could take Arman to see his father’s library—but after
what Meis had said, it was obvious any sightseeing would have to
wait. “In another time or place,” he muttered.

“Kei?”

“Nothing. Ready for me to take
your stitches out?”

He took Arman back to the
bedroom and fetched his scissors. Annoyingly, a knock came at the
door just as he was pulling out the second stitch. Arman
immediately tensed up. “It’ll just be a friend,” Kei soothed. “I’ll
tell them I’ll come see them later.”

Arman nodded and Kei went out
to answer the door. He threw it open, ready to send whoever it was
on his way, then blinked in surprise. “Myka...I was going to come
and see you in a short while.”

She was freshly bathed, but not
looking very cheerful for someone about to be married that day.
“Can I come in?”

“Uh...sure. I’m busy, but is
something wrong?”

She bit her lip and played with
the end of her braid. “I was talking to Banji last night,” she said
in a low voice.

“Oh, is that what they’re
calling it now?” he joked.

She glared. “We
were,” she
said. “We don’t...you know...all the time.”

He clasped his breast
dramatically. “It gladdens a brother’s heart to know his sister
doesn’t actually making love every hour of the day.”

She stamped her foot
crossly. “Oooh, you’re impossible to talk to when you’re
like this.”

He pulled her into a hug. “I’m
sorry. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s just...that
man,” she said, glancing towards the bedroom. “He’s really, truly a
friend?”

“Yes, I told you. What’s that
to do with anything?”

“Well, I was talking to
Banji and trying to understand how you could... how you
could bear to...and...he said, maybe I should just go talk to him
myself.”

Kei stared in astonishment.
“You want to meet Arman? Now?”

“Well, why not?” she said
irritably. “You’re only here today and I won’t see him again...oh,
this is stupid,” she said, turning away.

“No, it’s not. Look, I’m just
taking out his stitches. Why don’t you come in and watch?”

She nodded and followed Kei to
the bedroom where Arman was trying to hastily prop himself up.
“General, I’d like you to meet my sister. Myka, this is General
Arman. Or Sei Arman as his people call him. Sei means he’s the son
of a senator, which is a little like one of the Rulers.”

Arman straightened in
astonishment, but he collected himself rapidly. “I’m very pleased
to meet you, Myka. Kei has told me a lot about you.”

Myka wouldn’t go any closer.
“Is that colour real?” she whispered. “And where does all that hair
come from?”

“Don’t be rude,” Kei chided.
“Arman, Myka’s a healer too, as you know. I thought she could talk
to you while I finish up.”

He felt Myka reassessing her
decision to come into the bedroom, and Arman’s embarrassment. Kei
felt a little mischievous this morning, so he ignored both of them,
bending over Arman’s stomach and removing the stitches without
speaking.

He guessed a staring match was
going on over his head, but he just worked slowly, probing with
fingers and his gift to make absolutely sure the wound had healed,
which it had. “The Prij are bastards,” he heard Myka say
fiercely.

He sat up and glared at her. “I
didn’t ask you to come in here to abuse him. I thought you wanted
to talk to him.”

“I am talking to him. I’m
telling him the Prij are bastards.”

He heard a slight chuckle and
he looked up at Arman. “I know for a fact at least one of them is,”
Arman said calmly. “While my experience of the Darshianese leads me
to the conclusion their men are resourceful and their women are
beautiful.”

Myka blushed bright red. “I
don’t want compliments from you,” she said, moving back against the
wall.

“I’m sorry. I can’t really
think of something ruder I’d prefer to say. Was that all you wanted
to say to me?”

“No!” she said angrily. “Why
did you come to our village? Why did you take our people? Why did
you kill them and enslave them?”

“Why do you think?”

Kei would stay quiet, he
promised himself. Arman had this under control for now. Myka
scowled. “Because you’re all bastards, that’s why.” When had
his sister picked up such a vulgar mouth? Banji was such a polite
young man.

“Then I suppose that’s what it
must be. Life must be restful here in Darshian, with such
certainties.”

“Are you making fun of my
people, you arrogant arse? How could you...? Don’t you have a
family? Can’t you imagine what it’s like to have your life ripped
in two, to lose all that you hold dear? To have someone you loved
more than life killed?”

“Yes. I can.” Arman gave Myka
one of his more penetrating looks. “What makes you think I can’t?
Isn’t loss part of the human condition, or don’t you think the Prij
are human?”

“You’re just animals! All of
you.”

“So we may be, and so we’re of
no consequence to you. Is that right?”

“Yes,” she spat.

“So when the Prij say exactly
the same thing about the Darshianese, and decide the land you hold
would be better populated by humans and not animals, then that
justifies their actions, correct?”

She advanced a little, her hand
raised in a fist. “We’re not animals! We’re human beings, with
homes, and loves, and lives, and hopes!”

“Yes, you are. And so are we,
Myka. And like you, we have trouble seeing the others are human
beings. So I guess you and I aren’t so different after all.”

She was angry enough that she
might actually slap Arman, so, ignoring the pain it caused him, Kei
grabbed her shoulder and held her back. “Just talk. Lay a hand on
him and I’ll throw you out.”

“How can you stand him?
He’s...he’s....”

“What? He’s agreeing with
everything you say. Why is that making you so angry?”

“Because he’s so
calm. How
can he be a murderer and just sit there like it’s a perfectly
normal thing to be?”

“Then ask him.” Kei made her
turn to Arman again. “Is she right to call you a murderer?”

“Yes, she is,” Arman said, no
longer calm, his distress rising. But at the same time, he wasn’t
trying to avoid this. Kei would halt things if he really couldn’t
stand it. At this moment, he could.

“How can you
bear to
live with yourself?” Myka asked, though there was perhaps a little
more confusion and a little less righteous anger in her tone. “If I
killed someone...I wouldn’t be able to live in my skin, I really
couldn’t.”

“Do you love Kei?”

She stopped waving her hands
about and turned to Kei. “What kind of question is that?”

“A fair one,” he said. “You
started this, sister mine, and now you’re going to finish it. So
answer the question.”

She glared at Arman. “Of course
I love him. You’re just being ridiculous now.”

“No, I’m just making sure of my
facts. I want you to imagine you and your brother are sitting
together talking, just as we are now. Please then imagine that a
soldier appears from nowhere, walks up to Kei and stabs him with a
sword. No warning, just stabs him here.” He pointed to a place on
his own stomach that meant something very personal to him. “Imagine
the swordsman walks off, and leaves Kei dying right where he stands
now. All you can do is watch him die slowly. You listened to him
gasp, you can smell he’s soiled himself, and he’s terrified because
he knows he’s dying. All you can do is watch, Myka. Your medicine
is no use, and your beloved brother is there in your arms, dying in
agony you’re utterly helpless to relieve. How do you feel?”

“Gods,” she whispered as she
sought Kei’s hand. “That’s horrible. Don’t speak of such a
thing.”

“But you agree it would be
somewhat upsetting?” She nodded mutely. “So, Kei spends several
hours dying in pain, and then he dies. Shortly after, the swordsman
walks back though that door there. There’s a big, sharp knife on
the table, and the man who made your beloved brother die in
dreadful agony is right there. What do you do?”

“I’d kill him, I’d...I’d grab
the knife and kill him!”

“Exactly.” Arman rested back
against the pillows, tired and depressed, his mouth tight. “If it
was someone you loved, if you had the power, you would use it, and
you wouldn’t stop to ask a single question. Most people would—it’s
a very natural instinct to want to avenge the death of your loved
ones. But you would then be a murderer too. Your law doesn’t allow
vengeance killings. So how would you live in your skin then?”

Myka moved closer to Kei.
“I...suppose for a while, I wouldn’t care. But then I would care
but then...it would be too late. That’s why it’s wrong to kill. You
can’t change it,“ she said, her voice now more pleading rather than
ranting.

“Indeed, this is true. You
asked how I can bear to live with myself and the answer is that for
a long while, I didn’t care either. I was angry and full of hate,
and only slowly did I understand how wrong I’d been. Then I
realised there were some things I could do to at least reduce the
harm I’d done. I’m trying to do those things even now, but the boy
I killed is still dead. If I had to go back to the time when I
killed him, if I felt as I did then, I would probably kill him
again. But I wouldn’t now,” he said with an affectionate glance at
Kei. “When you have a good, kind person to help you understand
things, then it’s possible to lose the anger and the hate. You’re
very lucky, Myka. You’ve had Kei with you all your life. I’ve known
him for a few months. I am very grateful that I have.”

Myka was paralysed by
confusion. Kei left her thinking about things, and came over to
Arman’s side to finish taking out the stitches. He wondered what
Myka would do. She was a kind person and a clever one, but her
emotions always boiled so fast. He felt her turmoil and wanted to
help—but this wasn’t something he could fix for her. She had waded
in, thinking she would fling some insults at Arman and show the big
bad general what Darshianese womanhood thought of him, and instead
had found something rather different from what she’d expected. It
was a healer’s job to deal with the unexpected. Kei would let her
do just that.

“We’re not animals,” she said
quietly after a long, long silence.

“Neither are we,” Arman
said. “If we were animals, then we couldn’t be held to account for
our actions. Because we’re human, then there’s really no excusing
what we’ve done to your people. What I’ve done, Myka. I had reasons,
but they were poor ones, though I thought differently at the time.
All I can do is to try and fix the results of those bad decisions.
That’s no comfort to the families of those people who died. It’s
not like I want anyone to pretend it is.”

Kei pointed to the stool next
to the bed. “Why don’t you sit down, Myka?”

She obeyed while Kei finished
the stitch removal. “There. It looks good, Arman.” He collected the
mess and quickly took it outside to dispose of, collecting a chair
from the front room and bringing it back into the bedroom.

Arman was still feeling his
side. “It’s astonishing how quickly it went from being agonising to
not causing any pain any more.”

“What happened?” Myka asked,
and then seemed surprised at her own question.

“I was rolled on by a dying urs
beast. This was apparently not good for me,” he said dryly. Myka
winced, and Kei explained the extent of the injuries. “I wish I
knew how Vikis was doing,” Arman said to him. “Although I’m glad
the poor sod didn’t have to endure the wagons.”

“No, it would have killed him,
I’m sure. Spear through the lung,” Kei explained briefly to Myka.
“Then the lung became infected. By the time I left he was stable.
One of the medics suggested we use isek leaves as a tea—have you
heard about that?”

She nodded. “Yes, I spent some
time at the academy while I was in Darshek and they were talking
about it, telling all the healers to use it if they could get the
isek plant. The really odd thing is that it works better with
leaves that aren’t completely fresh.”

“Really? That makes no sense,”
Kei said. “Unless the leaves change as they go off. Maybe like
brewing.”

“Is it just leaves that aren’t
fresh, or leaves that are actually damaged or diseased?” Arman
asked. Myka looked at him in surprise. She’d clearly forgotten he
was there.

“I don’t know,” she said
politely. “They were still testing it, and trying leaves from
similar plants too.”

“It must be interesting, seeing
such things being done,” Arman said.

“Oh, that’s more Kei’s thing,”
she said sniffily. “I just want the drugs to work. I haven’t got
the patience to mess about trying a little bit of this or that to
see if it makes a difference.”

“But that’s how you get the
drugs that work, Mychichi,” Kei pointed out. “How long did it take
Pa to refine the gum stitches? The first ones were very poor—if
he’d had your attitude, Arman’s guts would be lying somewhere on
the road between here and Trejk Fort.”

“Thank you for that beguiling
image,” Arman said, smiling faintly. “I don’t know how he would
even have thought of boiling palm rind in the first place.”

“Pa was always doing things
like that,” Myka said. “Always had things bubbling on the stove—we
never knew if it was supper or medicine.”

“Sometimes it was both,” Kei
said.

The room fell silent. Myka was
even more confused than before. “You weren’t supposed to be nice,”
she finally muttered, scowling fiercely at Arman.

“I’m sorry. I’m not often nice,
but sometimes I can’t help myself.”

She smiled reluctantly at that.
“Are all the Prij so hairy and brightly coloured?”

“Some are. Most of us are much
paler than you, and from the little I’ve seen, we have more hair on
our bodies, though not on our heads. No Prijian woman has hair as
lovely as yours, I assure you.”

She touched her braid. “Are
Prijian women not beautiful then?”

“We think so, although in a
very different way. Their eyes are rounder, noses are somewhat
longer and narrower, and generally, I would say most are smaller in
size and height than Darshianese women, although that varies too.
Most don’t let their hair alone as you do—they style and cut and
arrange it in curls on the top of their heads. Some even colour it,
to make it red or more blonde, depending on what their natural
colour is.”

“Why?” she asked, frowning.
“Doesn’t that waste a lot of time?”

“A huge amount,” Arman agreed.
“The highborn ones spend vast sums on hairdressers and maids to
make themselves look even more astonishing.”

“Sounds like they don’t have
enough to occupy themselves,” she said with a sniff.

“They don’t. For one thing, our
women mostly don’t study past the age of ten, so they don’t read or
learn a profession such as your women do.

“No? Why?” She looked at Kei.
“Are they feeble-minded or something?”

Kei coughed diplomatically, not
sure how to answer this, but Arman took it on. “A woman’s role is
to rear children and to run the house. A man’s role is to protect
her.”

“I don’t need
anyone to
protect me,” she said scornfully.

“I have no doubt of that,”
Arman said with the smallest of grins. “No woman engages in
business on her own, or follows a trade of any kind. We have no
women healers—no one would think a woman could do such a thing
reliably.”

“But you have a woman ruler. If
your women are so stupid, why do you let them rule?”

He shrugged. “No one said it
was logical.”

She sighed. “I don’t think I
would ever want to be a Prijian woman.”

“You’re much better off here, I
promise you.” He smiled charmingly. “I should apologise—I haven’t
offered you congratulations on your marriage.”

“You told him?” she asked
Kei.

“Of course I told him. We talk
about you all the time, Mychichi.”

She poked him in the
side. “You do not.”

“Oh, but we do,” Arman assured
her. “Kei said his sister was beautiful, clever and brave, and of
course he was right.”

“You didn’t say that—he’s
making it up!”

“I didn’t
just say
you were beautiful, clever and brave. I also said you were a pain
in the neck a lot of the time. Ow!” He’d have to start wearing his
braid inside his shirt until she grew out of the habit of yanking
it. “You see why we all grow our hair so long, Arman? It gives our
women the means to control us.”

Arman smiled. “Then I really am
going to clip mine off.”

“Oh, don’t!” The two men looked
at Myka, who put her hand over her mouth in embarrassment.

“Why not?” Kei asked.

“Because...well, it’s sort of
pretty,” she mumbled.

Kei glanced at Arman who
obviously appreciated the irony. “It runs in the family, what can I
say?” He stood up. “Myka, you must have things to do, and I have to
call on people. Perhaps you should be running along.”

“There’s not much to do,
really. Meis is cooking but she always cooks. So is Sira. Banji’s
run away, Fedor has told everyone when to come—it’s at sunset, I
forgot to tell you. All I have to do is change my clothes and put
my hair into something resembling a bride’s piece. Pijli is going
to help me do that.”

“Well, I still need to call on
people, and there are things I want to get from Pa’s library.”

“And...him?” she asked quietly
as if Arman wouldn’t notice her pointing at him discreetly.

“I’ll be staying put, and out
of harm’s way,” Arman told her. “Kei needs to see his friends.”

“Isn’t that boring for
you?”

“Very. But I don’t read
Darshianese very well yet, so the books are no use, and I can
hardly expect a steady stream of visitors as charming as you.”

Arman made his sister blush
every five minutes. It was fascinating—one wouldn’t think a person
could turn that particular colour. “Maybe I could....”

“Myka?”

“I could...stay for a while,
while you’re out. Not all day,” she amended. “But a little bit. He
could tell me more about these poor Prijian women.”

Kei was confused. He couldn’t
work out why Myka was offering, and from the look on her face and
the turmoil he was sensing, neither could she. “Perhaps another
time, Mychichi,” he said.

But to his surprise, Arman
intervened. “If she doesn’t mind, I would welcome some company. But
Myka, I don’t want you to feel sorry for me.”

“I don’t...I just...would like
to know more. You won’t attack me, will you?”

Arman stared mutely at his leg
and back at her. “No,” he said gravely. “I doubt I could. You can
run faster than I can if I try.”

“All right. Kei, go away.
I can look after your patient for an hour or so. I
am a
healer, after all.”

Something in her eyes made him
realise she was referring to his angry words of the night before,
and he suddenly understood what she was trying to do. “Yes, you
are, and a good one. I tell you what—you can have a look at
something Arman and I have been working on. I’d like your opinion
on it.”

Arman nodded, clearly
understanding the book would let them stay off possibly contentious
issues of conversation while allowing Myka to overcome her fear and
prejudice. Kei fetched the text, and then bent and kissed his
sister’s cheek. “I’m very, very proud to be your brother,” he
whispered. “Now, don’t hurt him, I have to get him up to Darshek in
one piece.”

She shoved him away with a
scowl. “Oh, go away, brother mine. If you see Banji, tell him where
I am and that Fedor needs him at his house an hour before sunset.
And I want you in a clean shirt.”

Kei bowed. “Yes, lady Myka.
Whatever you say, lady Myka.”

“Go sit on a thurl’s nest, lord
Kei. Shoo.”

So he shooed, wondering what on
earth Arman was going to make of it all.

~~~~~~~~

Kei’s sister may have offered
to sit with him to prove something to herself, but she’d stayed for
curiosity, and to try and understand why her brother had come back
so changed. She didn’t come out and say that, of course, but she
was such an artless girl, her thoughts and concerns could have been
written on her forehead.

Arman did his very best to be
honest with her as well, and to reassure her about Kei. He didn’t
want her upset with him, or at all, not only because she was his
friend’s precious sister, but because she was, in her own right, a
charming and interesting person Arman would have been very glad to
know. Kei’s book gave them something to talk about in the initial
awkwardness after her brother left the house, but she was too
curious and lively to be reticent. It wasn’t long before she was
questioning him, with her brother’s same disconcerting directness,
about the Prij, his family, his personal habits and favourite food.
Not even Kei had ever asked so many questions of him. Arman worked
as hard as he could to both enlighten and entertain his young
visitor.

He was enlightened and
entertained in turn. It wasn’t difficult to get her to tell him
more about her family and the village, about her fiancé, how she
hoped one day to be as good a healer as her mother and what she’d
been learning in Darshek. In her innocence, she let a good many
things slip about the invasion, to which Arman carefully didn’t
react—he didn’t want to remind her he was still her enemy, or to
make her regret her honesty. He tried to be scrupulous about not
asking her to divulge what she ought not to, but she was so
guileless, he found himself in possession of information he knew
perfectly well would infuriate Tiko—and very likely Tiko’s masters
too.

He led her away from dangerous
areas as best he could without alerting her suspicions. There was
one subject on which he was shameless in drawing her out—Kei’s
lover. She really needed only the slightest prompting to start
talking about the man with great enthusiasm and obvious affection,
openly declaring she thought Reji was a perfect partner for Kei,
and that the two were very lucky to have found love together. While
Arman’s jealousy—or rather, envy—of the man increased with every
word, he also felt reassured. This Reji was clearly a good person
and one who loved Kei very much. He was older, steady and very
patient, so Myka assured him. If anyone could help Kei over this
period of recovery in his gift, it would be this person with the
astonishing power to throw fire from his fingertips. Myka didn’t
mention Reji’s gift, so Arman didn’t mention that he knew. He
disliked having to keep secrets from brother or sister, but he
didn’t want to start an argument between them either.

While he had enjoyed her visit,
it was somewhat difficult to duck around all the possible issues
that might cause conflict or suspicion—while he would play politics
without a shred of conscience with the senators, to do so with this
young, trusting girl revolted him, making it impossible to relax in
her company. So, when she had been there an hour and had satisfied
both honour and curiosity, he gave her a hint that perhaps she
might have better things to do, and to his relief, she agreed. She
returned his elaborately formal thanks with a simple bow and left,
leaving him feeling wistful and regretting more than ever his lack
of a sister.

No wonder Kei had often said
how Jena reminded him of Myka—the two women were much alike in
their independent, passionate manner, although Jena was undoubtedly
more like Kei in some ways. If the Darshianese system produce two
such extraordinary women from their smallest villages, and the best
the Prij could offer was someone like Mayl, he decided if he ever
had a daughter, he would want her to learn and study and be her own
person, and not be always dependent on a father or a husband. When
he thought of the mediocre minds populating the Prijian senate, he
couldn’t believe their womenfolk would really do worse than their
husbands or brothers or fathers.

The house felt very quiet and
empty without Myka’s bright personality or Kei’s calm, warm
presence. Now he was alone again, he experienced a revival of that
irrational anxiety he’d felt on waking, when Kei had not been there
and had not come in answer to his call. Logic had told him Kei was
simply out doing an errand or simply enjoying being back home—but
logic wasn’t speaking to his emotions, which told him he was
physically disabled where he was the enemy and vastly outnumbered.
Logic couldn’t overcome eight years of soldiering, much of it spent
in territory where he was hated and unwanted, and where even the
threat of decimation could not completely eradicate the risk of a
sneak attack, or a bomb from disaffected rebels.

But now he was a rebel too. He
would not fight for the Darshianese, or lead a war against his own
people, but such distinctions would mean little in Utuk. Could his
father possibly bear the shame of a traitor son? Of course he would
be disowned immediately, which would have interesting implications
for his marriage since the house Mayl liked to rule was in fact one
belonging to Arman’s family, given to him on his marriage for his
use for his lifetime—or until he turned on his country and was cast
out. Arman would happily live in a tent. He had a slight suspicion
that Mayl might not be so sanguine about a life under canvas.

Though it felt longer, it was
probably only half an hour after Myka departed that the front door
opened and Kei walked into the bedroom. “Oh, she’s gone? Sorry,
Arman, I didn’t mean to leave you on your own—I stopped at the
carpenter about your crutches and then I just caught up with Mis
and forgot the time.”

“I’m fine, stop fretting,” he
said. “Help me up, will you? I didn’t want to ask her.”

“She’d never lift you anyway,
not with the size of you,” Kei said, managing with the benefit of
weeks of practice to easily get Arman up out of the bed and into
the living room. Arman noted even the pain of his ribs was
lessening, and wished Kei wouldn’t be so cautious about the use of
crutches. When they got to Beyto, he’d said—another three days
away. But Arman felt healed enough now to at least try. He worried
about how unfit he was and his lack of condition. If he had to ride
an urs beast all day in his present state, it would probably kill
him.

Kei went to the kitchen and
filled a pot to make tea. “So, was it awful? I could have sent her
away, but...I thought it might be good for her.”

“It wasn’t awful, and yes, I
agree. She’s a wonderful person. I can see why you love her.”

He smiled with obvious
fondness. “She’s the best sister in the world, except when she’s in
a temper—then she’s the most terrifying,” he add with a wry grin.
“Thank you for that. I know...exposing your wounds in that way was
painful...but—”

Arman held up his hand to
forestall any further apology. “It’s all right. She isn’t the first
of your race to call me to account and she certainly won’t be the
last.”

“At least you made her think.
It’s always a battle with her to get her to stop and listen, she
has so many ideas of her own.”

Not like her
brother, who is always ready to listen.
“She was telling me about Reji. She’s quite a devotee.”

“Oh, she’s had a crush on
him since he came to live in the village. She wouldn’t believe me
if I told her something, but if Reji did, well, then, it was an
incontrovertible fact. She adores him, and it’s mutual. Was that
all you talked about?”

“No—we talked about you, of
course. She’s pretty devoted to you too.” Kei grinned. “We also
talked about her visit to Darshek...I should tell you I’ve worked
out the invasion wasn’t much of a surprise to most of you.”

Kei flushed. “Gods, I should
have warned her to keep her mouth shut—please don’t tell Tiko you
know. I don’t think it can do any harm but I’m not a military man,
as he keeps telling me. You won’t use it, will you?” he asked,
coming over to the table to look earnestly at Arman.

It wasn’t such a stupid
question, since Kei would know if he was lying. Fortunately, he
didn’t have to. “No, I won’t. I’m not likely to be in a position to
do so and that’s the simple truth. But if, somehow, I’m returned to
Kuprij, I won’t reveal what I’ve learned during my time here. I’ll
treat it as a confidence—unless your people attack mine.
Then all promises are void.”

Kei nodded. “That’s fair. Thank
you.” He shook his head. “My family have the biggest mouths.” He
went back to watch the pot of water.

“She’s an honest, open-hearted
person like someone else I could name. There’s no shame in it.” Kei
turned and gave him a smile for that. “How are you finding
it...talking to people, I mean? Being with them?”

“Easier than I thought.
Everyone’s so glad to see me back, and while there’s a lot of
suspicion about you and anxiety, it’s muted enough that I can deal
with it. It’s not like Ai-Darbin, or even Ai-Rutej. They were
relieved earlier. They’ve had more time to adjust.”

“Yes, but you’re also further
along in your recovery than you were when we went through those
villages. At the risk of making you angry, I really think you might
not be giving yourself a chance to settle back into your life now.
I think you’ve improved enough that you can handle this—and when
Reji returns, that will help.”

“It might, or it might not,”
Kei muttered, bringing the boiling water to the table, and pouring
it over dried ipo leaves and a few berries for flavour. He put the
lid on the teapot and shook it to help it brew. “The experiment is
giving uncertain results. Until I’m alone again, I don’t know if
you’re right, and if you’re wrong, I’ll end up going to Darshek
anyway, only this time it will take nearly four weeks instead of
less than two, and I won’t have you to help at all.”

“True. It’s a risk. But
if I am right, then you could be back with your family much sooner.
You can’t deny that’s what you want.”

“No,” he said slowly, shaking
the pot again, and then pouring out the tea into mugs. “More than
anything, I want to be home and normal again. But...at the same
time...I want to be with you a little longer, to see you’ll be
safe. I would miss you,” he said in a low voice.

“It’s inevitable we’ll part,”
Arman said gently. “Whether now or in two weeks...your life is
here, and my fate lies in the hands of your Rulers. It wasn’t fate
that brought us into contact, it was an act of war, and once the
war is finished, then you and I must follow our own paths.”

“Yes, I know.” Kei stared into
the red liquid in the mug he held. “But two weeks makes no
difference to the village—Teki can stay a little longer, and they
have Myka. I have to do this. Our paths are still entwined, and
even if I felt completely confident I was healed, I would still
want to do this.” He lifted his gaze to Arman’s. “Won’t you let
me?”

“Kei, as you wish, as always.
But now...you must have other people to see.”

He nodded. “In a while.
Everyone’s busy—there’s a lot of work to do since things were
neglected for so long, and the winter crops are ready to be picked.
I could go see how annoying Tiko is managing to make himself, but I
can do that when I go begging for our lunch.”

Arman looked around the little
room and its tiny kitchen. “Reji doesn’t cook?”

“Oh, he does—but he’s so
popular people would rather he came to them to be fed. He’s away so
much that no one minds when he’s here, and he always has news and
gossip or some tall tale to tell.”

Kei’s eyes were soft with
affection as he spoke of his lover. Arman wasn’t sure he wanted to
ever meet this paragon. He sipped his tea and considered how little
time was left for his friendship with Kei. Four days to Beyto,
three to Kislik—and then Darshek three or four days after that. All
he could do was to try and make that time a happy one for Kei, one
to look back on with some fondness—something to balance the pain of
his weeks in Utuk. How would he describe his time as a hostage to
his nieces and nephews, to the children of friends, he wondered?
Would it be something he would want to avoid talking about, or
would he be proud of his part in freeing his country?

“You’re very thoughtful again,”
Kei said with a smile. “Always so serious, Arman.”

“It’s not what Karus used to
say about me—”

There was a knock at the door.
With a sign, Kei got up. “If this is Myka again....” He opened the
door, and greeted his visitor in surprise. “Father? Come in,
please.” The grey-haired, weathered-looking man whom Arman
remembered even from his first encounter, stepped through the door,
a frown on his face. He ignored Arman entirely. “Would you like
some tea?” Kei asked.

“I haven’t time for that. I
need to speak to you. Your sister has put me in an awkward
position, you realise, and it’s all your fault.”

“Mine? But...is this about the
ceremony?”

“It’s about
him,”
Kei’s father said, jerking his head at Arman. “What were you
thinking to let her talk to him?”

Kei’s eyebrows lifted a little
in surprise. “I didn’t know that was forbidden, father, and since
she wanted to, I couldn’t see the harm. But what’s the problem?
We’re leaving tomorrow, as you know.”

“The problem is your sister
has prettily reminded me that by custom, weddings are open to all
the clan and all those enjoying the hospitality of the clan. Which,
she insists for reasons that yet escape me, should even include
those who have been nothing but a ruthless enemy to the village and
everyone and everything dear to it.”

“She...wants the general to
come?” Kei glanced at Arman, who carefully didn’t react at all,
sensing this was a very tricky moment for father and son.
“Why?”

“Some stupidity about him being
a friend of yours. What are you doing filling her head with
nonsense like that?”

Kei drew himself up to
his full height. “General Arman is a friend of mine,
father.”

The clan head snorted. “Oh,
don’t be a fool, lad. He’s a prisoner being taken to Darshek, and
an enemy of all of us. My only concern is not upsetting your sister
on her wedding day. I want you to talk to her. Clan hospitality
doesn’t have to be stretched so far and you and I know it.”

“Do I, father?” Kei said
frostily. “And what about the soldiers? They can’t come if the
general doesn’t—your failure to extend a welcome to him denies
hospitality to those we ask to defend us. If I were Tiko and his
men, I’d be rather insulted by that.”

Kei’s father wasn’t an
unreasonable man, and the gods knew Arman could definitely see his
point. He wished Kei would drop it, but he knew from past
experience that when the young healer got the bit between his
teeth, there was no reasoning with him.

“What are you trying to push
here? You know what people will say, how it will upset them.”

“Yes, I do know that, father. I
can point that out to Myka as well as you can, and I imagine you
know what her reaction will be.” Both men shared a slightly rueful
look—they’d clearly tried to argue Kei’s sister out of things
before. “But what I won’t do is lie to her and pretend General
Arman is exempt from our rules of hospitality which, before now,
you’ve always treated as if they were bound law. He’s not, whatever
he did or has happened in the past.”

“And the fact your cousin is
still in Prijian hands makes no difference to you?”

“Father,
I was in
Prijian hands too. No one has more reason to hate or fear them more
than I do. I don’t happen to hate or fear General Arman, but even
if I did, my answer would be the same. As clan head, your word is
law. But if your law is arbitrary, then who will respect
it?”

Kei’s father shook his head in
disgust. “I should have done like Fejsik in Ai-Vinri and banned him
before he ever entered the village. You, there, general—what right
have you to come to my daughter’s wedding and share in her
happiness?”

The man scowled at Arman, and
behind him, Kei winced and rubbed his chest. “None, sir, and I
understand your position. I wouldn’t offer me hospitality
either.”

“So you’re saying I’m no better
than you, is that it?”

Gods.
“No, I’m not. You have to do what’s best for
your people. I’m grateful for the kindness I’ve received from your
clan and your village.”

The clan head grunted, and
turned to Kei. “It’ll cause trouble. Feelings are running high, you
know that.”

“None more than me, actually,”
Kei said, still rubbing his chest a little. “But people aren’t as
agitated as you think, and perhaps it’s no bad thing for them to
see the great golden general is just a man like any other.”

Arman cleared his throat. “If I
may—could I not plead my injury to offer a way out of this?”

The clan head’s expression
became hopeful, but Kei shook his head. “Myka won’t believe
that—she’s seen you with her own eyes. Father, it’s not as if she’s
asked him to dance in the square. The less that’s made of this, the
less people will care. It’s the general who really will suffer from
being the subject of so much speculation,” he added with an
apologetic glance at Arman.

“But I wouldn’t insult
hospitality so graciously offered by refusing it for that reason,”
Arman said, inwardly amused by the irony of that hospitality being
as unwelcome to its recipient as it was painful to the giver.

“Very well. I’ll be damned if
the Prij are going to make me look unjust. You can come,” Kei’s
father said dismissively. “Don’t cause offence by word or deed or
the same justice which forces me to treat you equally in this will
descend hard on you.”

“I won’t, sir. Thank you,”
Arman said as politely as he could, considering the rudeness of the
offer.

The clan head looked
unimpressed by his effort. “Kei, you’re not serious when you say
this man is a friend, I hope. You’ll cause bad feeling here, and
suspicion. None of us want anything to do with the Prij.”

“I am serious, father. I
know what people think and I don’t blame them. But other people
aren’t me.” Kei faced his father calmly, and only because Arman now
knew him so well, could he tell how distressed Kei was by his
father’s hostility. “The general has shown me a great deal of
kindness, has put himself to trouble and to risk not just for me
but all our people, and, I think, has shown true regret for his
actions. I would be proud to call anyone like that a friend—I don’t
care what race they are. He’s a good man, and a decent
one.”

Kei’s father snorted again.
“You’re so much like Erte it’s like she somehow managed to get
herself reborn as you. I hope you appreciate what a supporter you
have, general.”

“I do indeed, sir. I’m also
proud to call Kei a friend, however much that may offend you to
hear.”

“It doesn’t offend me as much
as it worries me, because my son has to return to this village when
you’re gone, and live with the consequences which you do not.
Kei—did your mother ever tell you about the pet jombeker we had
when she was little?”

Kei seemed a little nonplussed
by the abrupt change of subject. “No...why do you mention it?”

“Because the way you spoke for
the general reminded me of that. When Erte was, oh, I think no more
than four—I was seven, I recall—Pa took a sickly jombeker in to
hand rear because its mother had rejected it. Now, this is normal,
as I’m sure you know, and you also know what male jombekers are
kept for. Pa wasn’t a cruel man and he didn’t encourage Erte to
feed the thing or get attached to it, but yet she did. Well, you
can guess how she reacted when Pa decided we could do with the meat
and took it out to cut its throat. She clung to it, pleaded for its
life, told Pa the poor thing had never done anyone any harm. It was
piteous to hear her, it really was. Pa could never resist Erte’s
tears, so he gave in and told her she could have it as a pet if she
wanted it so badly.”

“She always had a heart too big
for her body,” Kei said quietly.

“Yes, and sometimes it overrode
her damn common sense,” his father snapped. “That blasted jombeker
turned out to be the foulest, most bad-tempered creature we ever
owned, and even when Pa took its balls off, it still caused
problems in the flock. Did a lot of damage too, used to annoy the
she-animals with their kids, and attack anyone who came into the
pens. Pa finally had to quietly knock it on the head one day and
break the news to Erte after the fact. Fortunately, she was a
little older then and got over it, but we’d had a year and a half
of trouble before then with the worthless creature. My point
is—just because you think you’ve done the right thing in adopting
this man as a pet, doesn’t mean that in the long run, your soft
heart won’t bring a world of trouble to you and all of us.”

Arman saw Kei’s hackles rising
at the description of himself as a pet, and hastily intervened.
“Your point is well made, sir, but in any event, Kei will be rid of
me in two weeks. There won’t be any trouble, and I’m sure people
will understand how trials shared can throw people together who
should never have met. Don’t hold Kei’s kindness against him—and I
swear neither he nor you will regret your generosity.”

That got him a long searching
look. “You like your pets also, general, I see. I’ve no more time
to discuss this, Kei. I hope your sister realises the trouble she’s
put us both to.”

Kei bowed a little. “I am sure
she has the same faith in your judgement and fairness I do,
father,” he said with some coolness in his tone.

His father nodded and left the
house. “I don’t keep people as pets,” Kei muttered, then he sighed.
“I’m going to strangle that sister of mine.”

“So much for not killing
people, then.”

“For her, I’ll make an
exception.” He gave Arman a rueful grin. “Sorry about this. I know
this will be horribly boring for you.”

“No more than my own wedding
was. That took three days of interminable ceremonies, five ritual
baths, two dead pure black lemuls and rather a lot of money handed
over to the Temple of Isik before I could be allowed to bed Mayl. I
don’t think it was much of a bargain,” he added sardonically.

“Really? Oh well, our joining
ceremonies are very simple, and we don’t kill anything except to
eat it. It wasn’t that I was referring to,” Kei said, sitting down
again. He picked up his tea and made a face as he sipped it,
presumably because it had gone cold, but he drank it anyway.
“People will stare.”

“People always stare,” Arman
said, shrugging. “‘Golden general’?”

Kei flushed. “Um...it was a
nickname one of the hostages from Ai-Tuek came up with for you, and
it stuck.”

“I bet that wasn’t the only
name you called me.”

“No, it wasn’t.” He rubbed his
chest again. “Why do you always arouse such strong passions?”

Arman laid his hand on Kei’s
arm and immediately saw his expression relax. “I’m truly sorry. I
don’t want you fighting with your people over me, especially not
your father and clan head. You know he can’t only take your
sister’s wishes into account—like a general, he has to see the
whole story, not just individuals.”

“Perhaps. But our hospitality
has always been a source of pride and I didn’t want him to regret
any failure in that, or to give anyone a chance to criticise him
over it. Better to be criticised for being over-scrupulous than
capricious, to my mind—and I know Fedor will think so too when he
stops being irritated. I imagine Myka got him pretty annoyed.”

“I still don’t know why she did
that,” Arman murmured, sipping his own cold tea.

Kei grinned. “Well, not to give
credence to Tiko’s idiocy, but you really do have an amazing range
of conquests.” He grew serious. “If they got to know you, they
would know you’re not what they think. I wish others could see the
truth for themselves. We don’t do any favours to ourselves in
making the Prij out to be this unbeatable, unstoppable army of
demons.”

“True enough, but wars aren’t
good ways of finding the truth, as you know.” Kei got up to refill
the pot with hot water. “So, tell me what happens at these
ceremonies?”

~~~~~~~~

Though the argument with his
uncle hadn’t been at all pleasant, after lunch Kei got a certain
amount of satisfaction in catching Tiko off-guard by casually
announcing he and his men were invited to the joining ceremony that
evening—and so was General Arman.

“Don’t be ridiculous, man,”
Tiko said, as they walked down the street to the carpenter. “No one
here wants him at a wedding.”

“That’s not strictly correct,
and in any event, Fedor has personally invited him.” A slight gloss
on the truth, but not one he’d lose any sleep over. “So make sure
you and your men are presentable, won’t you? My sister deserves
better than your usual scruffiness.”

Tiko, as ever, was
irrepressible. “You’re a cheeky sod, Kei, but I prefer you this way
than how you were when we rescued you. All right. Sunset, I heard?
One thing.” He caught Kei’s arm. “Do you think there’s any risk of
an incident like the one at Ai-Darbin? My impression is that people
are more reasonable here, but they’re your clan. Be honest.”

“My honest opinion is they’ll
look and whisper and some of them will be angry. But there won’t be
any violence.”

“Hmmm. All right. But do us all
a favour and if you feel anything worrying, let me know. While I
have no desire to ruin your sister’s ceremony, we have to get him
to Darshek. That overrides every other consideration.”

“Yes, it does. I will, you
don’t need to ask. I hope you’ll enjoy yourself.”

Tiko grinned. “I plan to. I’ve
been away from home for a damn long time, and it’s not been much
fun except when I manage to pull your tail. We could all do with a
break.”

Put like that, Kei couldn’t
really begrudge Tiko’s teasing, which, however irritating, always
had at its heart a real concern for him. They came now to the
carpenter’s shop, where the carpenter, Noki, waved cheerfully at
them. “I was just coming to find you, Kei. They’re ready, just as I
promised, but I wanted to measure them against your man. No chance
you could bring him here?”

Noki handed him the crutches—an
old pair which he’d lengthened with new wood at the end, using Kei
as a measure and adding a few inches for safety. They were
comfortably padded with leather and urs beast wool, with hard
leather stops at the end to prevent slipping. “Would you mind
coming to the house?”

“Not at all, let me just fetch
the tools I need.”

Kei handed the crutches to Tiko
for his approval. “You going to let him use them today?”

“He wants me to—let’s see. I’d
rather wait, but you can imagine how much he likes being carried
around.”

Tiko nodded. “I’d have gone
raving mad by now. But he’s a lord too—maybe they’re used to it in
Kuprij.”

Remembering the Prijian
senators, Kei thought that wasn’t so unreasonable. “He’s not
exactly typical of his class from what I’ve seen. There’s worse, I
can tell you.”

When Noki was ready, they
walked back the short distance to Reji’s house. Arman sat at the
table, writing his journal in the book Kei had got for him. He was
rather surprised at his visitors.

“General Arman, this is Noki,
our carpenter. He needs to measure your crutches.”

Arman bowed from his seated
position. “Thank you, sir.”

Noki was a placid sort, and
from his manner, one would think he met Prijian army generals every
day of his life. Tiko and Kei helped Arman to stand and supported
him while Noki measured the crutches. “A little too long. I thought
so. I can fix it here and then you can have them, general.”

He sawed off the end that was
affixed to the arm supports and rejoined the two pieces. “There you
are. Want to try them out?”

Arman looked at Kei pleadingly.
“Can’t I, just for a moment?”

Kei insisted on feeling Arman’s
ribs and side, using his gift to see if the ribs were sufficiently
healed to take a little strain. He thought they probably were,
although he’d still prefer Arman waited. “All right. Don’t put any
weight on your leg and try not to use your damaged side more than
you have to.”

He and Tiko stood watchfully,
waiting for any sign of distress or imbalance as Arman let the
things take his weight. “Does it hurt?”

“A little—nothing tearing or
worrying. Just aching.” Arman grinned. “Liberation.”

“Not quite,” Kei said dryly.
“Thanks, Noki. A lovely job as usual.”

“My pleasure, Kei. I have to do
my bit to help bring our people back, right?”

“That’s right, Noki,” Tiko
said, clapping him on the back and showing him to the door. When
Noki left, he returned to watch Arman walk very slowly and
hesitantly on the crutches. “So, do you plan to let him use them
this evening?”

Arman turned to Kei and used
his eyes shamelessly. “Please? I don’t want to be carried.”

Worse than a three-year-old,
Kei thought in exasperation. “You can practice a little more this
afternoon, and with the soldiers’ help you can walk but you’re to
sit throughout the rest of it. If there’s any sudden pain, or you
fall—that’s it until Darshek, do you hear?”

“Yes, I hear.” But there was no
hiding his glee. Arman’s days of being carried were almost
certainly over.

This of course presented them
with a different problem—clothes. Arman had been wearing a night
shirt and his cloak since Darbin, which was fine if all he did was
sit—but they were a bit of a hazard for a man on crutches.
Unfortunately, Arman was taller than any Darshianese Kei knew, and
heavier than himself who was closest in height. He’d have to make
himself rather unpopular with people who were busy getting ready
for a wedding.

One man in the village sewed as
well as Meis or Sira, but he was working, not at home. Kei left
Arman practicing under Tiko’s supervision, and walked out to the
fields where Rin’s brother, Lev, was picking urko beans. “Young
Kei! Glad to see you.”

“And I you too, Lev. I’m afraid
I need a favour, and that quickly.”

Lev straightened, stretched and
cricked his back. “I’d like a break—what do you need?”

“Two pairs of trousers for man
of my height and half again as broad.”

“Gods, you don’t mean that damn
Prij bastard, do you?” Lev said, frowning.

“I’m afraid so. I wouldn’t ask
but...you know how well I stitch material. Make it a thigh muscle
any day,” he joked.

Lev was still frowning, but
then he sighed. “All right. If it wasn’t you asking, I’d tell him
to whistle for it. But, lad, there’s no time to make them from
scratch.”

“No, but if I can beg some worn
out pairs from some of our heavier men, can you adjust them? It
won’t matter if the legs are too short, but the seat will need to
be comfortable. He has a leg splint too—we need to find some way he
can pull the things on and off.”

“Don’t want much, do you?” Kei
shrugged. “Oh well, you go find me some old trousers to work with
and I’ll come measure up your damn prisoner. Don’t blame me if a
pin gets left in the crotch by mistake.”

Kei grinned, but privately
reminded himself to check the trousers very carefully before Arman
was allowed to pull them on.

The begging took a little
longer than he would have liked because everyone wanted to talk to
him. Finally he had a suitable sample and brought Lev to the house
to meet Arman, who was once again assiduously courteous to his
visitor. Lev was a little unnerved by the reality of the man he’d
only previously seen as a faceless suit of armour, but quickly set
to trying and measuring the trousers Kei had garnered. The solution
to the problem was easier than expected, since there were at least
three pairs that would do, and which would not need any sewing at
all—they only needed to be split to mid-thigh on the right side to
allow for the splint. Lev chose the two least worn pairs and
quickly snipped the stitching on the side seam. “I’ll stitch laces
on this pair so you can tie it shut, stop it flapping so he doesn’t
trip and fall on his arse. You can do the same on the others on the
trail. I don’t have time to do it now.”

Kei watched Lev’s deft fingers
stitch cord to the sides of the opening. “I’ll botch that, I know I
will,” he said mournfully. His mother had insisted he learn to sew
as part of his training but somehow cloth always slipped away from
him in ways that flesh did not.

“It’s all right, Kei. I can do
it.”

Kei and Lev stared at Arman in
astonishment at this simple statement.

“You can sew?”

“Of course I can sew. Who do
you think mends my uniforms? Little stitching demons?”

“I’d have thought you’d be too
fancy to touch a menial task, my lord,” Lev said sarcastically.

Arman had maintained scrupulous
politeness with all the Darshianese he’d met to now, even Tiko, so
he caught Kei by surprise when he answered rather tartly, “Then you
were wrong, sir. I can sew, I cook well, I can mend my own armour,
and physick a sick urs beast. I know the basics of carpentry, and I
assure you that left to myself, I’d rather clean my own quarters
than ask another soul to do so. We might be cruel, vicious
bastards, but I’m not a lazy one.”

Lev sat back on his heels and
gaped. “Aren’t you some kind of lord? I heard you were.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I
was waited on hand and foot. I prefer not to be in any event, and
in the Prijian army, any officer who behaved that way would lose
the respect of their men as quickly as they would in your own.”

“I suppose they would,” Lev
murmured. He stood up. “Then I’ll lend Kei the makings for this,
and you can fix the laces yourself, general. I’d like to put your
boast to the test, but we won’t have time for it before you leave.
Is that all you needed, Kei?”

“Yes, thanks, Lev.”

“Thank you, sir. I didn’t mean
to cause offence,” Arman said, his polite mask now restored.

“None taken—not over that
anyway. I need to clean up before the ceremony, so I’ll see you
then.”

Kei closed the door behind him.
“You amaze me, you truly do.”

“Because I can sew?”

Kei grinned. “Because you’ll
let people call you an evil murderer to your face without a single
complaint, but the moment they imply you can’t stitch two bits of
material together, you lose your temper.”

Arman smiled ruefully. “Sorry—I
just get rather tired of having every sin a man can commit attached
to my name. I’ve plenty that are real—why should I tolerate the
fictional ones?”

“You shouldn’t. It’s all right
to be mad at them for being rude. They can say their piece without
that. I’m rather tired of it myself.”

“Remember what I said to you a
while ago about picking your battles? That isn’t a battle worth
fighting. Nor was the sewing, but I never claimed to have perfect
judgement.”

“You’re forgiven, my lord. But
now I need to clean you up, get you dressed and then wash and
change myself. We don’t have a lot of time, and I’ve irritated
people enough today without being late to speak for my sister at
her wedding.”


Chapter : Return to Darshian 10

There were easily two or three
places where Arman would less like to be than limping slowly along
Albon’s street—Her Serenity’s palace cells, a dinner table with his
father, even back in one of the wagons. That didn’t mean he was
delighted to be the centre of so much curious and overtly hostile
attention as he made his way to the chair placed in front of one of
the houses facing onto the square. Even in this far from prominent
position, and even with the low dusk and flickering torchlight
making it hard to see individual faces, he couldn’t help but be
seen. Tiko and his men stood at attention around him, making his
captive status far too obvious to his mind, although they were only
doing their job and making sure the villagers knew he was under
their protection. As he tried to look as unobtrusive and harmless
as possible, he had more than one uncharitable thought about
brother and sister healers with more kindness than common sense,
and hoped this business would not take long.

The air was very cold, but no
one seemed to mind. Everyone wore their best clothes, many carried
small lamps. It made for a pretty picture with the pools of golden
light and the last fingers of sunset in the sky. He just didn’t
belong in it.

When the crowd stopped moving,
a small group of people bearing lamps came to the head of the
square, and Kei’s father—Fedor, as he’d been reminded the man was
called—walked to the centre of the clear area and spoke clearly in
the manner of someone used to making himself heard and being
heard.

“Welcome, my friends. Welcome
also to our visitors, who enjoy our hospitality as is our
inviolable custom.” There wasn’t a trace of irony in the man’s
tone, nor any hint of sarcasm, and he didn’t glance at Arman or the
soldiers. When Fedor gave in, he was gracious about it. “Before we
start, let us pause a moment to think of our missing friends and
family members. I know you, as I, hope for their safe return very
soon, and an end to this conflict with the Prij, which was not of
our seeking.”

The crowd stayed quiet, but a
few heads turned Arman’s way at Fedor’s words—he didn’t need Kei’s
gift to know what they were feeling. After a few moments’ silence,
Fedor spoke again. “We come now to happier thoughts. This evening,
we are here to witness a joyful event, which follows another—the
return of Kei, our healer, my beloved son and nephew. While he has
some business to complete in Darshek before he’s back with us for
good, I rejoice he’s safe and home once more.”

This brought a few cheers, and
many nods of agreement. If nothing else, Arman was glad he’d been
able to restore Kei to his home, even if it was in a way he’d not
expected. If the others could come back too....

Fedor made a signal, and as the
men and women with him moved to flank him, a pipe played a soft
lilting melody, very odd to Arman’s ears. Then, from opposite sides
of the square, two pairs of people walked towards Fedor. One was
Kei with Myka on his arm, looking lovely and rather pleased with
herself. Her hair was coiled on top of her head and adorned with
something that glittered in the lamplight. A single long lock of
hair had been left free to hang at the side of her face. This odd
style was matched by one of the two young men who were also coming
to the front of the crowd—one, Arman assumed, had to be her fiancé,
the other a badly scarred fellow of a similar age.

Myka and her intended were led
by their companions to stand in front of Fedor, then Kei and the
scarred young man stood aside. The music fell silent and Fedor
spoke again to the crowd. “Myka, my daughter and niece, daughter of
Keiji and Erte, and Banji, son and nephew of Rin and Meis, son of
Ban and Kleta, have asked for the right to be joined in marriage.
Who will speak for them?”

Kei stepped forward. “I, Kei,
son and nephew of Fedor and Sira, son of Keiji and Erte, speak for
my sister, Myka. I believe she is of sound character, has an honest
and loving heart—and she makes the best beer in Ai-Albon, so she’s
quite a catch.”

The villagers laughed and
cheered. The priests of Isik would drop dead with shock to have
seen such irreverence. Prijian weddings were extremely solemn
affairs.

Kei stepped back, and the other
young man stepped up. “I, Misek, son of Rin and Meis, speak for my
brother and cousin, Banji. I know him to be a good and honest
person, a hard and sturdy worker, and he loves beer so it’s a happy
match.”

Fedor grinned as Misek finished
his speech. “Do the families consent?”

“Aye, we do,” the older two
women standing to either side of Fedor said in unison—the mothers
of the couple, Arman guessed.

“Does anyone object to the
joining of Myka and Banji?”

Arman half-expected a joking
interjection, but there wasn’t a word said. Fedor spoke again.
“Then as clan head, I give my consent if Myka and Banji still
choose to be joined.”

The two women who had spoken
came to the sides of the young couple and did something Arman
couldn’t see—but when they stepped back, Arman saw the long free
locks of hair that Myka and Banji were sporting, had been twined
loosely together and held in Fedor’s hand. “Myka, do you still wish
to wed Banji?”

“With all my heart,” she said
stoutly.

“And Banji, do you
consent?”

“I will take Myka as my wife
with pleasure.”

Fedor took a hand each from
them, clasped them together and placed the joined locks in them.
“Then may your life be joyous, and blessed with love and many
children. Congratulations.”

And that was it, Arman realised
in amazement. The newly joined couple turned to the crowd to
receive their cheers, music struck up again, and tables with food
and small barrels on them were brought out of several of the houses
and into the square itself. No robes, no incense, no priests, no
sacrifices. No gods appealed to or propitiated, and no handsome
gifts to the temple to ensure fertility. It was all...charming. A
simple, heart-felt ceremony to fit honest and warm people.

Now the ceremony was over, it
was time for drinking and dancing. Arman was resigned to the fact
he would be sitting watching other people enjoy themselves for at
least an hour—any less and his departure would draw unwelcome
attention. He couldn’t see Kei anymore as people milled about, nor
any of the few villagers he knew. “Captain, don’t you want to join
in the fun?”

Tiko looked down and grimaced.
“I’d love to. But I can’t leave you.”

“No one’s paying me any heed,
you know. They have far more important and enjoyable things to
do.”

Tiko shook his head. “Sorry,
it’s too risky.”

Arman sighed. Another crime to
lay at his feet.

Increasingly dejected at being
the turd in the lily pond, he watched the revelry, wishing he could
be allowed to return to the house. His guards stood stolidly in
position, contrasting sadly with the dancers and those munching on
a kind of small cake.

“You look totally miserable—was
it that awful?”

He couldn’t help but smile as
Kei’s happy face appeared above him. “No, I was glad to see it. But
I’m stopping our friends here enjoying themselves.”

“I can fix that,” Kei said
brightly before he dived back into the crowd. Now what was he up
to?

He had his answer a few short
minutes later when Kei reappeared with Misek, the scarred man who’d
spoke for the groom. “Right, Tiko—Mis and I will watch the general,
you men can go have fun.”

“No, I have to—”

Kei held his hand up
imperiously. “Tiko, no one’s interested. Anyway, if you think
anyone’s going to violate our hospitality in front of the brothers
of the bride and groom, not to mention the son of the clan head,
then you’ve really been away from home too long.”

Tiko grinned. “Fair enough.
Come on, lads, the honour of the army is at stake.”

None of his soldiers needed a
second hint, and Arman’s guard disappeared like water in sand.
“Finally,” Kei said. “General, I’d like you to meet Mis, my other
best friend.”

Misek held out his hand without
a hint of hesitation. “I’m Misek.”

Arman shook his hand. “I’m
Arman. Thank you for letting me share in your family’s joy.”

“Well, it was Fedor. I can’t
claim any credit. Kei’s been bending my ear about you half the
day.”

“Oh?” It can’t have been
anything bad, because Misek was only curious—there was no hostility
in his expression at all.

“He says you’re going to bring
our people home—is that true?”

“I’ll do my very best. I can’t
promise it because it’s not all in my control.”

“He knows that,” Kei said.
“Mis, do you fancy fighting for some gren nut cakes and beer for
us? I better stay with Arman or Tiko will give me grief.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” He
made his way back into the crowd.

Kei crouched beside Arman’s
chair. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. It was a very nice
ceremony. Simple. I liked it.”

“They can get more elaborate in
Darshek, but really all we need to know here is that the couple are
serious enough to state that fact in public and the families are
happy. With those two, that was a given anyway.”

“What if someone had objected?
Does it happen?”

Kei nodded. “It can—never seen
it myself, but if there’s an unresolved attachment, things can get
awkward. If it can’t be sorted out on the spot, then the ceremony
is delayed until it is. But in the villages, we all know each other
and so it never gets that far. She looked fine, didn’t she? I wish
Ma and Pa had been here. Ma...this is the kind of thing she missed
out on,” he added wistfully.

Arman laid a hand on Kei’s
back. “Don’t. How long will this go on for?”

“Until the beer runs out. Which
will be an hour or two. Myka and Banji are doing the rounds. I want
to wait until they go in. Can you bear it?” he asked, looking
suddenly worried.

“Now I can. But you don’t
really need to babysit me. There’s no threat.”

“Well, not now, but when
there’s drink and resentment, you can’t be too careful. Besides,”
he said with a grin, “people will think twice about being rude to
you if I’m here. There’s nothing to stop them coming over to talk
to me if they want to.”

“I’ll put them off,
surely.”

“Don’t be too sure about that.
Here comes Mis—he’s had good hunting.”

Misek bore three mugs and a
plate full of the cakes everyone was eating. “I think that might
have to do us, Kei—there’s not much left.”

“It’s my fault, I didn’t give
people time to prepare. Here, Arman.” Kei handed him a cakes. “It’s
a local speciality—gren nut cakes with honey. Go on, they’re
good.”

Cautiously, he nibbled on it.
It really was good—sweet, with a nutty taste and light texture to
complement the roasted nut topping. It wouldn’t shame the table of
Her Serenity herself. “Excellent,” he said, which made Misek grin
for some reason.

“Misek’s mother is the best
cook in the village,” Kei explained.

“Please give her my
compliments, then.”

Misek’s expression became
serious. “No offence, general, but I’m not telling her you’re
eating her cakes. She doesn’t like you.”

“No,” Arman agreed regretfully.
“I wouldn’t expect she does. But the cakes are good,
nonetheless.”

Kei looked down and gave him a
rueful grin, and then spoke to Misek. That gave Arman peace to
finish the food and sip the beer while he watched the festivities
and listened to the sprightly, joyful music provided by pipes and
small drums, and something a little like a metal rattle which gave
low, bell-like notes when shaken. The new couple were greeted at
every turn as they wove in and out of the dancing couples.

His own marriage to Mayl had
been a seriously formal affair and the only dancing had been by the
entertainers. He’d got drunk just to get through it, and what he
knew he’d have to do that evening. If he’d had someone like Kei to
take to his bed....

He stamped on that thought as
he did every time it reared its ugly head. Fortunately, Kei wasn’t
paying attention, for which he was grateful. His young friend was
in his element in this gathering, and even though the raft of happy
emotions would stress him less and perhaps was no true test of his
gift’s stability, he still wished Kei would trust the healing power
of the love and support of his family and friends. Since Darbin,
Kei had been free of nightmares and the bone-deep sadness that had
dogged him for months had subsided. Arman found it very difficult
to believe it was just because Kei had been almost continuously in
Arman’s company since then. It made no sense—he and Kei were
friends, but they weren’t lovers, and Arman had no special gift, he
was certain of it. What was surely happening was Kei’s own
remarkable mind was working to repair the damage, and time and
distance from the awful experience of the executions had dulled the
pain, even as the crippling ache of Loke’s death had eased for
Arman himself.

If Reji were not in Darshek,
and Kei not very likely to meet up with him there, Arman would try
harder to persuade him, perhaps even appeal to Fedor over Kei’s
head to try and get his friend to stay. As it was, there would only
be an unfortunate but not tragic delay to Kei returning to a normal
life, although Arman still regretted it.

Fedor and his wife—so Arman
assumed—were near to them now. Kei called to them and Fedor nodded,
but came no closer. “Don’t push,” Arman hissed as Kei seemed intent
on bringing them over. “The man’s done enough.”

“I just wanted my aunt to meet
you.”

Arman tugged hard on Kei’s
coat. “Don’t,” he repeated. “Don’t go too far, please.”

Kei gave him a wry look.
“Getting carried away, am I?”

“Just a bit.” Misek was talking
with a young woman and Kei and Arman were alone briefly. “There’s
no equivalent ceremony for same sex couples?” There wasn’t any such
thing in Prijian culture, but the Darshianese were so much more
practical and open, so he had to wonder.

“No, there isn’t, nor for
infertiles like me. Marriage is mainly seen as a way of ensuring
the stability of a family unit for children, a commitment to
raising them with each other. There’s no need for us to be wed,”
Kei explained.

Arman detected a tinge of
resentment in his tone. “And can infertiles not adopt?”

“Oh yes, they can, and should
they have a lover of either sex, they can be named as an adoptive
parent. There’s no ceremony, just documents. It’s very rare
though—there’s usually a married relative with children who will
take orphaned children in. No, it’s a carefree life for the likes
of me. No wife, no children, no need to divorce if my lover ceases
to please me. Who could want for more?”

Although Arman had had hints
the inability to father a child wore hard on Kei, he’d never
suspected this degree of bitterness. “I’m not really in a position
to sing the praises of wedded bliss,” he said mildly.

Kei collected himself. “Gods,
listen to me, as if it’s anyone’s fault I can’t have children.
Banji! Myka!” He waved the young couple over, his dark mood
apparently forgotten.

Myka was all smiles—she looked
radiant and pretty and very much in love—and able to have all that
was denied to Kei by pure accident. Arman knew what it felt like to
be excluded from ordinary happiness by circumstance. Still, he
greeted his friend’s sister warmly. “Congratulations, Myka.”

“Thank you, Arman.” She pulled
her young man forward. “This is Banji. Banji-Ki, this is the—”

“I know who he is,” her husband
said quietly, giving Arman a piercing look. “Come on, Ma’s calling
us.” He tugged on Myka’s arm, and his wife had little choice but to
follow. She threw a look back at Kei and Arman as in apology, but
then the throng swallowed them up.

“Sorry about that,” Kei said,
crouching down beside Arman’s chair again. “It’s not that Banji
hates you, it’s his family—Meis really wants you to leave.”

Depressing to be the cause of
bad feeling at this happy occasion. “It’s the best thing for all
concerned, really. Could I possibly go back? I’ve served politeness
and honour long enough.” Although he should be used to it by now,
he was tired of being slighted over and over, and it upset Kei to
see it.

Kei stood and picked up his
lamp. “Of course. Do you think you can manage with just me?”

“I’ll be fine. Why don’t you
ask Tiko?”

“Because he’s busy and we can
slip away without him. Come on.”

With Kei’s help, he got onto
his crutches, and they moved slowly along the edge of the crowd,
Kei politely acknowledging his friends while making it clear he
couldn’t stop. It took them a good five minutes to get out of the
square, but after that, he was back at the house in short order.
Kei helped him into a chair and put the lamp on the table. “I’ll
run back and tell Tiko where I’ve gone and say goodnight to Myka,
then I’ll be back.”

Arman caught his sleeve.
“There’s no hurry. Go back and enjoy yourself.”

“No, I want to come back. I’ve
done my bit.”

Arman watched him go in
exasperation. Spoiling this celebration for Kei was precisely what
he hadn’t wanted. His sister would only be married once, most
likely, and Kei was missing out on it. He said as much when Kei
returned a few minutes later, but his friend didn’t agree. “The
main thing was speaking for Myka. There’ll be other celebrations,
and right now, it’s an effort to not be overwhelmed even with
everyone being happy. I’m sorry you had a rotten time. We’re not
usually this rude to visitors.”

“I’m hardly just a visitor.
Don’t worry, the good name of your clan remains untarnished.”

Kei shrugged, and then began
rooting around in the kitchen. “I forgot to get something for
supper—it’s going to be whatever’s in the larder, the rest of the
bread and some honey. Oh, there’s still a little butter—you have
that, it’s good for you.”

“Kei.”

“What?”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“Kei?”

“What, Arman?”

Arman folded his arms and
looked sternly at him. “You’re a dreadful liar, you know.”

Kei stood up, holding a small
pot. “I am fine, really.” He put the pot down on the table. “It’s
just things being dangled in front of me I can’t have. Again. It’s
a very small problem compared to everything else.” He looked in the
cupboards again, resolutely ignoring Arman’s concern.

When he came back to the table
and put his finds down, Arman took hold of his wrist. “Would it
help to stay? It’s not too late, you know that.”

Kei sat down. “No,” he said
gently. “This isn’t to do with...the damage.... This is something
I’ve had to deal with all my life.” He gave Arman a sad smile.
“Right now, there’s an element of wishing my older friends would
accept my new one, but we can’t help that.”

“I don’t belong to your life.
You should concentrate on how you’ll return here.” Kei only
shrugged at this advice. “Is there really no hope you could be
fertile?”

Kei freed himself to slice the
bread. “None. And it’s not such a problem, only when I get reminded
of it. I love children. I’d love to have a son or daughter of my
own. But infertility isn’t restricted to those with gifts, and it’s
perfectly possible to be happy without offspring. Reji definitely
prefers it this way.”

Arman wondered if Reji knew how
Kei felt on the subject. “It’s ironic—I’m indifferent on the
subject of fatherhood, but my balls have been certified as perfect
by the Temple of Isik itself.”

“I beg your pardon?” Kei asked,
pausing as he cut the bread, his mouth open in shock.

“When Prijian children enter
puberty, they’re taken to the Temple and the priests conduct
elaborate tests involving sacrificing fowls and covering them with
salt and rather a lot of disgusting herbs to determine if the child
is fertile is not. If they are not, then the parents can either
pray to Isik and hope for a change of heart, which usually comes
with a lot of bribes passed to the priests, or they can accept
their child is never going to marry and they’re usually sent to
serve in the temple. Unfortunately, I was found to be emphatically
fertile—now I really wish I’d been less manly.”

Kei was still gaping. “You’re
surely joking.”

“No. I still have my
certificate in the house.”

“Arman, of all the stupid,
primitive, superstitious load of urs shit I’ve ever heard about the
Prij, that is the worst. How can priests tell if a child is fertile
by sacrificing a fowl?”

Secretly pleased at having
distracted Kei from his gloom, Arman pretended to be puzzled. “You
mean you can’t? Are you sure? We’ve been doing it a long time.”

“It’s...it’s...words fail
me! Gods, how do you people get through a normal day believing
such...such utter shit?”

“This is my religion and
culture you’re being so incredibly rude about, healer. And after
you were apologising for your friends.... How can I defend myself
against such blatant prejudice?”

“Pre.... Look, there’s religion
and then there’s something so idiotic that—” Kei’s eyes narrowed
suspiciously. “You don’t believe it either, do you?”

“No, I don’t think I did even
at the time,” he said calmly, stealing a gren nut.

“You’re
such a
bastard.”

“Not technically, but I think I
get the idea.” He grinned at Kei. “Most people know it’s just the
Temple making a lot of money out of their anxieties, but it’s so
ingrained they still go through with the farce anyway. No one would
marry someone without a fertility certificate—it’s too risky if
your family depends on successful breeding, like mine. Of course,
you can’t stop your fields being ploughed by strangers, but I can’t
say I care.”

Kei shook his head. “And you
call us barbarians.”

“Not lately,” Arman said
peaceably, taking some of the bread and smearing it with the honey.
People ate well here—they managed their resources carefully and the
apparently dry and unfriendly landscape was actually anything but.
It needed skill and long knowledge to coax a land like this to give
up its fruits, but just because it lacked the green lushness of the
south, didn’t mean it wasn’t rich in its own way. The Prij would
never have successfully colonised this land, not with their
arrogant belief the Darshianese had nothing to teach them.

They ate in companionable
silence and managed a reasonable meal from what Kei had scrounged.
Arman yawned. “We better go to bed. I imagine Tiko will want us up
at dawn.”

“He can want all he wants, but
I saw the beer he was putting away and he’s not as young as he
thinks he is. We’ll be up when we’re up—Myka will come after me
with an axe if I fail to say goodbye and if Tiko thinks I’m waking
up newlyweds at dawn after their wedding night, he’ll have to get
used to disappointment.” Kei laid a hand on his arm. “Thank you.
Reji does this for me when I get grumpy.”

“It’s no trouble, my friend.
But I’d still like to go to bed.” Was he glad to resemble Reji in
this matter? He tried to tell himself it was good Reji would be
there to cheer Kei out of his rare bad moods. It was what Kei
needed.

Reji was
all he
needed. Arman needed to remember that.
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Tiko wasn’t too bothered
about their late start—since Kei had had to find
him and
roust him out of bed, it would have been foolish of him to
complain. It was mid-morning before the beasts were loaded and they
were ready to depart. Arman suggested to Tiko that since he was so
improved physically, they would be able to hasten their journey
even further by omitting the day-long rests in Beyto and Kislik.
Kei agreed, but Arman couldn’t help noticing his expression grew
briefly sad before his sister arrived with their father to say
farewell and he put a smile on his face to welcome them.

The rest of the villagers were
going about their business—the only other people with Myka and
Fedor were her husband and his brother, Misek. Arman was glad to
face these people on his feet for a change even if he did have to
lean on crutches, and to wear proper clothing for the first time in
weeks. Kei embraced his friends and relatives warmly, and wiped
away a tear from Myka’s face, speaking to her in a low voice, while
her men folk stared at Arman with a mixture of hostility and
curiosity. Fedor clasped Tiko’s hand. “You make sure he comes back
safely.”

“I’ll get him to Darshek. Kei
will be back in six weeks, or I’ll want to know the reason
why.”

Kei pulled a face. “Tiko, are
you trying to be my father or my mother? Father, it’s not like I’ve
never been away at all before—I was even younger last time I left
to go to Darshek.”

“I know, my boy. But when we’re
feeling the losses of the others, each additional one hurts us,”
Fedor said, shooting a poisonous look at Arman. “You, general—you
better be able to do as you promise.”

“I’ll do all I have promised,
sir, but whether it will be enough, I can’t predict. Please accept
my apologies for my past actions and that of my country. I regret
it, and will work for however long it takes to repair the harm
done. You have my word as a general, and on my honour.”

Fedor grunted, but he seemed a
little surprised at the sincere declaration. “We’ll have to see
what your honour is worth then. Farewell, Kei—you go with my
blessing and our love,” he added gently, placing his hand on Kei’s
shoulder.

“Thank you, father,” Kei said
in a quiet voice. It took a few moments for him to recover, then he
shook himself. “Right—Banji-ki, you remember even baby-making
doesn’t need to be undertaken every hour of the day, won’t you?”
His friend aimed an outraged cuff at him but Kei ducked it easily.
“And Mis? See they behave like proper young married people while
I’m gone—and don’t forget I hope I’ll be dancing at your wedding
one day soon.”

“We’ll see, Kei,” Misek said.
“Go on, the day’s wasting, and I want to see this cart of yours in
action.”

“Right you are,” Tiko said,
giving the order for Arman’s chair to be loaded. It was a
disadvantage of the design that he couldn’t get in or out of the
cart without assistance unless he had two good legs. The only other
way into the back of it was from the driver’s seat and he was a
long way from being able to climb up into the front at all, let
alone without help. Still, he’d told them to leave off the oilskin
cover, intending to rely on his heavy cloak for warmth, so he felt
less like an elderly matron being carried about from door to door.
He’d have liked to have had full control of a beast again, but this
entire journey was making him draw on reserves of patience within
himself he’d never suspected. He’d endure this small humiliation as
he had endured the larger ones and hope the price was worth it.

It was a cold, bright, windless
day, perfect for fast travel. Tiko had said they might even make
Beyto in three days if they were lucky, but as it was two hundred
miles, that was pushing it. They would certainly need to swap a
beast or two with ones in the village herd, but that had happened
before so perhaps they would make it.

They rode until well past noon,
Kei riding in silence beside the cart, looking rather thoughtful
and not paying a lot of attention to what was going on around him.
When they stopped for a meal and to rest and water the beasts, he
wandered off to sit under a leafless tree at the far side of the
small waterhole where they had pulled up.

“Is he all right, do you
think?” Arman asked Tiko as the captain pulled supplies out of his
saddle bags.

“Why don’t you ask him, since
you’re such great friends. He’ll be missing his other ones, I
think.”

Arman tried and failed to
detect any sarcasm or mockery in Tiko’s voice, so he nodded and
made his slow way over to Kei. He was determined to practice on the
crutches as much as he could. They made his ribs ache and he was
already sore in muscles which had seen no activity in weeks,
although the increased mobility felt wonderful to him.

Kei only looked up as Arman
came over and lowered himself onto a log near to where Kei sat.
“You want to take care not to trip on the rough ground,” he said
mildly.

“I’m being careful. I just need
to get used to them, and I can’t pick and choose the lie of the
land.” Kei only nodded and fell silent again. “What happened to
that fellow, Misek? That had to have been a bad injury.”

“It was a kiln explosion.
Banji’s father was killed, Mis and his father badly injured. Mis
nearly died—he was lucky only to lose the sight in his eye. The
shard that hit it could have killed him.”

Arman winced. “But you saved
him?”

“Me and Myka together, yes. He
looks much better than he did, but he’s self-conscious about his
appearance. I tried to tell him women don’t just go on looks, but
he has to work that out for himself.”

“Yes, I suppose he does. Sad
about leaving them behind?”

Kei looked up but then shook
his head. “Not really. They’re all doing well—Teki’s a very good
man, and Myka’s learning a lot from him, more than she could from
me. It’s been good for her, and even when I get back, I’ll suggest
he hangs around for a little longer.”

Kei was a lousy liar but he
deflected like a champion. “You’ll be back very soon. If Tiko has
his way, we’ll be in Darshek in nine days. You’ll be completely
free of all responsibilities or concerns again.”

“Yes. How marvellous.”

His flat tone surprised Arman.
“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Would you mind
leaving me alone for a while? I’m not mad at you or anything, I
just don’t feel like company.”

“All right,” Arman said, but he
was concerned at this uncharacteristic lack of sociability. “But
you need food and water too.”

“Who’s the healer on this
journey? Go on back and get a gren nut cake before Neki wolfs them
down—you won’t eat them again, most likely.”

Reluctantly, Arman obeyed his
request, hobbling back to where the soldiers had a little fire
going, and sitting on the stool which they carried with them for
his use. Neki’s appetite was a match for his large frame, but he
had courteously left Arman a share of the sweet cakes, given to
them by Kei’s mother for them all to enjoy, even if the group did
include one hated Prijian general. As he sipped the welcome hot tea
and ate the food, he watched Kei across the waterhole, lost in his
thoughts, and wondered what exactly was bothering him. Perhaps it
was regret at his decision to go on to Darshek, or maybe he was
just feeling a little sad in contrast to the happiness of the
wedding celebrations the night before. It wasn’t his place to push
Kei into revealing his thoughts. Indeed, it would probably be best
for Kei to begin detaching from him now they were over the twin
difficulties of Darbin and Albon.

“Gets under your skin, doesn’t
he?” Tiko said, crouching down and poking the fire into a brief
burst of life. The other soldiers had wandered off to stretch their
legs, have a piss and to check on their beasts. Kei hadn’t moved.
“I’ll tell you, I think he should have stayed behind.”

“So do I, and have said
so.”

Tiko grinned. “But he didn’t
listen. That’s our Kei.” He continued poking at the embers. “I
don’t suppose you gave any thought to what would happen to the
hostages when they came back. I mean, when you were taking them
away.”

“None whatsoever,” Arman
admitted. “I barely cared what happened to them at all, and what I
did care related only to the inconvenience of replacing them.”

Tiko grunted. “Thought as much.
You know, general, you can bring the people home, but your crimes
won’t end there, necessarily.” He looked up at Arman. “These people
will have seen things, experienced things no one in their clan can
have any idea of. Even if they’re not soul-touchers like Kei,
seeing the hostages of Ai-Vinri killed—”

“Look, how many times do I have
to say I regret that? It wasn’t my choice or my decision.”

Tiko held up his hand. “I know
it wasn’t. I know you’re sorry. But it doesn’t change the fact
we’re going to have a lot of people who won’t be able to tell their
kin what happened to them and have them understand what it was
like.” He pointed with his stick at Kei. “He’s a perfect example.
He goes home, but he’s not home.”

“But he was fine in Albon,”
Arman protested. “He was happy, fitted in perfectly, was welcomed
and loved—it’s only his strange sense of duty that stopped him
staying.”

“You see, there you’re wrong, I
think. He was fine for a day. But how much of what happened to him
do you suppose he told his sister or his father? How much do you
think they understand? They care, anyone can see that—but can they
truly see, know what it’s like?”

Tiko’s weathered face was
earnest. This was one of the only serious conversations Arman had
ever had with him, and he felt a little uneasy about it, wondering
if the man was setting him up for a mocking. “He’s not given them
much of a chance.”

“No, but he could be
there a month and he still wouldn’t. General, we see it all the
time in the villages. Our young folk go to the city, learn what
it’s like living with thousands of other people instead of a few
hundred, seeing all the opportunities and excitement, and a few of
them always decide not to go back. Of course it works the other way
too—people get sick of the crowded existence and the bustle and
return to their clans, or even join new ones. It all evens out in
the end, and it benefits villages and the city to have a movement
of people between them. It’s fine if you know all you have to do to
find what you’re looking for is to up sticks and move to a
different place. But what if you don’t know that? What if there’s
no peace for you wherever you live? That’s what I’m afraid of for Kei
and the others, general. They’ll be in exile living in their own
homes.”

Arman stared at the captain in
consternation. “I can’t see what I can do about it. I want to
help...but what’s done is done. Is there anything I can do, at
least for him?”

Tiko shrugged and stood. “I
don’t see any way, myself. I was just speculating on what’s
bothering our lad. Be a friend while you can—we all will be. And
hope this lover of his can help him adjust.” He bellowed across the
waterhole. “Kei! Shift your arse, boy, we haven’t got all day!”

Kei waved and walked back
towards them. Tiko turned to Arman again. “I tell you, general, if
you were hoping for forgiveness from our people just for bringing
the hostages home—if you do—you should remember what I said. The
hurt will continue for a good while and may never disappear. People
won’t forgive that.”

“I know, and I have no
expectations. That’s not why I decided to do this.”

“Good. Oy, Neki, Seto, hitch
that beast. We need to get moving!” He strode off to supervise the
change over of the animals.

Arman poured out a mug of tea
for Kei and doused the fire with the ends of the pot. Kei accepted
the drink and a cake Arman had guarded from the marauding Neki.
“Sorry, I just forgot about the time,” he said, disposing of the
cake in a few bites and washing it down quickly with gulps of tea.
He threw the rest of his mug onto the fire and brushed his hands
off on his trousers.

“Don’t you want more than
that?” Arman asked. The others had eaten jerky and several cakes
apiece for their lunch.

“I’m not that hungry and we’ll
stop again in a few hours.”

He still had a slightly faraway
look in his eyes which troubled Arman. “Kei...I know I’m not Reji
or Misek, but if you want to talk, you know you can, don’t
you?”

Kei gave him a slightly sad
smile. “Yes, I do. You’ve always been kind to me. Now, excuse me, I
need to piss before I get back into the saddle.” He walked a
hundred yards or so away to the boulder against which the others
had relieved themselves.

Arman shook his
head. Always kind.
What a joke—and what a selective memory Kei had.
Or perhaps he just had a wondrous capacity for forgiveness.
Thinking over Tiko’s words, Arman thought perhaps there was a lot
of merit in them. Even without the horrors Kei had experienced,
taking a lad like him from a place like Albon to Utuk and exposing
him to such a different culture had clearly had an effect on him.
And Kei had been simply astonishing the way he had formed bonds of
affection with his enemies so quickly, made the effort to learn a
tongue which would never be any use to him, had tried to understand
the society in which he found himself. Many a man in a similar
situation would have been sullen and obdurate—Kei had never been
either. He had too wide a soul for Albon. But if he couldn’t go
back to his home, Arman feared it would cripple him. Tiko had the
right of it—there was no end to his crimes.

They were back on the road in
ten minutes, and continued the fast pace they’d set in the morning.
Even with the late start, they had managed sixty miles by the time
they made camp for the night, and Tiko seemed to be running a bet
with himself as to how far they could get in a single day. Arman
wanted this journey to be over, but he couldn’t help being a little
apprehensive. Kei continued to be withdrawn, and spoke little even
at night when they were alone and holding each other.

Arman also noticed that
whenever Darshek was mentioned, or Tiko speculated on when they
would arrive, Kei would become even more quiet than usual. Tiko
might be right. Kei wasn’t in any hurry to return home, but that
would change once Kei caught up with Reji. This artificial
situation couldn’t last forever, and once Kei had adjusted, then he
would probably settle back into his old life far more easily than
he feared. A lot rested on this mysterious lover being as
understanding as everyone thought he was.

Tiko got his wish, just
managing to get to Beyto on the third day before the light utterly
failed. Even so they unloaded and unhitched by lamplight. Once they
were settled into the house vacated for their use—another small one
like Reji’s—Kei fretted that Arman really should still be allowed
his day’s rest. Arman just wanted to get on and end the journey.
“Kei, I’m fine—even my ribs have stopped hurting and so has my leg.
I could probably walk on it if I had to.”

Kei glared. “You’ll do no such
thing, you idiot! Your bones are knitting, true, but the join is
still fragile. If you could see what I can with my gift, you’d be a
lot less overconfident about things. You need to wait before you
bear loads on that leg and you’ll be using a walking stick for a
month or so even when you throw the crutches away.”

Arman groaned to himself at the
idea of more hobbling. “But my leg muscles are wasting to
nothing.”

“Yes, I know.” Kei crouched
down and looked at Arman’s leg again, touching it gently around the
splint. “If you swear to me on Karus’s life you won’t try to bear
any weight on it, I think I can take this off. Then you can do some
exercises and I can give it massages which will help improve the
tone. It will still be weak once you do start to walk on it, but it
won’t be as bad as it could be.”

“I promise. Do what you need
to.”

It was a relief to lose the
weight and bulk of the splint, and Kei pronounced himself happy
with the straightness of the limb. After they had a wash and ate
supper, he had Arman do some gentle movements with it, supporting
as he lifted and bent the leg, and explained that he could even do
some of it while they were travelling, clenching the muscles and
lifting the whole leg from time to time. Arman couldn’t help but
feel elated at this obvious sign he’d passed another milestone in
his recovery, impatient to be able to take the first steps again
without support. Being able now to wash and to move about without
help, dress as a man and spend time upright—all these things
improved his mood. They had spent so long on the road, so long with
him injured, it had begun to feel like it would be this way
forever, and yet in a week he could be walking, and the journey
would be over then too. Even with his uncertain future, it made him
hopeful.

Kei left him for an hour or so
to talk to the village healer and returned with a small pot. In
answer to Arman’s questioning look, he said, “Boiled tido palm oil
with tirsel leaf. It’s very good for sprains and sore muscles.”

“A liniment? Like we use on the
beasts?”

“Yes,” Kei said with a wry
smile, “but without the stink and the ineffective ingredients.
Someone needs to tell your physicians snake fat is good to eat, but
is pretty useless as a medicine.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.” Kei got
him to lie on the bed so he could do the massage properly. “Tido
palm oil? That was in that bruise ointment too.”

“Yes—when it’s boiled, it
becomes thick, especially if you add a little beeswax to it, and
you can then add many different things to it, like the chuo sap, or
the tirsel leaf, or even nitre distillation for small injuries.
It’s a very good base. On its own it’s an excellent cream for itchy
or dry skin. Reji and I use it for sex too.”

Arman always choked slightly
when Kei made such casual statements—the Darshianese really saw no
sin at all in healthy, consensual sex, and the only harm in talking
about it was if it bored people or became overly vulgar. People
didn’t snigger over innuendo, or use sexual terms as an insult. It
was refreshing to Arman, especially when he considered his own
household.

But he was intrigued by Kei’s
comment. How exactly did he and Reji use it? And what, exactly, did
two men do in bed together? Did it hurt? Was it dirty? He couldn’t
imagine Kei enjoying it if it was either of those things. “You
wouldn’t use this ointment though?”

Kei shook his head with a
smile. “Oh gods, no. Can’t you feel it on your skin? It’s
incredibly irritating—if you eat it, it’s a powerful laxative,
which we think works because the body tries desperately to expel
it. If you get it in your eyes, it stings like you would not
believe. As for putting it anywhere near your cock.... Put it this
way, if you ever did it once, you’d never even joke about doing it
again.”

“Oh. Then you would have to be
careful not to mix your ointments up, wouldn’t you?”

“Indeed you would,” he agreed
as he began the deep massage on Arman’s lower right leg.

As Kei had said, the warmth
from the ointment on his skin was gentler than the liniment
routinely used in the army for minor injuries. It felt good, but at
least some of that had to be Kei’s skilful fingers. “Are you using
your gift?”

“No—I could, but I’m tired and
it wears me out a lot. My hands and the ointment will do.”

“Ah. I didn’t realise the gift
took effort. I thought it just happened.”

Kei got him to move his leg a
little so he could work on Arman’s ankle too. “The soul-touching
happens more or less without me wanting it. The effort comes in
keeping it under control—if I have to work hard at doing so, it
gives me the worst damn headache, but it doesn’t make me all that
tired. The mind-moving is different—to move something as small as
that gren nut is like lifting a sack of lem flour. If I have to do
it for hours, I really pay for it the next day. The last time I did
that was back at the fort.” He looked solemn as he said that.

“You saved my
men, me—with your gift?”

Kei nodded. “Partly. Maybe one
or two might have died if I hadn’t had it, but I can’t say for
sure. I probably kept Vikis alive while his body fought the
infection. Without it you would have bled to death while I operated
because we spent so long working on him—I should really have got to
you earlier but we might have lost Vikis if I’d done that.”

Arman was shocked at how close
he’d come to dying, at how Kei had been forced to make such a
difficult choice to treat one man even if it meant another would
die. “Was that the worst thing you’ve seen as a healer?”

“No. That probably surprises
you.” Arman nodded mutely. “We’ve had our share of disasters in
Ai-Albon. There have been two kiln explosions in my lifetime, and a
bolting urs beast and cart crashed into a mother and son on the
street. When I was in Darshek there was a dreadful fire—eight
people died and dozens were badly burned. That was much worse than
the fort.”

“How can you bear it?” Kei was
so soft-hearted. Arman couldn’t understand how he could watch
people in pain or dying.

“Because I have to and because
if I lose self-control, people die. Besides....” He stopped rubbing
Arman’s leg and clenched his fist. “Such things occur and it’s no
one’s fault. It’s different from having to watch, knowing it’s
going to happen, knowing someone just decided that people would die
and then...watching them die, just...going from people to bags of
flesh just like that, because someone willed it....” His voice
became a whisper and a tear dripped down his nose. Horrified, Arman
scrambled to a sitting position and pulled Kei into his arms.
“Nothing prepares you, nothing...you can’t accept that, or get used
to it...or...forget it....”

“I’m so
sorry,” Arman murmured uselessly. “I didn’t mean to bring it up
again.”

Kei sniffed noisily. “Gods, I
can’t even wipe my eyes.”

“Let me,” Arman said, brushing
the tears from Kei’s long lashes with his thumbs. “I shouldn’t have
mentioned any of this, I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s all right,” Kei said
dully. “Sometimes...I stop thinking about it for a while, and we’ve
been busy...but now I don’t have that any more, it just pops into
my head.... I’ll be all right,” he muttered, pushing Arman away. “I
need to wash this off my hands.”

Dismayed, Arman let him leave
to find the sink. He’d hoped so much Kei had begun to get over
this, but his grief wasn’t diminished at all. Tiko was
right—putting people through such an experience wouldn’t be put
right simply by bringing them home. Brutal death was everywhere in
Prijian society, with public executions common. He wondered if the
Darshianese knew how wise they were not to allow their citizens to
become coarsened by constant exposure to such violence.

Kei returned with a cloth and
wiped Arman’s leg down—to prevent grease stains on their hosts’
sheets, he said. His eyes were still red but he was composed. Arman
thought it best not to mention his breakdown at all.

There wasn’t any discussion of
where Kei would sleep—after the last week and a half, it was
pointless suggesting he make the gesture of pulling out his bedroll
and sleeping on the floor. Since Arman was no longer wearing them
during the day, he’d suggested they could spare their clothes and
use the large warm nightshirts to sleep in since the nights were
still very cold—at least they were to him. He thought he’d be
grateful for the concealing material—but desire was the last thing
on his mind tonight as he held Kei.

“When you go home, will you
tell Myka about all of this? How it felt?”

Kei gave out a bitter
chuckle. “I already did but she didn’t understand. She’s known me
all her life and she doesn’t even know how soul-touching works, let
alone how what happened affected me. Reji and I have always agreed
on one thing—the ungifted have no damn idea what it’s like to
have a gift.”

“Will he know what it feels
like then, do you think?” Arman began a slow caress of Kei’s
braid—he found it irresistible and Kei didn’t mind.

“No. His gift works on things
outside him and he has to make it happen—like my mind-moving. Jena
would know—does know—because her mind-speaking is somewhat similar.
She at least knows what it feels like to be overwhelmed by the
thoughts and feelings of others, even if she only has to take her
hand off them to make it stop.”

There was such dull sadness in
Kei’s voice, Arman found himself moving to kiss his forehead—and
hastily made himself stop. “You can talk to her then.”

“If I ever see her again. I
probably won’t.” His voice cracked.

“I want to help. Tell me what I
can do.” Arman’s heart was so full of love and concern for this
man, and he ached for him being in pain and so sad. Kei whispered
something. “What did you say?”

“N...nothing. Go to sleep. I’m
just tired and a bit homesick.” Which may have been the truth but
it was only part of it.

“Just tell me—does it help at
all to be with me or would you rather we slept apart now?”

Kei clutched the front of his
shirt. “No...please.... A little longer, Arman. Just a few more
days. Please.”

His vehemence surprised Arman.
He caressed Kei’s cheek to soothe him. “Of course. I won’t go
anywhere until I have to.” He didn’t want to go at all.

~~~~~~~~

Kei lay in the dark, keeping
his breathing deliberately steady and slow until he was sure Arman
was asleep. Then he could leave off the pretense that he also was
sleeping, and curse himself thoroughly for being such a damn fool.
He had so nearly ruined things, so nearly given the only answer he
had to Arman’s question. “Don’t leave”, he’d whispered but he’d
been relieved Arman hadn’t heard.

Even now, with Arman holding
him so tenderly, having fallen asleep with his affection wrapping
Kei like a soft blanket, he wanted to whisper it again, beg Arman
to...what? Stay? Stay how, where? Do what? He couldn’t stay, and
Kei had to go....

But he wanted to be with this
man who had seized his heart and filled all his thoughts. He no
longer cared if this was just some strange addiction, if it was
because Arman made him feel so loved and at peace, could coax a
smile out of him from any mood, or even because the man was
handsome and kind and treated Kei with a constant consideration
that never failed to surprise him.

All he knew was he needed Arman
and already grieved because they had to part. Where there was one
ache in his heart before, now there were two, overwhelming him. He
was almost afraid to talk to the man, afraid he would blurt out his
ridiculous need for him not to go, knowing Arman would point out,
as he had to, how this could not be. Gods, Kei only had to see how
he’d been treated in Ai-Albon to know that.

Arman muttered something and
pulled him close, probably disturbed by Kei’s unconscious
movements. He needed to really go to sleep or Arman would wake and
realise something was wrong. He couldn’t permit that. At least
Arman couldn’t read his heart the way Kei could read his. Kei could
hide his needs behind a composed mask, unless he was ambushed the
way he had been tonight, caught out when he hadn’t expected to have
his sorrow fuelled again. He needed to keep the mask in place until
Darshek, so few days away. After that...then he would have to
survive once more on his own.

~~~~~~~~

By morning, he was calm again,
the perfectly professional healer, concerned only for Arman’s
health and well-being. The speed at which they were travelling
meant he could avoid conversation while they were moving, and if he
wandered off more than usual to get away from the others, they’d
put it down to moodiness, or homesickness. It worried Arman, and
each night, he felt Arman’s gentle concern for him. All Kei could
do was drink in Arman’s warmth and his kindness, hope it would
sustain him for long enough, hope that with the help he would get
from the academy, and time, and Reji perhaps, if his lover would
even want someone so fragile and disabled by his gift, he would
find the peace he had once taken for granted.

They reached Kislik easily in
three days, and it was there Kei finally found the wood for a
walking stick that he’d been looking out for since Ai-Darbin. He
didn’t know much about carpentry, but his father had taught him how
to make a good walking stick, what to look for in a length of gike
plum wood, whose gnarled knots made good handles, and which, when
seasoned, retained the suppleness to give just enough when the
person leaned on it. Arman may or may not need the thing before he
got to Darshek, but finding a piece long enough and strong enough
for such a big man had proved something of a challenge. Using the
remaining daylight when they’d arrived, and with the village
carpenter’s help, Kei had smoothed the wood and cut it to length,
then borrowed beeswax and a polishing cloth so he could finish the
job as they travelled. It would give him something to do in the
evenings, and it would be something of him Arman could have, if he
wanted it. At least he would have a walking stick out of it.

Outside Kislik, they saw the
remains of the Prijian fort and the fierce battle that had been
fought there. Rather to Kei’s surprise, Tiko asked Arman if he’d
like to visit the graveyard where many Prijian soldiers—and a few
Darshianese and Andonese—were buried. Arman accepted, and he and
Kei walked slowed along the mounds. The graves only had simple
stone markers, with no way of telling which was which. “This is
where your friend died?’” Kei asked.

“I suppose so. Like me, he
would have preferred to die fighting.”

Kei made Arman face him. “There
is no glory in death. And no shame in surviving.”

Arman looked at him sadly. “I
know that now. Jozo would not have done.”

At the edge of the graveyard,
Arman stopped and saluted. So did Tiko and his soldiers, again to
Kei’s surprise, standing smartly to attention as they did so—and it
wasn’t just their own men for whom the gesture was intended.

Not long after they’d restarted
their journey, they came upon the main encampment of Darshianese
and Andonese soldiers. Kei had his first glimpse of the sheer
numbers stationed to protect the mountain pass, and to act as a
base for the many soldiers scattered across north Darshian. Tiko
presented his bona fides and they were allowed to travel on. Arman
was slightly stunned, perhaps realising for the first time that the
easy Prijian victory had been an illusion. Kei didn’t ask—he hated
discussing soldiers and warfare.

Less than a day later, they
came to the edge of the high plains that formed the greater part of
north Darshian. As they started their descent of the Kislik
Mountain range, the coastal plain stretched out before them, with
the fields and towns of its large population, the lush vegetation
that owed its survival to the temperate maritime climate, and by
the coast, by the large defended harbour, the city of Darshek
itself.

“Does my heart good to see this
again,” Tiko declared as they rested on a convenient level area of
the long mountain road that would take them a day and a half to
descend safely.

“I had no idea,” Arman
murmured. “I knew the city was large—but I didn’t realise there was
all this besides it.”

“There’s more people in Darshek
plain than in the whole of the rest of north Darshian,” Tiko said.
“There’s a good ten thousand in the city, and as many again in the
farms around the place. She’s a fertile place, and a pretty one.
When I retire, if I don’t go back to our family farm, I think I’ll
buy a little one here and grow fruit to support me in my old age.
Let the sun do all the hard work,” he said winking at Kei, and Kei
wondered which ‘sun’ he meant.

From where they looked out, the
sea glittered like a jewel. Kei could see the great cannons poised
on the twin cliffs bracketing the harbour. “There are the Prijian
ships,” Arman murmured. “Just out of range.”

Kei looked where he pointed—and
yes, he could just make out five or so vessels moored just past the
mouth of the harbour. “The poor bastards must surely want to go
home by now,” he muttered.

“I’m sure they do—but this is a
good sign, you realise. If the siege is still being maintained,
then the senate haven’t convinced Her Serenity to give up the
campaign. Which means the hostages still have a value to her, I
hope. I’d been rather afraid if she’d heard nothing from me in all
this time, she might have decided to shut things down. We still
need to hurry though. The senate were pressing her to end the war
even before I left.”

“Well, then, general, I guess
we’ll see how fast you work, if at all,” Tiko said. “We’ve still
got some travel ahead of us, so let’s move.”

Kei expected they would take
Arman all the way to the Ruler’s House in the centre of Darshek, at
least half a day’s ride from the base of the range. He was
therefore shocked to be met shortly after they’d completed their
descent, by a squad of twenty soldiers on beasts, led by one of the
Rulers himself, a short, slim man in his forties whom Kei dimly
remembered from his previous stay in the capital. Kei’s group
pulled up and Tiko snapped off the smartest salute Kei had ever
seen him make. “Lord Meki, I’m Captain Tiko, at your lordship’s
service.”

Lord Meki nodded. “Thank you,
Captain. I’m here to collect our prize and take him into Darshek.
General Arman? I hear you speak our language fluently.”

“Yes, my lord, and I’ve had a
few weeks to improve.”

Lord Meki smiled at the
comment. “Good. Tiko, if you and your men would remove any personal
effects from this cart, we’ll use it to transport the general.” The
Ruler turned to Kei. “You would be...?”

Kei swallowed nervously—he
hadn’t expected to have to talk to one of the Rulers. “Kei of
Ai-Albon, my lord. Healer. I’ve been in charge of the general’s
health since Fort Trejk.”

“Ah, yes. And the general’s
condition?”

Neki was replaced as driver on
the cart, and the other two soldiers took their packs and bedrolls
out of the back. Arman wore a blank expression as if this was
nothing whatsoever to do with him. “Very good, my lord. He’s still
recovering from a broken leg, but in the last day, he’s begun to
walk without the crutches. I can travel on with you and see to his
care.”

Meki dismissed that idea with a
wave of his elegant hand. “No need, lad, we have healers like
jombekers have fleas in the House. You can return home to your
village with a clear conscience, and our thanks.”

Tiko interrupted. “Begging your
lordship’s pardon, young Kei is going to stay to meet a friend
here—but he’s without funds.”

“Naturally he is. Where will
you meet your friend, Kei?”

“At the Inn of the White Hisk,
my lord. At least, that’s where he usually stays.”

“Then, Tiko, arrange a line of
credit at the inn for the lad for as long as he needs it while he’s
here, and draw him a purse of coins from the paymaster—you’ll know
better what he needs.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Kei said,
feeling rather dazed. “My lord—where will the general be
staying?”

“That depends on various
factors—more than that, I can’t say. We have to get moving if he’s
to be at the House before sunset. Thank you all for your
service—Tiko, your colonel will pass your report to me, I
trust.”

“Yes, my lord. He’ll have it by
tomorrow.”

“Excellent. Then all is
settled. Good day, gentlemen.”

Meki turned his beast and
galloped away. The head of the squad cried out a command and the
beast pulling Arman’s cart was whipped into a trot. “Arman!” Kei
shouted.

Arman twisted and waved, said
something Kei couldn’t hear. Within minutes he was out of sight
past a clump of trees.

Kei felt like his heart had
been yanked out of his chest and untidily stuffed back in.

“Close your mouth, boy, it
makes you look half-witted.”

He turned around. “But...it was
so sudden. I thought I’d get to say goodbye at least.”

Tiko looked at him kindly. “I
know—but Lord Meki doesn’t waste time on fancy courtesy. He gets
straight to the point, doesn’t wait around for people. It’s better
this way. The general will be all right, provided he doesn’t mess
them about.”

Kei still stared in the
direction in which Arman had been taken. Goodbye, Arman. Good luck.

And then he turned his beast,
and himself, towards his own destiny, and the Inn of the White
Hisk.


Chapter : Darshek 1

Arman hoped Kei’s shocked face
was not to be his last memory of his friend, but at this very
moment, he would have no say in who he would see or when. The
transition from passenger to prisoner had been abrupt, and while he
hadn’t exactly expected to be welcomed like a long-lost heir, the
coldly efficient manner in which he was transferred and taken
charge of, reminded him more of the Prij than the Darshianese he’d
encountered thus far.

Apart from the brief exchange
at the handover, this Lord Meki, who had not even had the courtesy
to introduce himself properly, had not said a single word to him,
partly because of the smart pace they set along the paved road,
passing fields and small prosperous looking hamlets, tidy
farmhouses and barns. This area of Darshian was rather like the
south, only lacking all of the influence the Prij had brought to
bear—no temples, no sign anywhere of war or violence, and the style
of the houses was quite different from those in the south, or even
those of the dry regions. It was noticeably warmer here too, and
more humid—the heavy cloak felt uncomfortable and for the first
time in weeks, he cast it aside to ride in shirtsleeves under the
sun.

After three hours, they stopped
to change animals at what was clearly an army post—he was offered
food and drink and the briefest stop to relieve himself. Lord Meki
remained at a distance from him, and Arman was kept under the
strictest guard the entire time, which he could have found
flattering, and certainly thought amusing. Although he had
graduated the day before to the walking stick Kei had made for him,
he could still only limp slowly on his weakened leg. A
three-year-old could outrun him with ease. However, the Darshianese
were taking no chances.

Not long after they resumed
their journey, the fields gradually gave way to more and more
houses, workshops and even markets, the population density slowly
increasing, and their speed now considerably slowed by the other
traffic—carts, wagon, people, beasts—on the road. Even with the
soldiers shouting for everyone to get out of their way, loaded
wagons and beasts took time to move. Arman wished he had kept the
shawl he had previously used for warmth, to cover his distinctive
hair and features, but he refused to hide now, exposing himself to
the astonished stares of the people on the streets and in the
carts. Some of it was curiosity perhaps at seeing a Ruler—Arman had
no idea how much contact the ordinary citizen had with the
elite—but most of it was clearly directed at him.

Lord Meki now seemed anxious to
move everyone along, and the officer in charge of the soldiers
shouted constant orders for his men to keep tight formation with
Arman’s cart and to keep moving forward. Perhaps they were worried
someone would assassinate him. He couldn’t detect any obvious
hostility in the curious onlookers, but it only took one person
with a grudge and a bomb, as he knew only too well—and so
apparently, did Lord Meki.

Eventually they reached what
appeared to be the centre of Darshek. It was a spacious city, with
gardens and trees everywhere, looking far less formal than Utuk.
While Utuk was all tall marble columns and granite majesty, Darshek
was made of sandstone, wood and bricks, the buildings lower set and
wider at their base than their Prijian counterparts. There wasn’t
the urgent crowding into the desirable areas that was such a
feature of Utuk. The houses of the wealthy had gardens without
fences in front of them—something no prosperous Prijian would dream
of omitting—letting any passer-by look, or indeed, stroll straight
into them.

The most prominent building was
a very large, long residence, slightly taller than any he’d seen,
set well back from what appeared to be the equivalent of Utuk’s
civic square, with gracious, well-planned gardens at its front
side. He was taken up a wide drive to this building, so this was
probably the Rulers’ House that Kei and Tiko had mentioned—the
administrative centre of Darshek as well as home to its eight
elected Rulers. Compared to the sovereign’s palace, it was a very
modest affair, but by Darshianese standards, it was imposing.

Arman was taken to the rear of
the building where there were stables and more soldiers apparently
permanently stationed. He was unloaded from the cart, and taken,
with the guard of soldiers still tightly positioned around him,
inside the building. Then down a long corridor to a bright,
cheerfully ornamented room that appeared to be an office for
someone of high rank—Lord Meki himself, apparently. The Ruler
beckoned Arman to sit and dismissed his soldiers, asking one of
them to bring them some refreshment before seating himself behind
the large desk. Books covered one wall from floor to ceiling and on
another were a series of beautifully drawn maps. Arman itched to
look more closely at them.

Lord Meki steepled his hands
and looked appraisingly at him. “My apologies, general, for the
unseemly haste of our journey. I was anxious to get you here before
rumours flew around too much.”

“I understand, my lord. You
told Kei that where I would be kept would depend on certain
factors. Do I need to guess what those might be?”

Lord Meki laughed a little.
“No, I suspect your guess would be accurate. From the reports I’ve
had of you, you’re a straight-talking man. I’ve been told of your
conditions, which I believe are the return of your men to Kuplik,
and that any rescue must involve as little loss of civilian life as
possible. Have I been informed correctly?”

“Yes, my lord, you have.” Arman
couldn’t help envying their mysterious and apparently very
efficient communications system. “Were you also told I can hold out
very little hope of success, however much cooperation I give
you?”

“Yes, that was made clear to me
also. However, we can only try to form a plan which achieves all
our aims, and if you’re prepared to give us all the information we
need, I believe we may be able to do this.”

“Are you not concerned I might
lead you into a trap, my lord? Were I in your position, I’d be very
suspicious of a traitor.”

Lord Meki only smiled. “What
makes you think I’m not suspicious? However, I’ve noted something
from the reports we’ve had, and even now—you’ve made not a single
request on your own behalf in exchange for cooperation. Now, one
might suppose that could be because you fear us and our
retribution, but from what I can see, you’re not exactly quaking in
your boots. Do you see yourself as a traitor?”

However much he tried to get
used to the word being applied to himself, Arman always experienced
an unpleasant queasiness when it happened—all his life he’d been
taught blasphemy and treachery were the vilest, most heinous crimes
imaginable. The former charge held no fears for him any more, but
he’d never expected to be guilty of the latter. “If you mean, would
I be seen as one in Kuprij, yes, I am. But I don’t mean to betray
my country to the enemy, and if you expect me to hand it over to
you, you can consider any offer of cooperation void. I merely want
to right the wrong committed by my people against yours, by my own
hand against your people as well.”

Lord Meki nodded. “Yes, I
had reports of what happened at Ai-Darbin. That caused a great deal
of consternation and speculation here, I can tell you. But this is
why I’m prepared to consider your advice as honest, general. I’m
inclined to believe that if you intended to deceive us, you would
have taken a different route. However, don’t imagine we have no way
of verifying what you say, or that we will not exact retribution if you
attempt to mislead us.”

“I understand, my lord.”

There was a knock at the door,
and when Lord Meki told them to enter, a servant entered with a
tray of food and drink, setting it on the desk and withdrawing.
“Please, do eat—it’s been a long day.”

Arman permitted himself some of
the cold fruit juice because he was thirsty, but left the small
pastries untouched. “So how do we proceed, my lord?”

“Hmmm. It seems to me we have a
slight stand off. In order for you to make plans which have a hope
of succeeding, you’ll need to be given details of our military
capacity which puts you in a very privileged position. General,
once you have that information, you cannot return to Kuprij—not, at
least, while we are in a state of hostility with your people, even
if the hostages are returned. You do understand?”

Arman bowed his head. “Yes,
I’ve accepted that since Darbin. It’s too late now, if my men go
home.”

Lord Meki gave him a piercing
look. “And if they don’t? Because we could possibly allow you and
the other soldiers to return if the hostages could somehow be
rescued without your involvement being known.”

“My lord, those fourteen men
have families and lives to return to. Keeping them here to protect
me would be both futile and wrong.”

“And yet this is the man who
took our people hostage and away from their homes, let some of them
be killed, without a shred of conscience. You surprise me, general.
Is anyone truly that honourable?”

Arman thought of Kei, and
thought Kei was even more honourable than even this lordling could
imagine. “All I can say is that I’ve been helped to understand a
good many things, my lord. But if you don’t trust me, you don’t
trust me. I’ve answered your question honestly—yes, I know I won’t
be able to return to Kuprij while we are at war, or possibly at
all. It doesn’t change my intention to assist you, if I can.”

“Hmmm. Well, then there’s the
second difficulty. Once we show you our capabilities, you may
decide we pose too great a threat to your people. How can we
convince you that we don’t?”

Arman shrugged. He was tired
and wanted this to be over. “I don’t know, my lord. It seems to me
that I am the one with the most to lose if you reveal your secrets.
All you have to do to keep your people safe is to kill me if you
deem me too great a risk.”

Lord Meki looked genuinely
horrified. “Kill a prisoner, general? We don’t even execute
murderers.”

“No—but a murderer only kills
one or two people. If I betrayed your city, thousands could die.
Would die, make no mistake about that. If the Prij come into this
city by force, instead of at your surrender, they’ll slaughter any
who resist and many more besides. If I were to make that happen,
you would regret your fine scruples in an instant, I assure
you.”

“You make it sound like you
prefer death to returning home, general.”

Arman sighed. “My lord, I’m
very tired and my leg aches, so forgive me if I sound less
enthusiastic than I might do. I’ve been travelling for weeks, with
my fate uncertain this entire time. I’ve made an offer, a sincere
one. I’ve made the difficulties plain to you, and you know what my
limitations are. Could you not consult your peers over this? I
don’t make policy for Darshian any more than I do for Her Serenity.
If you don’t want to kill me, I accept you may have to incarcerate
me—I accept whatever is deemed necessary because, in your position,
I would do what I had to do as well. I want to bring your people
home because it’s right to do so. But only you can make that
possible.”

Lord Meki looked at him for the
longest time. Arman sipped more of the juice and longed to put an
end to this day. He longed to speak to Kei and say a proper
farewell. Perhaps he should ask that as a condition of his
cooperation—but that trivial approach would anger Kei.

Finally Lord Meki spoke. “Very
well. I have been somewhat discourteous in not allowing you to
rest, and it will take a little time to arrange matters. I have one
question, an urgent one—how much time do we have?”

“Very little, my lord. The
senate wanted the siege to be lifted even before I left—I’m
surprised to see it still in place. Her Serenity could weary of the
business at any moment, and at that moment, your people’s lives
would be forfeit.”

Lord Meki nodded. “But if we
assume she will continue for the immediate future, have you a date
in mind which would be ideal for a rescue attempt?”

“What...? I have no idea what
date it is. How long to the equinox?”

Lord Meki looked surprised, but
then he went to his library and consulted what Arman assumed was a
Darshianese almanac. “Two weeks and a day.”

“Then you have an opportunity
around that time. I won’t give details until I have my
assurances.”

“Very well.” He went to the
wall and tugged on a long embroidered strip of material. Arman
assumed it rang a bell somewhere—a similar system operated in the
palace. “I appreciate your forthrightness, general. Please accept
the hospitality of the Rulers this evening and refresh yourself.
I’ll have a healer attend you shortly to check on your leg. I want
to make sure this village lad who travelled with you did a proper
job.”

“I doubt,” Arman said stiffly,
annoyed at the slight to Kei’s reputation, “your finest physicians
would have done a better job, my lord. He saved my life and many of
my men.”

Lord Meki smiled. “Then I am
glad for Darshian’s sake that he did. And your own, of course. Ah,
Mijli,” he said to the young woman who had appeared at the door.
“General Arman will be retiring to the rooms we’ve
arranged—General, Mijli is one of the housekeepers here and will
ensure you have whatever you need.”

Arman got to his feet and
bowed. “Thank you, madam.” He picked up his walking stick. “My
belongings?”

“Should be in your rooms,
general. We had to search them, of course. If there’s anything we
had to remove, it will be returned on your departure. We’ll meet in
the morning. Good day.”

Outside the door, a small
escort of soldiers awaited him. They walked ahead of and behind
Arman and Mijli as he made his slow way along the corridor. She and
one of the soldiers helped him climb the long wide stairs to the
first floor, and then he was taken to a small suite of rooms at the
end of the corridor. Mijli dismissed the soldiers and showed Arman
where the facilities were, the bath and washroom, the earth closet,
and the bedroom. The main room was a light airy office with a
library of books—no use to him, unfortunately.

“General, there is a bell here
should you need anything. I’ll have a meal sent up when you’re
ready. Clothes are being prepared for you, but until then, I’ll
have your present ones cleaned—I’m not sure they’ll stand much
cleaning though,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the old trousers
Arman was wearing. “While you’re in your own rooms, we’ve provided
some loose shirts and over-robes. Not very dignified, but you’ll be
comfortable. We weren’t expecting someone so...enormous,” she added
with a smile.

“No, my height and size has
been a problem all the way along. Thank you once again, madam.”

“Please call me Mijli, general.
No one really likes to be called madam or sir in Darshian.”

Something no one had pointed
out to him before. He wondered what offence he’d given. “Then
please call me Arman, for I’m no longer a general, it seems, and
certainly not in your army.”

“All right...Arman.” She went
to a closet and pulled out his pack from the journey. “Your things
are here—we took nothing away except the clothes to wash. If you
leave your present ones in the washroom, I’ll have those cleaned
too. When would you like your supper?”

He looked through the window
and realised with shock that it was sunset—and he was very hungry.
“Soon, if you don’t mind.”

“Very well. Lord Meki has given
orders you’re not to be disturbed except at your request, and if
you wish to speak to him at any time, he’s to be told
immediately.”

“Thank you. Do the other Rulers
live here too?”

Her open friendly expression
suddenly closed off. “I’m sorry—I’ve been told not to answer any
questions about anything not directly concerning your wellbeing,
Arman.”

“I understand. I meant no harm,
I was just curious.”

She smiled and the awkward
moment was over. “I’ll have the food sent up then. Anything
else?”

He shook his head and then she
left him in peace. He hobbled over to a chair in front of the
window, looking out to the sea. He’d hoped by now that he would
know what was to happen to him, but of course they had to consult
and plan and prepare. And he wasn’t, he had to admit, in the best
frame of mind to understand what they may be planning to present to
him. But now a lot of the anticipation and anxiety that had been
sustaining him was gone, he felt exhausted. A little depressed too,
because he really couldn’t see how he could bring Kei’s friends
home. He wanted to—making Kei happy wasn’t his only, or even main
reason for doing this, but he hoped it would help a little. Already
he greatly missed his friend. He hoped Kei had been able to find
Reji this night—and he wondered how long Kei would linger in
Darshek once he did so. He had to consult people at the academy,
he’d said. Arman had no idea how long this would take.

Gods. He just remembered—Kei’s
book was still in his pack. Ah, but then that would allow Arman to
have it returned with a note, if it was permitted. He could at
least say farewell in that way.

He laid the walking stick Kei
had made for him across his knees. It was a fine bit of seasoned
wood—Kei had spent some time selecting it from the carpenter’s
workshop in Kislik, sanding it and cutting it to the right height
himself in the workshop, and then spent the evenings by the fire as
they camped for the night, polishing it. The night he’d declared
Arman could trying walking a little distance, he’d handed it to
Arman with an apology for it not being as good as it could be, but
Arman had been delighted to have tangible evidence of Kei’s
friendship and concern. Even now, as he rubbed his fingers along
the silky grain, it was almost like rubbing his fingers down the
long smooth length of Kei’s braid. He wished it was the real
thing—he had touched Kei’s hair for the last time and regretted
this was so, even though the day had to come sooner or later. He’d
just not expected it to be quite this soon.

In the dying sunlight, he saw
there was something carved under the curve of the handle. He
couldn’t make it out, so he lit a lamp and brought the stick closer
to examine the carving. It seemed to be Darshianese lettering and
the carefully incised characters were unfamiliar to him. He was
still trying to puzzle it out when there was a knock on the
door.

“Come in,” he called.

A grey-haired man with a
serious expression came in and bowed. “I’m Loti, general—a healer.
Lord Meki sent me to check your leg and your general health.”

Loti asked him to undress while
he lit several lamps around the room. “Ah, a bad injury then,” he
said when he saw Arman’s scar. “What happened?” Arman briefly
described his injuries as he understood them to be. Loti tsked at
his being off crutches. “That’s negligent—your leg may not be
healed yet, general.”

“The young physician in
attendance for the journey was very cautious, I assure you. He’s a
mind-mover, and checked my recovery at every stage. If he says my
leg is healed, sir, then it’s healed.”

Loti blinked at his emphatic
declaration. “A mind-mover who’s a healer? I didn’t know we had one
of those. What’s his name?”

“Kei of Ai-Albon. He struck me
as being a very capable and learned young man.”

Loti stared. “Not Keiji and
Erte’s boy?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Good gods. I was at the
academy with Erte—such a clever woman, and such a kind-hearted one.
We exchanged many letters, and I was deeply sorry to hear of her
death. But she never mentioned Kei was a mind-mover. Now...wait,
yes, I think she said he was a soul-toucher. That’s right. I think
you’re mistaken, general,” he said as he gentled probed Arman’s
ribs.

“No, I certainly am not,” Arman
said irritably. “He has both gifts, he said. He’s no liar—he
demonstrated the mind-moving to me, and I had the other
independently verified.”

“Truly? Two gifts? That’s
almost unheard of. If that’s the case, to have had Erte’s son and
such a gifted and clever healer as your personal attendant for your
journey was indeed fortunate—this is a very serious wound you have
taken.”

“I’m aware of that, and it was
no fortune—Kei was one of the hostages. Through circumstance for
which I can take no credit, he was placed in my charge as a
servant. If any credit or fortune there be, it comes from his head,
not mine.”

“Hmmm.” Loti looked at him
seriously. “Whatever the reason, you’re truly a lucky man. You’ve
healed extraordinarily well, and quickly. You still need to be
cautious about the leg—I presume he told you?”

Arman almost grinned,
remembering. “I was made to swear many oaths on the subject before
he would consent to let me leave off the crutches, I assure you.
Kei is almost ridiculously careful with his patients.”

Loti shook his head with a
smile. “General, there’s no such thing as an over-careful healer,
just over-impatient patients. But he’s given you excellent care and
I’ll report as much to the Rulers. Do you feel well? Your
digestion? Your sleep?”

“Other than being rather tired
at the moment, I’m in perfect health, sir. I’m sadly out of shape
from the inactivity, but that’s hardly anyone’s fault.”

“Never thought it was. Kei has
you doing exercises, I presume?”

“Yes, and he was massaging the
leg which helped.”

Loti nodded. “Yes, it would. We
have a young woman training to be a healer who’s very good at such
matters—I’ll arrange for her to attend you tomorrow. Do you have a
robe or something to put on? I imagine you’ll want to bathe.”

Arman told him where the
clothes were, and Loti helped him into it. “Don’t attempt to get
into the bath on your own just yet. Mijli will arrange someone to
assist you. You will need to be very careful for the next couple of
weeks at least that you don’t slip and fall on that leg again.”

Arman agreed to the advice and
Loti prepared to leave. “One moment, sir—I wonder if you can
translate something for me?”

He pointed out the carving on
the walking stick. Loti had trouble seeing it too but finally he
nodded. “It says, I think, ‘For the golden one, from he who is a
friend.’ Or lover possibly, but in this context one assumes friend.
It can just mean ‘he or she who loves or is beloved’ rather than
lover, but it’s a rather archaic character to use. I think the
confusion is deliberate.”

Arman flushed. “‘Golden
one?’”

“It’s a pun—golden can refer to
the colour, so I assume it refers to your hair, but it can also
mean favoured, beloved or bringer of joy.” Loti gave him a slightly
mischievous smile. “Did you make a conquest of a carpenter?”

“No. I don’t know why this was
carved. The thing came from Kislik. I think it might have been
there already,” he lied. What on earth had Kei been thinking?

“Second hand? It doesn’t look
that old to me, but if you’re correct, then it’s probably an
inscription from a husband to a wife, to say it was a labour of
love. It’s discreetly done—by placing it where the fingers must
always touch it, it’s very symbolic in our culture too. I wonder
that whoever owned it could bear to give it away.”

Arman pretended a lack of
interest in the subject. “Perhaps they died and it was no longer
needed.”

“Perhaps,” Loti said. “Well,
goodnight, general. I reside in the House, so if you need anything,
send for me. Please do be careful on that leg and keep up the
exercises.”

“Yes, I will.”

As Loti left, Arman
stared at the polished wood of the walking stick lying on the desk.
His fingers traced the complicated characters carved with such
delicate skill, with such care and thought. Kei, my dear friend, you truly are beloved.
Please be well and happy, wherever you are now.

~~~~~~~~

It had taken them a good four
hours to get to the port once Arman had been handed over, and Kei
was glad Tiko decided to let his men travel separately, taking
their time with the pack beasts while he and Kei rode on at a fast
trot. It meant he didn’t have to talk to Tiko or anyone else, so
the turmoil and the sadness he felt remained his own secret. Kei
was glad Tiko was with him. Kei knew the way, roughly, to the inn,
a popular resting place for sailors and travellers down by the
harbour, outside the city proper, but close to stores, docks and
merchants—but he found it hard to think or concentrate. Tiko took
the lead, and all Kei had to do was follow.

They took a break to let the
animals rest and to get some water for themselves. Kei felt Tiko’s
concern, but he didn’t want to discuss it. Even sensing Tiko’s
emotions was grating on him, and he realised with dismay that his
control was breaking down again. All Kei could do was grit his
teeth and try to do a few of the exercises that Jena had taught
him, and hope that nothing would happen for the next few hours
which would disturb him too greatly.

So absorbed was he that it was
something of a shock when Tiko pulled up in the late afternoon
outside a large building with a implausibly cheerful-looking rodent
painted on a prominent sign. “There she is,” he said. “I’ll need to
go in with you and authorise your bill.”

Kei nodded. They tied up their
beasts and Kei unloaded his animal, since Tiko would take it on to
the main army stables. He had no need of the beast any more, and if
he did, he knew where he could claim it.

They had to walk through a busy
eating area to get to the reception, and Kei winced as a dozen or
more strangers’ emotions hit him. “Are you all right, lad? You’ve
been looking poorly since we set out.”

“My gift’s playing up,” Kei
muttered. “I need to be on my own for a while.”

“Fair enough.” Tiko rang the
bell, and shortly a large, motherly looking woman turned up and
greeted them politely. “This lad’s a guest of Lord Meki—his
lordship says to bill whatever Kei needs to him.”

“How long are you—”

A deep, familiar voice
interrupted her. “Kei?”

Kei turned.
Reji. His
lover took four long steps and then Kei was wrapped in Reji’s arms,
an exquisite agony as Reji’s joy washed over him. “Let go,” he
murmured reluctantly, wanting to be close to Reji, but knowing his
control would shatter very soon if he didn’t move away.

Reji did so, and stepped back
so he could look at Kei properly. “Gods, you look horrible, little
brother.”

Kei had to grin at the honesty.
“But you’re a feast for a starving man.” To Reji’s unspoken
concern, he mouthed, ‘later’.

Reji nodded and turned to the
innkeeper. “Mil, this man’s staying with me.”

“Right you are, Reji,” she said
peaceably, not at all surprised. Kei assumed she knew Reji very
well from his frequent visits to the city.

Kei moved away from Reji and
pointed to Tiko. “Reji, this is Captain Tiko. He’s brought me all
the way from the southern range.”

Tiko stepped up and shook
Reji’s hand. “Glad to meet you. I can hand him off finally.”

Kei growled. “Go sit in a
thurl’s nest, you patronising sod.”

Reji laughed. “Well, I see your
temper’s been improved by your experiences. Tiko, is your business
done with him? He looks ready to collapse.”

“For now.” Tiko asked for a bit
of paper on which he hurriedly scribbled something. “Kei, that’s my
home address, and who to ask for at the barracks. Come there
tomorrow morning and ask for me or this chap, and we’ll sort out
funds for you.” He handed Kei the note and peered at him. “Will you
be all right now, lad?” he asked quietly.

“I’ll have to be,” Kei said
bitterly, which made Reji look hard at him too. “Thank you, Tiko.
I’ll see you again before I go, I promise.”

“You do that. I won’t invite
you to supper tonight since I think we both have our reunions, but
I expect you to come in the next day or so or I’ll be looking for
you, you hear?”

“Yes, Tiko. Haven’t you got
something better to do now?” Kei said in mock irritation at Tiko’s
perpetual need to father him—or mother him.

“Not right this minute,” he
said with a grin. He made a sloppy salute at them. “See you later,
both of you.”

Another parting, Kei thought,
the effort of maintaining a semi-cheerful face suddenly too much.
“Reji, can we just go to your room now?” He’d have like a room of
his own, but that would insult and upset Reji far more than the
benefit Kei would derive. And he had truly missed his lover.

“Of course,” Reji said kindly,
hoisting one of his packs up onto his shoulders. “I’d like supper
sent up later, Mil, I’ll let you know.”

“As you like, Reji. Go on and
take the lad upstairs before he falls down.”

Kei hadn’t realised he looked
so woeful that stray innkeepers would feel protective of him. He
followed Reji up the narrow stairs and into the small room with the
wide bed and not a lot of other furniture. Reji put Kei’s pack on
the floor, and then pulled him gently into his arms. “I missed you.
I’ve been worried sick,” he said, planting a kiss on Kei’s
forehead.

Even Reji’s controlled concern
was too much and Kei squirmed away from his embrace. “Me too,” he
whispered.

Reji came and sat next to
him, but carefully didn’t touch him again—the benefit of a gifted
lover was that they took boundaries seriously and Reji knew when
Kei didn’t want to be touched, he really didn’t want to be touched.
“Was it truly appalling? Or are you just tired?”

“Both...no, not all
appalling...just...Rei-ki, I need some time alone, but I want you
near too. Can you stand to just be with me and not touch me for a
couple of hours?”

“Whatever you need, little
brother. Why don’t you take your boots off and lie down? I’ll lie
beside you. I’ll listen too, if you want to talk.”

It was what Kei needed right
now, although he felt bad to use Reji this way. The bed was a
little lumpy but far more comfortable than a bedroll, and as he lay
on it, he realised how tired he was. Tiko had really been setting
quite the pace and even though Kei was now fitter than he’d ever
been, his body still demanded rest. Reji settled alongside him,
looking into Kei’s eyes with love and worry. Kei reached over and
took hold of the end of Reji’s braid, trying not to think of how
another person used to hold his own hair thus.

“Tell me,” Reji said quietly.
“Tell me everything you can bear to tell me.”

Reji was the one person Kei had
never had to lie to, or hide anything from, to protect himself or
the other person. Even though what he had to tell was so much worse
than anything he’d ever shared with his lover before, and he wasn’t
sure how Reji would react, the habit of total honesty was too
ingrained to break. So he told him. Everything. Right from when
Reji had ridden out of the village, to that morning when he had
seen the most important person in his life ride out of it forever.
By the time he was done, the room was completely dark. Reji hadn’t
said a word, just taken hold of Kei’s hair as Kei was holding
Reji’s braid, and listened patiently, without judging or being
revolted.

“Oh, little brother, you’ve
been through a trial, haven’t you?” Reji murmured, brushing his
hand across Kei’s cheek in a whisper-light touch. When Kei didn’t
flinch, he dared to cup it more firmly, and lean closer to place a
soft kiss on his forehead, before he moved back again. “And you
think someone in the academy will have an answer?”

Kei wiped his nose on his arm.
“I hope so. It’s the only hope I have now. I knew Arman would have
to go, I just...wanted it too much to push him away while he was
still with me. Now the damage may be permanent for all I know.”

“I doubt that, Keichichi.
You’ve survived this far, there has to be a solution. Does it truly
hurt to have me with you?”

“No,” Kei admitted. “Not now—I
was just a bit unbalanced when you turned up. The worst thing
is...gods, Reji, I let myself be happy for a little while after
Ai-Darbin and now it’s worse than it was, I think.”

“And you don’t know why Arman
can help, but no one else can? Are you sure I can’t?” he asked,
tracing his finger gently across Kei’s forehead.

“You don’t understand. Your
hand feels nice, and I can feel...your love, your worry...and it’s
comforting. But if Arman did that...you know what it’s like when
you put chuo sap on a bruise and all of a sudden you can’t feel it
any more? It’s just like that. You know the bruise is there, but
you don’t care. Until the ointment stops working.”

“Then it hurts worse than
before,” Reji said. “Then we take you to the academy tomorrow—but
tonight, you rest and get whatever peace you can from being with
me. I’m sorry I can’t be the chuo sap on your soul, little
brother.”

Kei clutched at Reji’s
shirt. “I love
you. I just...don’t know how to fix
this.”

Reji closed his hand over
Kei’s. “Don’t fret. We’ll find an answer together so you can come
home. I won’t leave you again.”

Kei sniffed and wiped his nose
again. “You have to go back to Ai-Albon,” he muttered.

“If I have to send the goods
back with a trader going further south, I will. Whatever it takes,
little brother. You’ve been on your own too long in this.” His
thumb stroked over the back of Kei’s hand. “Will you really not see
this general again? Do you not want to?”

“No...yes...Reji, if he can’t
help them, he might have to be sent to Andon, or even back to the
Prij, although they’ll hang him if he returns.... You didn’t see
Lord Meki. Arman’s just a tool. He means nothing to them and once
they get what they want from him, they’ll...I don’t know, pay him a
pension and stick him in a house somewhere, or find him a make-work
job, or whatever. I’ll be home long before that, I hope.”

“So do I,” his lover said.
“Look, let me go down and find our supper. There’s no bath on this
floor but there’s a washroom. Why don’t you clean up while I get
the food? You don’t need to do anything or go anywhere tonight.
I’ve got you, Kei. Just let go.”

All he could do was nod. Reji
used a sprite to light the lamp so he could find some clean clothes
and when Reji left, Kei went in search of the washroom. It was
small and clean—cold water only, but in the warm humidity of the
coastal plain, that was tolerable. He was glad they’d arrived in
winter—Darshek in midsummer could be unbearably hot. All the houses
here were designed for the heat, rather than for the cold as were
those of the dry interior, but still there were days when all one
could do was sit on a verandah and pant, waiting for the sun to go
down and relief to come.

By the time he had washed, he
felt calmer. Talking to Reji had helped a good deal—more than
anything had since he’d left Jena, other than Arman’s company,
which wasn’t actually a help but a palliative. His twin aches
remained though, and he couldn’t help but fret over Arman and what
was happening to him. Tiko said he trusted Lord Meki, but Kei
didn’t. Arman was used to dealing with politicians at a high level
but he was a prisoner here. Surely they wouldn’t just discard him,
or force him back to Kuprij? But perhaps Arman’s value to them was
limited—the Darshianese refused to make war with other peoples, and
war was all Arman knew.

Kei would go to the
academy tomorrow. And then he would get Tiko to find out what was
happening with Arman. Reji said he wouldn’t leave Darshek until Kei
was well again. Kei
wouldn’t leave until he knew Arman was safe, and
that was all there was to it.


Chapter : Darshek 2

After a sleepless night filled
with worries and futile desires, Arman hardly felt refreshed, but
he was eager to finish this task he’d set himself. He therefore
welcomed the note that came with the generous breakfast, saying he
would be required to attend the rulers in two hours, an escort
coming to collect him at that time. He truly hoped a solution would
be found—he’d spent not a small amount of his unwelcome insomnia
turning possible answers over in his mind, but could find none at
all. He had too little information, and while the close-mouthedness
of the Darshianese had been entirely understandable, it had
effectively stymied all his attempts to come up with a feasible
plan. He hoped this discretion was shortly to end.

He’d eaten well in the villages
on the latter part of his journey, but it was nothing compared to
what was laid before him now—fresh fruit, both as pieces and as
juice, milk, butter on exquisitely made bread, and slices of a
firm, flavoursome cheese. The only thing lacking was a pot of
pijo—unknown to the Darshianese, apparently—and Kei’s presence,
also unobtainable. Since he had not been able to sleep and restore
his energy that way, he ate and hoped it would help. He had a long
day ahead of him—one, if he was completely honest, might end in him
being taken to a prison camp. He guiltily realised he hadn’t
enquired after the soldiers being held captive, but since he
himself and his fourteen men had been treated with such
consideration, it honestly hadn’t occurred to him the other
thousand or so would be maltreated in any way. However, he would
ask if he could see them—the request would likely be refused but he
could make the gesture and see where it got him.

While he was eating, his
laundered—and mended—clothes were brought back to him, and shortly
after, a young woman called Siv turned up to put him through his
exercises and to massage his leg. She didn’t use Kei’s tirsel leaf
ointment, but he felt the benefit of the massage anyway. Kei hadn’t
really needed to warn him not to overdo it. His leg muscles
complained after the slightest exertion.

He dressed but still had nearly
an hour to spare, so he pulled out Kei’s book and his own notes in
them. Karus had the dictionary papers still in Utuk, so Arman had
only the two sets of notes to use as a crude language guide. He
really should have had a copy made of the work Karus and Kei had
completed. He doubted anyone here would want to work on such a
thing, with him the only person likely to need it.

He became absorbed in his task,
and was thus a little surprised at the knock on the door which
announced his escort. They took him outside to the rear of the
House where more gardens spread over a large area, numerous shady
trees providing shelter from the already punishing sun. After weeks
of freezing his arse off in north Darshian, the contrast was
pleasant.

There was a pavilion, the kind
of thing that might pass unremarked in Her Serenity’s palace, where
she could sit and drink a glass of wine while watching musicians.
In this building, also set advantageously to catch the evening sea
breeze and the scents from the garden, a number of people of high
rank sat on chairs with tables next to them. Curiously, not all the
chairs were occupied. Arman was asked to sit in front of the
nobles, at a little distance from them, and was then introduced to
the other seven Rulers of Darshek—one of whom, he noted with some
astonishment, was a mother feeding a very young infant from a
bottle. But then if women were allowed to rule, one had to expect
such things, he supposed. He was surprised she wasn’t using a
wet-nurse.

It was another woman, Lady
Jilki, who stood to address him. “General, Lord Meki has explained
to us your goals and your reservations. We have invited you today
to show you evidence of our good faith and our military
capabilities. Now, I believe you understand the consequence of
doing this. Can you confirm that in front of us, please?”

“Yes. I confirm that once I
have seen these secrets or received this information, I won’t be
allowed to return to Kuprij until all hostilities with my country
cease. Is that clear enough?”

“Yes, thank you. But there is
one more thing, I’m afraid. While it is Lord Meki’s belief that you
are sincere, we need more than his assessment. We have ways of
determining what is in your heart—no harm will come to you, and
this will be done only with your consent—but unless you allow it,
we can go no further.”

Arman nodded. “You intend to
use a soul-toucher or a mind-speaker?”

That question caused
consternation among the Rulers. “May I ask how you know of such
things?” Lady Jilki asked, shooting a poisonous glance at Lord
Meki, who looked rather queasy at Arman’s revelation.

“Two of the hostages had these
gifts, my lady. They were revealed to me because it became crucial
to the continued survival of one of them that I knew. I was sworn
to secrecy and have not revealed the existence of gifts to any
other Prij. If I had, I assure you the young healer who returned
with me would not have been allowed to do so, as he is the
soul-toucher in question.”

“I see. Well, the damage is
done,” Lady Jilki said, still sounding a little put out. “To answer
your question then, yes this is what we intend. Do you
consent?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You understand how it
works?”

“No, my lady,” he said with a
smile, “but if you mean have I experienced it, yes I have. I’m not
afraid—Kei has reassured me about the ethics of those of you with
gifts, and I believe him.”

There was a whispered
consultation between the Rulers, in which Kei’s name appeared
several times. “Very well.” She raised her hand, and two men came
walking towards the pavilion across the grass. “General, in the
presence of our gifted assistants, please confirm that you consent
to their verifying your sincerity.”

“I confirm it readily. I have
nothing to hide.”

That got him a smirk from one
of the men, and a faint smile from the other one. Both laid hands
on him as Lady Jilki asked him a series of penetrating questions
about why he was agreeing to assist the Darshianese, and what he
hoped to gain from doing so. Arman answered everything as calmly as
he could, and hoped his honesty really could be detected. Finally,
the two men let go and went to the Rulers, speaking in a low voice
with them, while Arman waited impatiently for their
pronouncement.

The two interrogators sat down
to one side and Lady Jilki stood. “General, your motives have been
found entirely pure and your statements sincere. Therefore, in the
assurance that you understand exactly what this means, we shall
begin. Lord Meki?”

Lord Meki stood and raised his
hand in an apparent signal. Shortly after two men and a woman
ambled over to the pavilion. Arman watched in some astonishment as
the newcomers greeted the Rulers familiarly and sat down without
waiting to be invited—these were either very rude or very indulged
servants. He detected an air of fond irritation from Lady Jilki,
but Lord Meki was entirely undisturbed by his underlings’ lack of
manners.

“General—you’ve heard of gifts,
but what you don’t realise is that the minor talents you’ve been
made aware of are both common and insignificant compared to those
possessed by the truly Gifted. Three of our more powerful Gifted
have agreed to come here today to demonstrate their abilities to
you. Reis? Would you...? Oh, and don’t break anything,” Meki added
severely. “Or anyone.”

The man called Reis only
grinned. “That was an accident last time—damn silly fool took
fright. If he’d sat still, he’d have been fine. General, can you
see that statue over there? The big fishy thing?”

“It’s a blyke whale, you
ignoramus,” the other male newcomer muttered, while the woman
smiled behind her hand.

“Whale, fish, whatever. You see
it? At the edge of the garden?”

“Yes,” Arman agreed, wondering
if he was dealing with a lunatic, “I can see it.”

“Want a closer look?”

Arman stared at this idiot—was
this some kind of elaborate test? “Not really.”

“Oh. Well, Neris likes it so
I’ll bring it over for him.” Reis gestured lazily, almost in a
bored way.

The statue rose slowly and
drifted across the garden like a piece of seed fluff. If Arman had
not previously seen Kei’s trick with the gren nut, he’d have
thought he’d lost his mind, but he still stared in open-mouthed
amazement as the bronze and marble statue was brought to the
grassed area.

“Not on the lawn,” Lady Jilki
said severely. “The gardeners have only just repaired it after the
last time.”

“All right,” Reis said amiably,
leaving the statue—which had to weigh several tons—floating a few
inches above the grass. “Your turn, Neris. Pity it’s not
night.”

Neris scowled. Then without any
warning or gesture from him, several huge bright pillars of flame
appeared elegantly arranged around the hovering
statue—considerately kept, like the statue, off the grass. Arman
lost the power of speech as the pillars grew several dozen yards
into the air, then disappeared with an almighty ‘whoof’ which made
birds in the trees flap away squawking in disgust.

“Show off,” the woman said
affectionately. “Do you think the lawn needs a drink, Jil?”

‘Jil’ glared a little at the
name, but nodded. “Not seawater, Meda, please.”

“Yes, I know, the gardeners
will have a fit,” Meda said with a sigh. She waved her hand, and
for several moments nothing happened. Just as Arman was wondering
what exactly her power was, a huge waterspout glided silently over
the roof of the Rulers’ House and did a slow circuit over their
heads, the trapped water swirling furiously, and then, like a ball
of wool unwinding, it slowly and gracefully unravelled, sprinkling
water—and a few unfortunate fish—over the lawn and the flower
beds.

Lady Jilki looked at the dying
fish and then back at Meda who shrugged. “Oops?”

“I suppose the fish will feed
the flowers eventually,” the Ruler said with a sigh. “General, to
forestall your next objection—we don’t need your knowledge to wage
war on Kuprij. We have many more weapons in our arsenal than the
harbour cannons, and a strong alliance with the Andonese whose army
and navy outnumber both your country’s and ours together. With
these alone we could destroy Kuplik tomorrow, even without the
assistance of our Gifted.”

“Then why this display,
fascinating though it undoubtedly was?” Arman’s eyes were still
drawn to the floating statue. Reis had made it rotate slowly,
perhaps to let Arman see it to its best advantage, or perhaps just
because it amused him to do so.

“Because you wanted us to
minimise casualties—as do we. We don’t want war, general. We didn’t
want this conflict and we would never have launched any attack on
the Prij. Apart from anything else, our people have got better
things to do with their lives. Now you have seen a sample—a very
small sample—of what we have at our disposal, do you think you can
form a plan to rescue our people without undue loss of life?”

Arman turned to Reis. “How much
can you lift or move?”

Reis grinned. “You know Kurlik
Pass? That wasn’t blocked by explosives, you know.”

Arman shook his head in
astonishment. “Then the answer is yes. I think I can.”

Meda held up her hand. “Wait a
minute—we don’t kill and we won’t attack people. Got that, general?
We’re not damn weapons.”

“I understand, my lady.” He
turned back to the Rulers. “I need to know all of it—what else you
have, what ships you have and how many men you can supply.”

“You said you had a specific
date in mind,” Lord Meki said.

“Yes. At the equinox, Her
Serenity will oversee a major celebration and sacrifice to Lord
Quek at the harbour. I have no idea if the hostages will be
present—but every dignitary worth their salt will be, along with a
good percentage of the navy and the army. I didn’t know what you
had available—all I had was a vague idea that it would be a point
of vulnerability for the Prij—but now I think it might be our
opportunity.”

“Then we have six days to plan
and prepare, and eight to sail to Kuplik. Reis, Meda, Neris, I’m
going to send the general with you to the academy—”

“Hang on,” Neris said
irritably. He seemed generally rather ill-tempered. “How do we know
this fellow won’t see us as freaks and treat us like some of the
Rulers in the past did?”

Lord Meki started to speak, but
to Arman’s surprise, it was one of the two interrogators who
interrupted him. “If I may, my lord. The general has become very
close to one of the lesser gifted, and sees nothing ‘freakish’ at
all in the concept of gifts. I would risk my reputation to state
he’ll treat our truly Gifted with respect.”

“I will,” Arman said earnestly.
“Right now, I feel...rather overwhelmed by it all, to be frank, but
if you don’t trust me, then I’ll make the plans and let someone
else take charge of the execution. Is that fair?”

“More than fair,” Lord Meki
said, glaring at Neris. “Right, time is wasting. General, please go
with the others. You’ll be escorted there and back for your own
safety, but as of this moment, you can consider yourself to have
the same freedom as any other Darshianese citizen. It’s only proper
to warn you that this freedom probably only extends to being able
to wander around the House for the moment, but this will
change.”

Arman thought of Kei, and then
realised, regardless of his personal wishes, he had something more
important and urgent to attend to. “Thank you, my lord. I’ll do
what I can to earn this trust.”

“Good. Reis, please put the
statue back now. It’s confusing the gulls.”

~~~~~~~~

Kei looked at Reji yawning over
breakfast and felt guilty all over again. He’d not slept well—but
Reji had hardly slept at all, he confessed. Kei had kept him awake
most of the night with his bad dreams and crying out. “Now you know
why Tiko made me share the tent with Arman,” he said in a low
voice, pouring out more tea for his lover. “Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,
Keichichi, and once we go to the academy, they might have an
answer.”

Reji was so difficult to
depress, Kei thought fondly. “Don’t you have things to do
today?”

“Well, yes, but I have to go
into the city anyway, so why don’t we go together after you visit
your army friend, and then we can do my business. We can retrieve
your beast from Tiko. Should have hung onto that, little brother—I
can always use another beast.”

“I’m sorry—it’s not really
mine, although the original animal was actually Prijian, and I’m
not going back to return it.” Reji just grinned. “Gods, I missed
your smile.”

“I miss yours,” Reji said
quietly. “But we’ll find it again. Eat up now. Sira must have
thrown a fit when she saw you.”

Kei was relieved to find his
control was back to what it had been at least before Ai-Darbin, and
while the numbers of strangers milling about by the harbour was
difficult to bear for the sheer volume of emotions he had to sift
through, he wasn’t at the same risk of falling apart he had been
the evening before. Reji’s calm demeanour helped, as did his sheer
familiarity. While it was nothing like as soothing as Arman’s
presence, in a way Kei welcomed it more as being something he knew
he could hang onto. If they could work out what Arman was doing,
then maybe Reji could do it too.

They were out of luck in
finding Tiko, although the sergeant he spoke to swore he would pass
on a message, and he also provided Kei with a supply of coins which
Reji judged generous without being excessive. Kei had very little
experience of handling money at all. It wasn’t used in the village,
and Fedor and the clan paid for anything he ordered for his
profession. When he’d lived in Darshek before, he’d stayed in the
dormitories like the other trainees. His parents had given him a
very small amount of money to spend on luxuries, but Kei had been
so overwhelmed by all the knowledge suddenly there at his
fingertips, that he’d hardly gone out at all and had brought most
of the coins back with him. He had no idea what anything cost, or
even where one bought most things, since whenever he wanted food—on
those rare occasions when he and Myka didn’t cook for themselves—he
just went to Sira or Meis to ask. And it wasn’t like he’d been
allowed to stroll around in the markets of Utuk....

After a bit of confusion at the
stables, he retrieved his beast—or one closely resembling the one
he’d ridden in on—and soon they were riding the mile and a half
along the road to Darshek proper. As they rode, keeping their
beasts at walking pace, Reji told him how the war had affected the
city—surprisingly little, considering, he said. “The worst hit were
the inns and the sailors because of the harbour being closed. The
inns at least had the Andonese soldiers for a good while, but most
of them are now quartered up near Kislik or further out on the
plain. The sailors are still drawing their pay, but they’re bored
and that brings trouble. I hope your friend can make it possible
for the siege to end—everyone’s sick of it, and the supplies from
Andon are much more expensive. The treasury can cope, but it’s
irritating for all concerned.”

“And the soldiers?”

Reji pointed southwest. “In a
big camp over there. I reckon we should send a bill to that damn
queen of theirs, since her men have been eating their heads off at
our expense for so long.”

Kei shook his head at the idea.
“She doesn’t have much of a sense of humour from what Arman says,
so I think that joke wouldn’t go down well.”

“Who says I’m joking? Anyway,
it was roughest when we had everyone here in the camps and no one
knew what was happening. When people were sent home, it made a big
difference to morale. I still think they made a huge mistake in
letting the hostages be taken.”

Kei lowered his eyes. “Yes, but
we might have had no homes to return to if the Rulers had advised
another strategy. We had no chance to fight them on our own, and
I’d rather be a hostage for ten years than have you or Myka or
anyone else killed.”

“I still think it was too high
a price for stability—at least, I bet the people in Ai-Vinri think
so.”

At the mention of the bereaved
clan, Kei grew silent. It was true, what Reji said—the security and
future of the clans had been bought at the cost of ten deaths, and
possibly sixty-nine more if Arman’s plan failed. But at the same
times, there were several thousand people who had been able to pick
up their lives more or less where they’d left off. It was too high
a price—but it had still needed to be paid.

The clerk at the academy
reception was flustered, and didn’t want to be bothered with Kei’s
request at all. “A problem with your gift? You’ll need to speak to
Master Bikel or Master Diza and they’re not here. They might not be
here for a week or more.”

“A week? Are you sure?”

The man glared at him. “Are you
calling me an idiot, boy? Of course I’m sure—all the gift masters
and the Gifted are away on an important, urgent project for the
Rulers. If you can’t control your minor gift, then you’ll have to
wait or do without.”

Arman. It has to be to do with him. “Can I leave a note to say I need assistance?”

“If you like. It won’t make
them more available, I warn you now.”

Kei scribbled out the request
and details of how he could be located—he thought about mentioning
he was a friend of Arman’s but it would sound like pleading.
Besides, it was unlikely to make any difference. Nor should it. If
the masters of the academy were working on getting the hostages
home, then he had no business taking them away from that.

Dejected, he returned to Reji
and gave him the bad news. “You should write directly to your
general—he knows you wouldn’t ask for anything trivial and what the
problem is. It might only take a half hour for one of these people
to give you the advice you need.”

“I don’t want to disturb
them—”

“Little brother—this
country damn well owes
you twice over. You went as a hostage, and you
brought back that general alive and well. It can damn well spare
you the time of one of its academy masters. Now you write and ask
him for help, or I will.”

Kei glared at being bullied,
but at the same time, he supposed Reji might have a point. They
rode towards the Rulers House and then Kei walked up the path to
the front hall. “I’d like to leave a message for Lord Meki—it’s for
General Arman,” he asked the woman guarding the entrance behind a
huge desk.

“I can’t discuss the general,”
she said, folding her arms.

“I don’t want to discuss him, I
just want to leave a note about him,” Kei said in some
exasperation. He’d forgotten how irritating the Darshek bureaucrats
could be. Reluctantly, she pushed over some paper for him to write
his message. “Will he get this today?”

“I have no idea, boy. The
Rulers don’t answer to me or to you.”

Actually, they do, Kei thought
angrily. The Rulers themselves were generally believed to be honest
and hard working—but some of their staff had a rather inflated
sense of their own importance and of their masters’. “It’s urgent,”
he said, handing her the folded note.

“Everyone says that, boy. Now,
if you’re done, please leave the hall as we have a lot of important
visitors expected today.”

Her rudeness infuriated
him and he vented it all over Reji as they sat under a wide shade
tree in the central park and ate some pasties Reji had bought from
a street vendor. “Who in hells do people like that think they are?
I nearly damn well died for this damn country, and
I’ve worked for my people all my adult life and half my childhood!
The Rulers’ House is open to everyone and always has been! Why does
she get to decide who’s important and who’s not!”

Reji grinned. “You’re damn cute
when you’re mad, Keichichi.”

“Shut up, I’m not cute,” he
muttered, ripping into the hot pie with a savage bite. “Someone
ought to tell that pissing woman where to stick her pissing pen and
how far up.”

“Yes, they should, but
all I care about is that she passes your note on and she can’t do
that if she’s doing this.” He bent over and
pantomimed someone desperately trying to remove something from
their anus.

Despite his anger, Kei laughed.
“No, I suppose she can’t,” he said as Reji sat down. “I don’t even
know Arman is being kept there.”

“Oh, he will be—it’s either
there or the camp and if he’s helping them, it’ll be the House for
sure.” Reji put his hand on Kei’s shoulder. “Cheer up, little
brother, you’ve done what you can for now. If you’ve finished, I
have to go see some merchants.”

Reji’s business took most of
the afternoon, and it was much more pleasant travelling back to the
inn when the worst heat of the day was over. Kei couldn’t help
fretting about whether he’d done the right thing in sending the
note—whether Arman would even get the message, whether he could or
would do anything about it—and what would happen if he couldn’t.
There was the faint possibility one of the masters Kei needed to
see would return to the academy sooner than the clerk had said and
agree to meet him, but if not, then he’d need to hold on until they
did.

There was a small crowd of
people near the inn, blocking their path and Kei felt their anger
and excited tempers. “Reji?”

“Looks like a bar fight,” he
said grimly. “Too many sailors with too much time doing too much
drinking. The army will be here to sort it out soon.”

Because of the press of people,
Kei couldn’t see what was going on, but suddenly there was a scream
and the crowd broke apart as two brawling men sprawled out, almost
under the feet of Kei’s beast, making it snort and bellow and rear
up. He struggled to get control of it, but the fighting men didn’t
even notice him desperately trying to stop his beast stepping on
one of their stupid heads. It didn’t help that the drunken rage of
the two was like a hammer hitting the anvil of his gift and making
him nauseous.

“Kei!” Reji yelled, but his
beast had become blocked by the crowd who were as drunk as the
brawlers, egging them on. Kei couldn’t get to Reji, nor Reji to
him.

Kei couldn’t get away from the
men without his beast injuring them or the onlookers. With the
shouts of the crowd deafening them and the smell of spilled blood,
his animal was almost at the rolling eyed level of terror and it
was becoming impossible to hold his seat.

“Knife! He’s got a
knife!” a woman screamed. Kei looked down and in horror saw the
long flash of steel...plunging up into Myri’s heart...and they all
died....

“Kei!” someone yelled, but he
was already falling off his animal and plunging down, down,
down....

~~~~~~~~

Arman limped slowly up
the stairs, utterly exhausted, but also more elated and hopeful
than he had been in a very long time. He’d been given the fastest
of educations into the strange world of the Gifted, what they could
do, what they would
do and what it would take to get them to
cooperate with each other, let alone him. There were two dozen of
these astonishing people in Darshek, but in the end, only eight had
consented to help in the plan. He’d spent the afternoon with
colonels, naval captains, teachers, Rulers.... It had been
dizzying, but maybe they really could achieve a rescue at a cost of
no civilian life and even very few, if any, military deaths. That
would please Kei, he thought, smiling at the thought of
him.

He rang for his food and once
the servant had come to receive his order, he washed, too tired to
be bothered with the full bath which had been very enjoyable indeed
the previous night, but which was a lot of trouble since he had to
have assistance in and out. All he wanted to do was to eat and then
sleep, for it would be an early start the following day. At least
this time, all the meetings were to be held here in the House now
the Gifted had consented to cooperate. There was so much to do
before the ships set sail to Kuplik.

He dressed again in one of the
soft nightshirts provided for him and an over-robe, which afforded
him a measure of dignity, and sat down at the desk to rub his
aching leg—he might have to ask Siv to come up and massage it
tonight. Then his gaze caught on something on the desk. Gods—Kei’s
book. He needed to return it at the very least, maybe even ask for
permission for the healer to visit him.

He’d been told the food would
be a little while, and this errand wouldn’t take long. He rang the
bell again, gathered up the book and pulled on a pair of the soft,
embroidered slippers he’d been encouraged to wear as often as
possible in the House to protect the wooden floors. A maidservant
appeared. “Yes, general?”

“Would you be kind enough to
ask if Lord Meki can see me, and would you also arrange for Siv to
attend me in two hours, if she’s free?”

“Yes, general. Lord Meki has
left orders you can see him any time, so I can take you there now
and then find Siv.”

He hoped Lord Meki wouldn’t
mind his trivial request, but he felt it was important enough, at
least to himself, to endure the annoyance if it came.

Lord Meki’s personal chambers
were on the floor above Arman’s—he’d learned only Lord Meki lived
in the building all the time, although all the Rulers kept their
offices there. There were apartments reserved for them which were
used a good deal, the other Rulers usually spending two or three
days in every week there conducting business, and returning to
their private homes with their families the rest of the time. Lord
Meki had been widowed some time ago and had given up his country
estate to his son and his wife, no longer wanting the trouble of
it. He now lived permanently in the House, and would do until he
retired or died. Arman could think of many worse arrangements for a
man dedicated to serving his country as Lord Meki undoubtedly
was.

The maidservant knocked on the
door and held it open for Arman. Lord Meki looked up. “General,
what can I do for you?”

“It’s a rather small request,
my lord, but I need to send a note and a book to someone and I
don’t write Darshianese. Is there anyone who can help me?”

Lord Meki was dressed as Arman
was, more or less, and Arman had caught him at the tail end of what
looked a very simple supper. “Certainly—I’ll have my secretary come
to you this evening. Who are you writing to?”

“My healer, Kei. You met him,
remember?”

“Ah, yes. You seem to have
become good friends with him—one of the hostages, I understand? Now
that’s a story I’d like to hear one day.”

Arman smiled. “It would give me
pleasure to tell it, my lord. But what I really need to do is
return this book of his.”

“Book?” Arman held it out. Lord
Meki took it and looked rather puzzled. “What’s this?”

“Something you might be
interested in, my lord. Kei is writing a field medical guide for
soldiers and people like farmers who might be unable to have a
healer come to them quickly. It’s intended to be simple and
straightforward, but dealing with everything from small injuries to
really quite serious conditions.”

“Really?” Lord Meki opened the
book at random, and read the contents of one page, and then
another. “Good gods, this is well written, general. Did you help
him with it?”

“Rather the opposite, my lord.
I’ve been translating it into Prijian and learning a great deal in
the process.”

Lord Meki handed the book back
to Arman. “You said he was gifted?”

“Yes, he’s unusual in that he
has two gifts—soul-touching and mind-moving.”

Lord Meki stared. “Are you
sure? That’s extremely rare, you know.”

“No, it’s true, I swear.”

“Then let’s have your young
healer up to work with us, general. We need all the gifted with
additional talents that we can get for advice, and since this lad
is special and clever and a friend of yours, I think he qualifies.
Leave the book in the House—I’d like to look at it—but I’ll send my
man up to you to draft your note this evening and it will be
delivered in the morning.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Arman
said, delighted he hadn’t even had to ask to be allowed to see Kei
again. “I’ve just had an idea as to how we can avoid the signal
beacon problem, by the way.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

Twenty minutes later, Arman
hobbled back to his room with a sense of a job well done. He’d
brought Kei to his Ruler’s attention and the medical text as well,
which might ensure it actually got distributed, and Arman would be
able to tell him the good news and much besides in person. Better
than that, Kei was to work with them on the project. The thought
lifted Arman’s mood despite his intense weariness. He would sleep
well tonight.

~~~~~~~~

Kei tried to move and
immediately had to turn his head to throw up, his nausea
overwhelming him even more than the horrendous throbbing in his
head. Someone touched his face and he cried out at the added agony.
The touch and everything else disappeared then....

He kept waking and being sick
and in pain, people close by him making him cringe away from their
touch and their emotions. He begged them to leave him alone, to
keep away, but he couldn’t tell if they heard him and he couldn’t
stay awake long enough to find out. It went on and on until he was
exhausted, unable to fight either pain or distress. At last, he was
given something to drink that was icy on his tongue, and the pain,
at least, disappeared and the world faded out again.

There was bright sun in the
room when he woke, still nauseated, and he couldn’t remember where
he was. He felt someone close by—he turned his head. Reji, lying
asleep, looking drawn and worried. Kei raised a shaking hand to the
pain in his head, and found a lump with a cut or graze on it, above
his temple. How had he been injured? Why did he feel so sick
and...disconnected?

Carefully, so not to wake Reji
or fall over, he got up. He had to hang on to the bed to stand.
What was wrong with him?

His shirt was
vomit-flecked and covered in blood, so he pulled it off, grimacing
at the state of it. The only clean one to hand was one of Reji’s
but he didn’t think he could manage trying to find another so he
took it. He wanted to use the washroom to clean up, but where were
his boots? He looked around and spotted them by the door. As he
bent to pick them up, trying not to pass out again, he saw a note
had been put under the door. He sat on the only chair to shove his
feet into the boots and then unfolded the note. His vision wouldn’t
behave—he had to squint past the blurriness and the throbbing in
his head to read it, but eventually he realised it was a message
from Arman. “I need your
help,” it said.

Gods! Arman was in trouble.
Reji was still asleep—should Kei wake him? No, he looked tired.
Money? Did he need it? He couldn’t ride a beast, but maybe he could
pay someone to take him to the city...did he have enough for that?
He had no idea.

He couldn’t think. Best to get
moving and hope for the best. He put the purse of coins in his
pocket, kept a firm grip on Arman’s note and opened the door
quietly. The stairs were a challenge, but he hung onto the rail
grimly. The innkeeper said something to him but he didn’t want to
talk to anyone, so he just waved and got out of the inn as fast as
he could.

The sun was too bright, and he
feared he would throw up again, even though he felt completely
hollow. For a moment, he couldn’t even remember which way he had to
go.

“Are you all right, lad?”

He squinted at the elderly man
looking at him in concern. “Rulers’ House,” he mumbled. He brought
up the note. “Here.”

“Oh, you want to go east, that
way, lad,” the man said, pointing the direction. “But you don’t
look in any state to walk that far.”

Kei peered at him in dismay.
“Cart?”

“A cart? A wagon might give you
a lift, if that’s what you mean.”

“I have money,” he said, going
for his purse.

“No, lad, they’ll give you a
ride for free. Let me find someone for you.”

Kei could only nod mutely in
thanks, and hang onto the post at the side of the building where he
stood. There were people everywhere and he felt them like shards of
glass cutting into his skin. He tried to hide in the shadows,
avoiding being brushed against. Only his hand tightly clutching
Arman’s note gave him strength to keep upright.

He was close to passing out
when his new friend returned. “Come on, lad, I’ve found a wagon
driver heading into town who’ll take you to the Rulers House, or
close enough.”

The old man laid hands on
him, and Kei had to grit his teeth not to cry out from the pain of
it. He would not throw up, he would not throw up....

He let himself be tugged along
a short distance around a corner. “Is this the lad?” someone
asked.

“Yes—he’s a bit unsteady, looks
ill to me.”

“Maybe he’s drunk.”

“Oh, use your brains, man—does
he smell of drink? And see? Look at that knot on his head. No, he’s
sick—his friend will help him if you get the boy to where he’s to
meet him.”

His friend.
Arman.
Arman would help...no, Kei had to help Arman. “‘m all right,” he
muttered, and with the help of a strong arm, climbed slowly into
the back of the empty wagon which smelled of cured jombeker hides
and would have made a healthy man want to be sick.

He buried his nose in his shirt
and breathed shallowly, but the jolting, smelly ride was pure
misery for him. All he could do was rest his head and hope it
wouldn’t take too long.

“Wake up, lad—come on, boy,
you’re here. Are you all right?”

He looked up blearily—the wagon
driver had climbed into the back of the wagon to find out what was
wrong with him. He accepted his assistance to stand, and managed
not to fall down again immediately despite his sudden dizziness.
“Rulers’ House?”

“Right here. I can’t take you
up the drive—can you walk?”

He nodded, and let the man
almost carry him out the back of the wagon. At least the fresher
air was a relief, although the sun was bad. “Do I pay you?”

“For taking you where I was
going anyway? Don’t be daft. Look, lad, are you sure you are
supposed to be here?”

Kei thrust the note, still
clenched in his fist, under the man’s nose. “Arman needs me.”

“Er...all right. You head up
the path there and find your friend. Don’t pass out,” the man added
darkly.

Kei nodded, then stumbled his
way up the path he recalled from somewhere...when? It was easiest
if he just watched his feet—if he looked up, the world wavered back
and forth. There were stairs, which were a challenge, but the rail
helped. He shoved the big doors open with his shoulder and almost
fell inside the cool, darker hall inside. The desk—he had to go to
the desk first.

“Can I help you?” a woman asked
him.

He pushed the note at her.
“Arman needs me.”

She recoiled from his
outstretched hand. “I beg your pardon, boy? You look drunk—you have
no business here.”

“Not drunk,” he said, almost
growling. This woman...he remembered, remembered she’d been pissing
rude. “Should stick your pen where it hurts,” he muttered to
himself.

Not enough to himself,
apparently. “What
did you say? Guards! Take this man out of the
building!”

“No! Arman needs me! Look!” He
shoved the note into her face again. “Look, he’s written!
Lord...Lord Meki...he knows...please...I have a note...no, let me
go,” he cried as his arms were seized, and his mind was scraped raw
by the emotions of the men holding him. “Please, don’t touch
me...just get Arman...just....”

His legs collapsed but he was
held up. “Please...help me....” His vision went all funny again,
and there were a lot of voices all at once, angry, worried, voices.
He wanted to hide from them but they wouldn’t let him go.

“You should get him
out....”

“...Lord Meki....”

“...injured, not drunk....”

“Get a healer...gods, he’s
passing out! Catch him!”

No, can’t pass out, got to help
Arman....

~~~~~~~~

A clerk enter the room with a
worried look on her face and went to Lord Meki’s side to whisper
something in his ear. The Ruler stood. “Everyone, sorry to
interrupt, but there’s some kind of disturbance I need to attend
to. General, I think you’d better come.”

Arman frowned—they were right
in the middle of some crucial planning, and from the looks of the
others in the meeting room, he wasn’t the only one annoyed at the
interruption. However, he knew Lord Meki well enough to know he
wasn’t prone to wasting his own time, let alone anyone else’s, so
he nodded and stood. “Please continue—we can’t afford any
delay.”

Lady Jilki stood to take over
the meeting as he and Lord Meki left the room. “What’s going on?”
Arman asked, struggling with his bad leg to keep pace with the
impatient Ruler.

“Someone’s come to the
reception demanding to see you. It could just be someone with a
grudge who’s heard you’re here, but I want to be sure.”

They could hear the shouting as
they approached the entrance hall, and Arman arrived just in time
to see Kei being lowered to the floor, apparently unconscious,
surrounded by soldiers. “Kei! Please, my lord, get those men away
from him!”

Lord Meki snapped out an order
for everyone to get clear of Kei while Arman hobbled as fast as he
could to Kei’s side. He lowered himself with difficulty to the
floor and pulled Kei’s head into his lap—there was fresh blood on
his face, trickling from a short, deep gash on a nasty looking lump
on his forehead. “What happened? How did he get here?”

Lord Meki turned to the
woman standing to the side of the soldiers, looking angry and
afraid. “I don’t know, my lord,” she said in answer to his
questioning look. “He just turned up, seemed to be drunk, demanding
to see the general—he was here yesterday, being rude and demanding
to see you, my lord,” she said defensively. “We can’t just let people
walk in from the road to waste the Rulers’ time.”

“Kei’s not rude and he doesn’t
waste time,” Arman said through gritted teeth. “For the love of the
gods, will someone get a damn healer here? My lord, please, could
you send for the lad’s friend, Reji. He was staying at the Inn of
the White Hisk—he’ll know what’s happening. Or Captain Tiko.”

“Elsi, get healer Loti here,”
Lord Meki snapped. “Sergeant, find this man Reji...of Ai-Albon, is
it, general?” Arman nodded. “Reji of Ai-Albon and have him brought
here—have him bring his belongings and this lad’s too. He can stay
in the House if he needs to, but he’s to be at the general’s
disposal until otherwise ordered. Elsi, why are you still standing
there—go get that damn healer!”

The woman scurried off as Lord
Meki knelt down beside Arman. “He looks dreadful,” he said.

Arman nodded, stroking Kei’s
face. Kei had something clutched tight in his hand, something he
hadn’t let go even in his faint. He prised Kei’s fingers away from
it with surprising difficulty, and found it was his own note. He
looked at Lord Meki in confusion. “He came in response to
this—perhaps he was attacked on the way?”

“It’s possible. I’m sorry,
general—we’ll make sure he’s looked after.”

“My lord?”

Arman turned and with relief
saw it was Loti come at his Ruler’s command. “Loti, this is
Kei—he’s been hurt.”

Loti dropped to his knees. “Oh,
good gods.” He pulled Kei’s eyelids back, checked his pulse and
breathing, and examined the badly bruised lump. “This is a few
hours old—perhaps as many as twelve—and has had a healer’s
attention. He shouldn’t be walking around in his state—he has a bad
concussion.”

“Will he be all right?” Arman
asked in frantic worry. Kei looked so pale.

“I think so, although he needs
to be watched for a few hours. Was he on his own? No healer would
leave someone like this unattended.”

“I think he might have had a
friend with him,” Arman said distractedly. But why had the friend
let Kei wander off on his own? “My lord, can we take him to my
rooms? I know he’ll be easier if I’m close by.”

“Of course.” Lord Meki
signalled to the soldiers, who lifted Kei carefully. “Loti, you
stay with the boy until either I or the general order otherwise.
General, we can spare you a few minutes, but this is a very bad
time for an interruption as you know.”

“Yes, I know—if I can just be
with him when he wakes, to reassure him? He’ll need rest more than
anything, yes?” he asked Loti , following Kei as he was taken up
the long staircase.

“Yes, that’s really all he
needs, and fluids when he’s awake. Please, general, we need to get
him onto a bed.”

Arman followed, praying the
soldiers would realise how precious their cargo was and not drop
him. With relief, he saw them reach the first floor, then they
carried Kei with great gentleness along the long corridor to the
residential wing.

Once in Arman’s rooms, Kei was
laid on the bed and the soldiers dismissed. Arman watched anxiously
as Loti made a further examination.

“I need to get back to the
meeting, general.”

Arman turned, slightly startled
to hear the words—he’d been concentrating so hard, he hadn’t even
realised Lord Meki had followed them in. “Of course, my lord. I’m
sorry for the delay—but this man is not only very dear to me, but
he’s much too valuable to Darshian to lose.”

“All our citizens are valuable,
general,” Lord Meki said gravely.

“Some are more valuable than
others, I assure you.” At that point, Loti finished his
examination. He nodded and motioned for Arman to approach. “I’ll
come down as soon as I can,” Arman told the Ruler. “Will you have
someone tell me the moment Reji is found and brought here?”

“Of course. I’ll make sure the
reception staff don’t place any more obstacles in the path of your
friends visiting. Or of anyone else,” Lord Meki added darkly.
Someone would get a proper bawling out, Arman predicted. “I’ll find
out what happened yesterday—he was trying to find you, perhaps he
needed something.”

“Yes, he must have done. He’s
not a frivolous person, my lord.”

Lord Meki smiled a little. “No,
I very much doubt he is. Do what you need to, general, and then
come down. I can have everyone take an early lunch but we really
have to get on.”

Arman nodded and the Ruler
left. “How is he?” he asked Loti.

“Asleep, I think—nothing worse.
He’s going to be in a lot of pain when he wakes up, no doubt—sleep
is the best thing for him. I’ll wait in the other room if you’ll
stay here with him. Call me if there’s any change or he wakes.”

Loti bowed and went back out to
the office. Arman took off his boots and climbed onto the bed,
resting Kei’s head into his lap again, and taking one of Kei’s cold
hands into his. If he found Kei had been attacked, he would find
who it was and rip them apart. No one would touch Kei like that
again. He’d sworn it after Mykis’s abuse.

He was conscious that every
minute away from the planning table counted hard, but he didn’t
begrudge Kei any of it. Kei had paid for the right to demand
Arman’s time many times over and he would fight anyone who thought
otherwise. However, it was only a half hour or so before he felt
Kei stir. “Kei? It’s Arman. Open your eyes.”

There was a muttered curse, and
then Kei’s eyes opened into slits. “Arman?” he said in a slurred,
faint voice. “I came. You need me?”

“Yes, I do and yes, you did
come,” Arman said gently, stroking Kei’s face. “What happened? How
did you hurt your head?”

Kei closed his eyes again.
“Don’t know,” he mumbled. “Are you hurt? You needed me?” His hand
clutched Arman’s tightly. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, my poor
befuddled friend. I just wanted to see you again and you can help
us with the rescue project, if you wish. I didn’t mean you to run
over here with a head injury.”

Kei nodded and winced.
“Hurts...people hurting me.... S’nice, doesn’t hurt with you.”

Arman stared down at him in
dismay—it sounded as if Kei had suffered a reoccurrence of what
he’d experienced back in Utuk after the hostages had been killed.
“Has this been going on since I left you?”

Kei rolled over a little.
“No...can’t remember, Arman...tired....”

“Then you should sleep, my
friend. Kei, listen to me.”

“Wha’?” Kei opened one eye and
stared blearily up at him.

“I need you to remember
this—I’m going downstairs, no further, for a meeting. If you need
me, I’ll come immediately, but I won’t be far away. There’s a
healer here called Loti, who knew your mother. A very nice man
who’ll watch over you. I want you not to panic when you wake up. Do
you understand what I’m saying?”

“Ye...es. Head hurts,
Arman.”

“Yes, I know,” Arman said
soothingly. “I want you to go to sleep now.”

“Help you,” Kei said
stubbornly.

“That will help me, you
hear? I need you to go to sleep so you can help me later.
Understand?”

“Y...yes.”

“Good.” Arman slid carefully
off the bed and put Kei’s head back on the pillow. The lad was
already asleep. Arman bent and placed a light kiss on his forehead.
“You’ll be safe now.”

He slipped out into the office
and spoke to Loti. “He’s been awake but is asleep again. I’ve
explained where he is and where I’ll be and I think he understood,
but he doesn’t remember how he was hurt. He’s a little confused
still.”

Loti nodded. “Not uncommon with
concussion. I’ll watch over him. You need to get back to your
meeting, general.”

“Yes, but there’s something you
need to know. When Kei was in Utuk, he suffered a great shock to
his soul-touching gift, and for weeks, couldn’t bear the touch or
even the presence of other people. For some reason I’m an exception
to that. I think he’s suffering a recurrence of that problem so,
please, try not to touch him, and don’t be distressed if he seems
to be in pain because of that.”

Loti’s mouthed pursed in
sympathy. “Oh, the poor lad. Was nothing done to help him?”

“I believe he was seeking help
at the academy. I don’t know if he did.”

Loti looked surprised.
“General, you have all the gift masters here—if he went to the
academy, there would have been no one there to help.”

“Oh, gods, what a damn fool
I am. All right, I’ll see to that—just keep a close eye on him.
This man is the most precious person in the world to me and I would
be very angry if anything were to happen to him.”

Loti was unmoved by Arman’s
threatening stance. “General, I treat every patient as being
precious to someone. He’ll get the very best care because he
deserves it, not because you’ve bullied me into it.”

Arman slumped. “I’m sorry. I’m
just worried.”

“Yes, I know,” Loti said,
putting a kindly hand on his shoulder. “No offence taken, I
promise. Go, I’ll let you know the second he wants you or if
there’s a problem.”

Arman nodded and left to return
to his meeting, still angry the harm to Kei might have been avoided
if he’d bothered to think about who the people he’d been meeting
with actually were. He walked back into the meeting room and Lady
Jilki quickly briefed him—they’d got on with things while he’d been
gone and so no harm had been done.

He forced himself to
concentrate, because this rescue was important to everyone, not
just him and Kei, but he was on alert, expecting to see Loti come
through the door at any time, or to get the message about Reji’s
arrival. None came, and lunch was called at the usual time. Lord
Meki forestalled him going to the members of the academy by taking
his arm. “Your healer apparently wanted assistance in contacting
Bikel and Diza. I’m sorry, the note only got to my desk this
morning.”

“I’ve discovered my mistake
over that independently, my lord, so please allow me to rectify
it.”

Lord Meki went with him as he
approached the two men who had verified his bona fides for the
rulers. “Gentlemen, the general needs your assistance concerning a
friend, a young healer who was one of the hostages.”

They gave their Ruler their
attention, and Arman explained quickly what had happened in Utuk
and how Kei had turned up in distress earlier. “I don’t know what
happened to him other than the injury, or how sensitive he has
become. I do know he needs help.”

Bikel turned to Diza. “Let me
speak to him and then we can both see him later. General, if you
would?”

Arman took the mind-speaker up
to his rooms, but Loti shook his head when he asked if Kei was fit
enough to be seen. “I’m sorry, general—he’s been asleep since you
left, and I’m reluctant to wake him since he will only be in pain.
Best if he rests until this evening.”

Bikel shrugged. “I can’t help
someone who’s this sick, so let me suggest my colleague and I speak
to Kei alone tomorrow. We’re not needed so desperately that we
can’t be spared. I can report to you afterwards.”

“Can you help him, do you
think?”

Bikel looked at Arman with
cool, frighteningly intelligent eyes. “I can’t tell until I speak
to him. Tell me—if I need to read you again to help him, will you
allow that?”

“Anything,” Arman said eagerly.
“Anything at all he needs.”

“Then I may do that, as may
Diza. I’ll return to the academy this evening when we’re finished
and consult our records too. It’s an unusual and very grave
situation. The solution may be difficult to achieve.”

The honest words were
depressing, but Arman wouldn’t ask for meaningless assurances. As
he was clearly not needed, he went downstairs and continued
discussions with his rescue committee over lunch. But where in
hells was Reji?

Two hours later, after they had
finished their meal and recommenced their work, a clerk came in
with a message for Arman that a gentleman was here to see him. He
looked at Lord Meki, who stood up. “Everyone, the general has to
see someone urgently, so I would suggest we end this for today.
Nera, I know you want to get back to your daughter.”

The Ruler with a two-month-old
child presently asleep in her rooms, smiled. “Yes, I would, thank
you.” She turned to Arman. “And I hope your friend recovers,
General.”

“Thank you. My lord Meki, our
next order of business has to be the removal of the Prijian ships
from the harbour.”

“Agreed—we’ll take care of
that, and I assure you we’ll attempt to do so without a single
death or injury.”

“Although the poor sailors will
get the shock of their lives,” Reis said with an evil grin. Arman
wasn’t sure he wanted to know—but he’d probably find out later.

Arman went to Lord Meki to
speak to him privately. “Is there somewhere I can talk to this man
where we won’t be disturbed?”

“You can use my office—or
better, perhaps, the back gardens. I find those soothing,” he said
sardonically. “If the man needs accommodation near your healer,
then we have rooms here or at the academy dormitory—the inns on the
harbour are miles away from here, very inconvenient if you have to
go back and forth.”

Arman hadn’t known that—and was
chagrined to learn he’d not only made Kei believe his attendance
was urgently needed even though he was injured, Kei had also had to
come a long way just to fulfil that request.

He didn’t need to ask which of
the Darshianese men in the reception hall was Reji—it had to be the
tall, handsome man glaring in obvious anger and worry at everyone
who entered the hall. He pounced on Arman as soon as he appeared.
“Where’s Kei? What have you done to him?” Reji grabbed his shirt
and even though Arman must have outweighed him by at least thirty
pounds, Reji lifted him up easily to his toe-tips. The soldiers on
guard came rushing over to rescue him, but Arman told them to back
off.

“Kei’s safe, asleep and
upstairs under the care of a healer. Would you let me down,
please?”

Reji did so with a growl. “What
did you do to him, you bastard?”

“I was going to ask the same
thing, actually. Keep your voice down and come with me. We can see
Kei later but I need to talk to you first.”

Reji was impatient at his
slower pace, and stalked through the hall ahead of him as if he
were the one leading the way. Arman couldn’t help admiring what a
fine figure of a man he made in his possessive anger—no wonder Kei
was smitten with him. Reji was forced to halt by the guards at the
rear of the building and turned towards Arman, demanding with
flashing dark eyes that he shift his worthless carcass so Reji
could give him the telling off he deserved. It was rather amusing
to have someone so unafraid of him and those in charge of him.

He pointed at a seat under a
tree with his walking stick, a place far enough from the building
to let Reji shout in some privacy. As he took his seat, he said
quickly, “Before we begin, let me assure you I’ve done nothing to
Kei and that he’s in no danger. We’re just rather puzzled why he
turned up here in the state he was in. Why did you let him leave
the inn if he was injured?”

“Let?” Reji choked. “You bastard,
I was up all night with him, watching him puke, holding his head,
and listening to him moan. The healer finally had to give him some
pijn to let him sleep—so I lay down beside him to get a little rest
myself. When I woke up he was missing and the innkeeper said he’d
left an hour before. I’ve been searching everywhere for him ever
since.”

“Ah. Then I think what happened
is that he woke, found a note from me I’d sent saying that Lord
Meki would like to meet him, and that he might be of some
assistance to us. He seems to have taken this as an urgent request
for his help, which I put down to the drug and his injury. I have
no idea how he got from the inn to the House since he could hardly
walk when he arrived, so I was told.”

“Stupid brat—probably talked
someone into giving him a lift.” Reji smiled ruefully. “Sorry. I’ve
been out of my mind with worry.”

Arman made himself smile back,
and tried to appear as unthreatening as possible—he didn’t want to
make an enemy out of Kei’s lover. “I know the feeling. What
happened? I take it the injury happened last night?”

“Yes. I don’t really know what
happened myself. We’d come back from the city, encountered a brawl
near the inn which spooked Kei’s beast—I don’t know if he fell or
fainted or what, but he toppled off his beast and cracked his head.
Scared the living daylights out of me.”

Arman could imagine. “He can’t
remember what happened at all—he was still rather confused when I
spoke to him. He has a bad concussion but you would know that.”

“I only meant to sleep an
hour or so...but I was so tired since I hadn’t slept at all the
night before. Kei has nightmares...but you would know
that.”

“Unfortunately, I do,” Arman
said. “Did you get the message you can stay in the House if you
want, or Lord Meki will find you rooms elsewhere if you prefer. I
assumed you would want to be near him.”

“I do, but he can’t stand my
touch. Every time I laid a hand on him last night, he cried in
pain.”

Gods.
“There might be a solution for that. The academy
masters will see him tomorrow and I hope they can help. I’m sorry I
inadvertently delayed that meeting—things are moving very fast and
I didn’t think.”

Reji’s interest was piqued
immediately. “The rescue? It’s happening?”

“Yes, we depart in five
days.”

“And what of Kei?”

Arman stared at him, perplexed.
“He stays with you, of course. I have nothing to offer him here,
and it’s possible I may even be returning to Utuk.”

“So whether he’s well or not,
you’ll abandon him to his fate.”

“I’m not
abandoning him, you damn fool. But I can’t help him either—that’s for
the experts to do.”

“So you say,” Reji said with
heavy irony in his tone. “Let me see him.”

Kei was still deeply asleep.
Reji looked at him for a long time, before going back outside the
bedroom, summoning Arman to talk with him. “I can do nothing for
him today, and all our packs and clothes are still back at the inn.
Let me go back there tonight. I have necessary business to conduct
for our clan but I can be free by tomorrow, and return with
everything he needs. Will Lord Meki let him stay at the academy
once you’ve gone?”

“I’ll ensure I get an
undertaking that Kei gets what he needs. Not only do I owe him a
great deal, but so does his country. Lord Meki understands
that.”

“I’m glad someone does,” Reji
growled. “He’s been treated shabbily by people who aren’t fit to
lick his boots.”

The look Reji gave him made it
clear Arman was included in that number. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
him to run all the way over here. When I said I needed his help, I
didn’t mean immediately.”

Reji shook his head ruefully.
“Never say ‘need’ or ‘help’ to Kei unless you mean it—he always
takes it very seriously. Too damn seriously, if you ask me.”

Arman nodded, agreeing
completely, but finding it hard to regret that fact. “He’s a good,
kind person, Reji. You’re a lucky man.”

That got him the oddest look.
“So are you. Can his lordship arrange to whisk me back to the inn
as fast as I was brought here?”

“I’m sure he will. Let me
ask.”

Arman watched Kei’s lover
leave, rather confused by the man’s reactions and the things he’d
said. He’d expected the protectiveness and the anger—anything less
and he’d have discreetly arranged to keep Reji well away from Kei
until the healer was recovered, and possibly even after that. But
what perplexed him was Reji’s presumption that Arman bore some
on-going responsibility for the man. On-going blame he admitted
readily, but when he’d been taken away from Kei two days ago, he’d
honestly never thought to see Kei again, and Kei would have felt
the same. So why did Reji assume differently—and why was he
apparently happy enough to leave Kei with him and go off and tend
to his business affairs? It wasn’t callousness—any fool could see
Reji loved Kei and thought the world of him. It was more that Reji
had judged Arman a fit custodian and trusted him with his most
precious possession. Considering who Arman was and how he’d come to
meet Kei, not to mention the reaction of just about every other
Darshianese Arman had met to this point, he was a strange person to
give such trust to.

He was utterly baffled, but
standing here in his confusion wouldn’t advance anything, and there
was still much to do. He went back to the bedroom and summoned Loti
to step outside. “How long will he sleep?”

“Oh, hours, I would have
thought,” Loti said confidently. “And he won’t be up to much when
he does wake. I can give him some pijn for the headache and that
will make him drowsy.”

“I think he might fight you on
that.”

Loti grinned. “Of course he
will. He’s a healer, we make dreadful patients.”

Arman had to smile at that.
“I’m sure. I have things to do—please watch over him, and find Lord
Meki or me if you need me. I’ll be back at supper and then I can
let you go if you judge it safe.”

“Very well. Don’t worry, he’ll
be fine.”

Kei was born
to worry me, Arman nearly said, but it
was hardly fair. It was as much his own intense feelings as
anything Kei had done that troubled him.

He went to Lord Meki’s office
and wanted to know what was happening about the siege ships. “Ah,
well, since you’re free, you can see for yourself. We need to go
down to the harbour—I was going down there in a few minutes to
supervise anyway, so you can join me.”

“Won’t I cause a stir?”

“General, with what’s about to
happen, no one will be looking at you.”

Lord Meki was enjoying himself,
but after a tiresome siege of over six months duration, it was time
the Darshianese got a little of their own back. Still somewhat
concerned at being seen by a vengeful populace, Arman hid in the
corner of the small covered carriage Lord Meki had ordered for
their transport down to the water’s edge. There, at a raised
viewpoint which overlooked the docks a half mile or so away, a
small number of soldiers were waiting, as were Lady Jilki and Neka,
a Gifted mind-speaker. “The others decided to go to the docks,
Meki,” Lady Jilki said.

Lord Meki snorted. “They won’t
see a thing down there. Neka, tell Reis to commence when he’s
ready.”

“What are you planning
exactly?” Arman asked. He’d left this business to Lord Meki and
Lady Jilki, since he was more concerned about what happened when
they arrived in Utuk.

“Wait, general, and watch your
ships.”

Puzzled, Arman stared out to
sea. He was prepared for almost anything after what he’d been shown
the previous day. There was no doubt at all the siege could be
broken at will—the only question was how the rather eccentric and
mischievous Gifted would go about it. Since it involved water, he’d
expected Meda to be in charge, but it seemed the lively Reis had
won the battle to deliver the final blow. In the distance he could
just see a large number of soldiers massing at the docks. “How will
you stop the sailors offering resistance?”

Lady Jilki answered. “Reis can
immobilise them and remove them one by one from the ships. However,
if you prefer, Neka here can let you speak to them directly. That
might help to calm them.”

Arman nodded, still finding it
hard to conceive of the power of the mind-speakers in this country.
Even the so-called minor gifted were the basis of the country-wide
communication network, while people like the reticent Neka,
apparently nothing but a shy country girl, could speak to other
mind-speakers as far away as Fort Trejk without breaking into a
sweat, and to the ungifted a hundred miles away with ease. Their
only limitation was mind-speaking across the highest mountains or
the deep seas—why, Neka had no idea. The truly Gifted were little
interested in why their powers worked—only that they did and they
could play with them. They were valuable and useful members of
Darshian society...but also touchy and unpredictable. Arman
expended a lot of every meeting with them using his rusty charm
skills to keep them amused and content with his direction. Should
they cease to be thus content, the entire plan might fail before it
started.

“Look,” Lord Meki said. “Here
they come.”

Arman squinted against the sun.
Yes, six of the Prij’s finest warships were moving slowly...no, not
slowly at all...quite rapidly in fact across the thirty or so miles
of water from their position out of cannon range to the Darshek
docks. The boats moved as if they were under full sail in a
hurricane—but their sheets weren’t set at all, and their motion was
too straight for them to be moving under the power of the wind.
Arman could imagine the consternation of the sailors, finding their
ships taken out of their control as if the gods themselves had them
in hand. “Should I speak to them?” he murmured, still mesmerised by
the strange sight.

“Wait until they get closer,”
Lord Meki advised. “Reis is going to be clever, I think. One can’t
argue with the man,” he said with a sigh.

The ships were now about half a
mile from the shore, close enough that Arman could now see the
sailors running about in panic on the deck and up the rigging. As
he watched, now rather worried about the men, the ships stopped
moving—at least, horizontally. They rose slowly, the great hulls of
the huge ships clearing the water like a child’s boat in a pond,
picked up by its owner to be taken home. The ships floated in the
air as unmoving and apparently weightless as clouds. Neka turned to
Arman. “Reis says you can speak to them. Just talk to me as if
you’re addressing them directly and they’ll hear it.”

Arman found it rather odd to be
doing this, but he turned towards the ships, and tried to imagine
he was standing on a quarterdeck facing the crew. “Sailors of
Kuprij, this is Sei General Arman of Her Serenity’s Army. Please
don’t panic—you’re perfectly safe. You are being taken under the
control of the Darshianese, but no one will be harmed if you do not
resist. You will not be harmed. Stand down and wait to be boarded.
I repeat....” He said the message several times and then looked at
Neka. “Are they paying any attention?”

“Some are. Keep speaking while
Reis brings them in—I’ll send them an image of you here so they
know it’s you.”

Arman did as she bid, while
Reis, unseen at the docks below them, brought the first ship
towards him, still floating, her sails and cannons immobilised.
“Which ship is it?” Arman demanded, and Neka told him, which
allowed him to be specific in his orders to its crew.

The ship was brought to rest at
the dock, and immediately boarding ladders and ropes were thrown
against it. Arman kept repeating his urgent orders. He had no way
of knowing if there was fighting—he couldn’t see that level of
detail. There was an enormous amount of activity going on, and then
finally the main gangplank was put out and secured. With a great
sense of relief, he saw sailors being marched off in orderly
fashion from the ship—he kept up the reassurances until Neka
confirmed the ship was under control and all the sailors removed
unharmed. Then Reis floated the ship away to be moored safely in
the harbour out of the way.

The securing of the entire
fleet took two hours, and was completed with no injuries and only a
single death, that of a sailor who slipped while trying to get off
his boat in a panic as it was coming into the docks. Lord Meki
apologised for that and assured Arman the man would be decently
buried. “Poor Reis,” Lady Jilki said.

“It’s not his fault,” Neka said
quietly.

“No, but he’ll blame himself
anyway. Thank you, Neka—why don’t you go to the others and make
sure he doesn’t get too morose. Take my carriage, dear.”

“Thanks, Jil. ‘Bye, Meki,
Arman.”

The Gifted didn’t believe in
titles any more than most of their countrymen. The Rulers and their
staff were rather odd in that they did. And then Arman shook his
head over worrying about the use or otherwise of titles when he’d
just seen several thousands of tons of Prijian shipping carried
about like bean sacks, and emptied nearly as easily. He wished Kei
had seen it, or Karus—it would be something Arman would remember
even when he was old, blind and senile.

It was coming up to sunset.
Nothing more would be achieved today. The captured ships would need
to be prepared for the eight day journey to Kuprij, maps drawn up
by Arman and the senior captains carefully copied and distributed,
and the defence of Darshek secured, since it would be temporarily
exposing itself to attack, at least theoretically. The Andonese had
no love of war either, Lord Meki and the other rulers had assured
him, despite their superior military power—and like the
Darshianese, could have dominated or destroyed their neighbours
with ease at any point, if they’d been inclined. They weren’t.
Arman was about to open the eyes of the Prij to some very unwelcome
truths and he hoped it would be enough for them to see sense. If
not, he feared his people would spend many years fighting futile
wars and at the end, be poorer and more primitive as a result.

He had asked Lord Meki
yesterday why the Darshianese had let the south go so quickly.
“Surprise,” Lord Meki had said with a shrug. “And to retrieve it
would have cost too many lives on both sides. My predecessors made
a calculated decision that less suffering was to be caused by
letting your people remain than to fight bitterly to remove you. We
decided to close our border and protect what we had, and hope the
Prij would not harass our people too much. Were we right?”

Arman had had to confess there
had been some harassing, and a good deal of imposition. But the
deaths were still fewer than if there had been an all out war, so
he admitted the Rulers’ decision, while rather ruthless, had
probably been the wisest. “And now? Now that you’ll reveal your
capability to the Prij?”

“Now,” Lady Jilki said,
“now, we’ll ask for all our people to be set free. We
won’t let our people die to achieve that—or yours, necessarily. But
we might give them a damn good fright,” she’d added with a most
unwomanly grin. Lady Jilki could give Kita nightmares, Arman had
decided.

Lord Meki and Lady Jilki were
already returning to the carriage. It was no bad thing to make such
a powerful impression on over a thousand Prij sailors, who would
return home with an astonishing—and cautionary—tale to tell their
friends and family. If the Darshianese reputation spread by word of
mouth, not a single shot might need to be fired in anger to recover
the south. Yes, the Prij were in for a very big shock indeed in a
few days’ time.


Chapter : Darshek 3

Kei was really tired of waking
up with this headache. For a minute or two he was so distracted by
the pain and the persistent nausea he failed to notice that he
wasn’t alone—and that he was lying in someone’s lap. A lamp was set
low, throwing a faint golden glow beside him. He turned towards it,
and groaned at the pain. “Shhh, don’t move, Kei.”

“Arman?” Why was he lying in
Arman’s lap—or anyone’s lap? “What’s wrong? Why are you here?”

Arman’s hand came gently to
rest against his forehead. “You fell and knocked yourself out,
apparently, and then you came to the Rulers’ House because of a
mix-up. That’s where you are now.”

“The Rulers’ House?” He tried
to sit up but Arman pressed him down. “I shouldn’t be here.”

“It’s all right,” Arman said.
“Not only are you wanted here, you have permission to stay as long
as you need to.”

“But...why am I in your
bed?”

“You were in distress when you
turned up—you seemed to be having a problem with your gift so I
thought it was best if I were near. Don’t you remember any of
it?”

Thinking was very hard.... “My
head hurts too much.” He felt tired and drained. How long had he
been here?

“The healer left you some
pijn—he knew you’d be in pain. Do you want it?”

Kei thought about it. “He said
it was all right?”

“He recommended it very
strongly, in fact, so you would sleep.”

“All right, then,” he said
reluctantly. Arman brought the cup to his lips, and he sipped it,
knowing he would not be able to hold a coherent conversation until
the pain stopped. The liquid made him gag, but he got it down. He
lay back, exhausted, and waited for the relief to come.
“Reji...does Reji know where I am?”

“Yes, he does. He has business
to complete but then he’s going to come back here and stay until
you’re well.”

Kei groped for Arman’s hand.
Despite the pain, he hadn’t felt this centred and balanced in days.
“Tell me what you know.”

“I don’t know much. Reji says
you fell from your beast, or fainted, near the inn.”

“There was a brawl....”

“Yes—you remember?”

Bits and pieces of details came
back...he remembered the screaming, and the roaring beast....
“There was a knife,” he whispered. “Stabbing.... I think I was
confused....”

“You remembered...the
hostages?” Arman tightened his grip on Kei’s hand.

Kei nodded. “Yes.... I think I
must have fainted...can’t remember...then I was sick...was there a
note? I...got a note...you needed me,” he said urgently. He looked
up into Arman’s face, even it was masked by deep shadows. “What
happened? Why did you need me?”

Arman stroked his cheek again.
“It’s all been a mix up, like I said. I still had your book and I
wanted to return it. When I asked Lord Meki for help in drafting a
message, I told him about it, and you, and he said he’d like to
meet you, that you might even be able to help plan the rescue. I’m
afraid I was so overjoyed at being able to see you and say goodbye
properly, I didn’t frame the note as cautiously as I might have
done. You seem to have misinterpreted it as an urgent cry for help,
when it was simply a friend wanting to see another friend.”

“Oh.” Kei now felt rather
stupid—and rather sleepy as the pijn’s effect crept over him.
“Goodbye? So you’re leaving? It’s happening?”

“In five days. You can stay
here and see the masters—in fact, they’re going to come and see you
tomorrow.”

“I didn’t want to be a
nuisance,” he protested. He remembered causing a scene earlier, and
his face burned in embarrassment. “Gods, I’ve made a complete fool
of myself...I’m sorry.”

“You’ve done nothing of the
sort. You were injured and confused because of the injury—and your
gift, perhaps? The guards said you couldn’t bear to be
touched.”

Kei tried to recall, but it was
hard, lying in Arman’s embrace like this, to remember being in pain
before. “It’s been...ever since you left, it’s been shaky.”

“Reji? Has he helped?”

“Yes...a little. He wants
to.”

“Yes, I know he does,” Arman
said quietly. “They’ve brought a cot in here—shall I sleep there or
with you? Which would be more comfortable?”

“Please...don’t go,” he
whispered. He’d thought never to have Arman with him again, and he
shouldn’t ask for this, but it always felt so good with him. “But
this is the last time.”

“Yes, I know. Just tonight,
while you’re unwell. Tomorrow you can stay with Reji.”

Kei nodded, but for some
reason, the thought gave him no joy at all. Nor did it for Arman.
He was so damn tired of losing the people he needed. He struggled
to keep his eyes open. “Are they treating you properly? Are you
well?”

“Yes they are and yes I am.
Kei, you’re the patient tonight, not the healer. Go to sleep, my
friend.”

“Please don’t go anywhere?”

He heard a slight chuckle.
“There’s no chance in any hell of me doing that. Now rest, and I
hope your head is clearer in the morning.”

Kei hoped so too, but at the
same time, he dreaded the arrival of the dawn.

~~~~~~~~

Dawn had to come, of course but
having slept so soundly he wasn’t conscious at all of time passing,
he could only be grateful to be so rested. And there were worse
sights to have on waking than a pair of intensely blue eyes looking
at him with concern and affection.

“Finally, you’re awake,” Arman
teased. “I thought you’d sleep so long you would want lunch, not
breakfast.”

Kei grunted, speech not
being a faculty that was working properly just yet, although his
vision was, fortunately, no longer doubled. His head still hurt
like all hells, but he wasn’t nauseous—just hollow. He moved a
little and found Arman had a possessive arm around him.
It still feels nice,
Kei thought sadly. “I should get up.”

“I should, at least. I must go
to inspect the army preparations today, but I also wanted to be
sure you were all right. How do you feel?”

“I’m all right. I’ll have a
headache for a while, but I’m not insane any more.”

Arman smiled and brushed Kei’s
cheek with the back of his hand. “You weren’t insane—just
distressed. Everyone understands.”

“That clerk in the reception
hall doesn’t,” he muttered, struggling out of Arman’s grasp so he
could sit up. Gods, his head ached.

“Lord Meki’s not very happy
with her, apparently. It’s refreshing to know the Prij don’t have a
monopoly on mean-spirited servants.” Arman sat up and grinned at
Kei. “Did you really threaten the woman?”

Kei blinked, trying to remember
what he’d done. “Um...I possibly threatened to shove her pen up her
arse,” he mumbled, terribly embarrassed at his scattered memories
of turning up at the Rulers’ House. The clerk’s outraged face was
one of the clearer recollections.

“That doesn’t sound like
you.”

“No, it sounds like Myka. Gods,
she’s a bad influence on me.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive. Now
let me order breakfast, and then I can see about getting you moved
to the rooms you and Reji will be staying in.”

Kei nodded, depressed that the
time to leave Arman had come so soon. He looked down and realised
he was dressed in a nightshirt. “Where are my clothes?”

“I sent them to be cleaned,”
Arman called from the other room. “Mijli has arranged a clean set
for you—they may be a bit short in the leg, she said, but they’ll
do until Reji arrives with your pack.”

Everything’s
arranged, he thought unhappily.
Nice and tidy, so Arman can slip out
of my life again. He got up, and found
the clean clothes placed neatly on the chair. He guessed the
location of the wash-room and made hasty ablutions, conscious he
smelled unpleasantly of sickness and sweat. What in hells had been
wrong with him to have made such an almighty fuss? Common sense
should have told him that if anything had been seriously wrong with
Arman, someone would have come for him in person. There wouldn’t
have been a note shoved under a door which might not be read for
hours. He groaned in shame at what the Rulers must have made of it
all. They would be thinking the villagers of Ai-Albon must all be
touched if this was how their healer behaved when in the
capital.

He dressed and tried to
appear calm as he went into the outer chamber, which was set up as
an office. It looked like a Ruler’s room, perhaps one that had been
out of use for a little while. It was as comfortable looking as a
family home, somewhat shabby, and with the eclectic collection of
ornaments and decorations that might come from a series of people
inflicting their personal taste on it. It wasn’t as grand as
Arman’s house, but he liked it all the more for it. He was glad the
Rulers were treating Arman well—from the way he spoke, it seemed
they were making every accommodation for him, and had given him a
good deal of trust. As they
damn well should.

Arman was seated at the desk,
where a tray of food had been set. “Come and eat—there should be
something to tempt you.” He was being such a good, cheerful host,
Kei thought irritably. Probably couldn’t wait to get his
troublesome friend out of his way so he could attend to more
important matters.

The Rulers ate well, it
seemed, and even with his headache, the sight of the fresh food
whetted his appetite—he hadn’t eaten in well over a day and what
he’d eaten before that, he recalled losing in several painful and
humiliating bouts of nausea. Poor Reji. I’ve made so much trouble for him too.
Arman watched him as he ate, sipping
thoughtfully from a cup of tea, and nibbling on a bit of buttered
bread. Kei only detected concern from him. “Tell me what’s happened
since I saw you—and the plan, how am I supposed to help with the
plan?”

“Please don’t worry about that.
While your wisdom and clear vision would be welcome, we have others
who can advise us. Lord Meki was just being kind to me, I
think.”

“Oh.” Kei felt even more of a
fool now, getting ideas above himself. “But they’re taking you
seriously?”

Arman smiled. “Oh yes. Now I
know what I know, I know why I couldn’t know it before. You missed
a wonderful show yesterday.”

“Huh?”

“Reis—the mind-mover, do you
know him?” Kei nodded. “He picked up six Prijian ships and floated
them into the harbour—when I say ‘float’, I mean in mid-air. I
still can’t believe what I saw.” Arman’s voice was so full of
wonder, Kei had to smile despite his depressed mood.

“Now you see why lifting gren
nuts doesn’t impress anyone.”

“I don’t know—I always find the
things you do impress me.”

Kei flushed at the compliment.
“It’s not like being able to do that,” he muttered. “So—the rescue.
the Gifted have agreed to help?”

“Some—more than enough, and we
won’t take everyone who’s offered. Lady Jilki isn’t just talking
about rescue anymore—she’s talking about a total peace settlement
between the Prij and Darshian.”

Kei stared. “But...does that
mean you could go home? If we’re not at war, then you can’t be a
traitor, can you? Does it mean that?”

Arman nodded, but he wasn’t
overjoyed. “Possibly. There would be those who’d see me as a
traitor whatever happened, but legally...we’ll have to see. All I
want is your people home. What happens to me is irrelevant.”

“It’s damn well
not irrelevant,” Kei shouted, and then winced at the sharp pain
this sent through his head. “It’s not—you have a right to be happy.
You have a right to go home too.”

“So you think I should go back
to Utuk?”

“It’s where you live. Karus
too. People won’t stare at you there, or be rude.”

Arman was still staring at him
oddly. “True,” he said finally. “Have you had enough to eat? I
really must get moving.”

“Gods, sorry. Yes, of course.
Don’t wait for me—just tell me where I have to go.”

“I can wait long enough to see
my friend settled,” Arman said mildly as he rose and rang the
bell-pull. “I’ll be back this evening for certain, and should you
need me urgently before then, have someone find me. We’ll speak
several times before I go with the expedition. It’s not
goodbye.”

“Not yet,” Kei muttered. “I’m
really sorry about the embarrassment I caused you.”

“Please don’t ever, ever
apologise to me again, Kei. I mean it, do you hear?” Arman’s stern
gaze and the anger Kei sensed made it clear he was entirely
serious.

“Yes, all right. I just—” Arman
held up his hand in warning. “All right.” He couldn’t do anything
right this morning. “When is Reji coming?”

“I’m not sure. He’s trying to
clear everything so he can be free to look after you. I like him.
I’m glad to find all the praise I’ve heard heaped upon him has been
justified. It relieves me to know he’ll be with you.”

Kei nearly snapped out an
irritated comment about not needing a nursemaid, but after
yesterday, perhaps he did. “He’s one of the best people I know.” He
fidgeted with a piece of bread, wondering how long it would be
before someone came to tell him where to go. It didn’t helping that
Arman watched him intently, his expression and emotions giving
nothing away of his thoughts.

With some relief, Kei heard the
knock on the door, announcing a maidservant. “Ev, this is Kei,”
Arman said, standing to greet her. “I believe Mijli has arranged
rooms for him?”

“Yes, Arman—if you would come
with me, Kei?”

“Wait—Arman, what about
the...you know, masters?”

Arman nodded. “I’ll have them
come to you this morning. I believe the healer will be down too. Go
on, Kei. I’ll speak to you later.”

Arman was obviously busy. Even
as Kei stood to follow Ev, Arman was shuffling notes and getting
them in order. He didn’t need Kei hanging around like a whiny
child. “Goodbye, Arman.”

Arman looked up with a polite
smile. “I hope they can help you. If you need me, please send a
message, understand?”

Kei nodded, and thought he
would cut his arm off before he disturbed Arman with any stupid
request. Ev took him to the floor above Arman’s.

“Where are we going?” he
asked.

“We have a few rooms that we
maintain for visitors from the villages or Andon when they come to
see the Rulers.”

“Wait—I don’t need anything
like that,” he protested.

Ev gave him a dimpled smile.
“Well, Kei, it’s either that or one of the Ruler’s rooms. Would you
prefer one of those? I think we have one free.”

“No! I meant, I don’t need
anything fancy.”

“Lord Meki was very specific.
You and your friend are to have the best we have to offer—and the
guest rooms are nicer than the Rulers’.”

“Oh.” Kei’s face burned in
embarrassment, but he was also intrigued by her comment. The truth
of it was soon proved when she opened a door onto a large, bright,
very clean apartment with fine furniture and well-maintained
drapery. It was a much more elegant suite than Arman was using. “I
can’t stay here,” he protested. “It’s too much.”

“Hmm, I thought you villagers
were supposed to have such nice manners. Would you behave like this
if you were offered hospitality there?”

Kei mumbled an apology,
feeling every inch the country bumpkin. Ev wasn’t really annoyed
though—she probably didn’t expect any better from him. She showed
him where everything was, and told him to call if he wanted
anything. “You can go anywhere in the House or the gardens, Lord
Meki told me to tell you. Your clothes will be brought to you, and
if you need to speak to the general, ring for someone to take a
message. He
was very specific on that point.”

He thanked her and she left him
to it, to his intense relief. He hardly dared to sit down—he’d only
seen furniture of similar quality once before, in Arman’s house,
although this was far more to his taste. Myka would adore it, he
thought numbly.

Finally he sat gingerly in a
chair by the window and looked across the pretty gardens to the
sea. He really shouldn’t be here. He was putting Arman to trouble,
making the Rulers accommodate his needs when they were so busy with
rescuing the hostages, and he wasn’t even needed for that. If he
hadn’t been expecting the gift masters, he would have walked out
and returned to the inn.

He sat in a funk for a while,
his head throbbing painfully, and feeling utterly miserable. When a
knock came, he expected it to be the teachers from the academy, but
instead it was a short, grey-haired man he’d never met before.
“Good morning, Kei. I’m Loti—the healer.”

Ah, Arman had said the healer
was going to visit. “Thank you for coming. Loti. It wasn’t
necessary to trouble yourself.”

Loti smiled and came over to
him, taking Kei’s chin in his hand without ceremony to check his
eyes and pulse. “No trouble at all. I’m sorry I was late, but Lady
Nera was worried about her daughter—she’s a little colicky and
since the child is being fed from the bottle, she imagines
everything is to do with that. I told her all babies are colicky
sometimes. Hmm, you look fine. Head hurt?”

“Like you can’t imagine.”

“Can’t do much about that
unless you want more pijn.” Kei shook his head. “Thought not—then
it’s rest and cool cloths and time. You know the procedure.”

He did indeed. “Lady Nera
hasn’t been able to feed the child?”

“No, sadly. Her milk dried
within the month, but her daughter tolerates the jombeker milk
well. She had a difficult birth and this on top of it—it’s made her
a little cautious about the child’s health, but in truth, the baby
is thriving.”

“Good,” Kei said. He didn’t
know the Lady, but it was always a relief when a child was
successfully born and raised in Darshian.

Loti checked Kei’s head injury
and it hurt. “Sorry,” Loti said in response to Kei’s wince. “You’ll
have a tidy little scar there, I think. You’re lucky it wasn’t
worse. It would have been a tragedy to have lost Erte’s son so
pointlessly after losing her.”

“You knew my mother?” Of
course he did. Everyone knew his
mother.

Loti nodded. “We studied
together, and she mentioned you in her letters. She never said you
had two gifts though.”

How
did...? “I honestly didn’t know it was
important or unusual. There’s only the one other gifted in our
village—I’ve not met that many before.”

“Hmm, perhaps not important,
but certainly unusual. Well, you seem fit, lad, although you need
feeding—”

Another knock at the door
interrupted him and this time it was the gift masters. Kei stood
hastily and bowed to the two men who’d briefly instructed him at
the academy, and Loti made his excuses to leave.

“No, healer,” Bikel said.
“We’ll have need of you, please stay, if you would.”

“Of course.” Loti sat down
again.

“This would be best done where
you can lie down, Kei.”

Kei pointed to the bedroom and
was ordered to undress and get on the bed. “What are you going to
do?” he asked politely.

“We need to look inside your
mind,” Bikel said impatiently, as Diza silently drew two chairs
over to the bed. “It’s probably going to hurt a good deal and I’m
going to ask Loti to dose you with pijn.”

“Is that really necessary,
Master Bikel?” Kei asked, pausing as he removed his trousers.

Bikel gave him a severe look.
“Would I suggest it if it were not? You’ll thank me later, I
promise you.”

Diza had slipped out of the
room to speak to Loti, and returned with the healer in tow. Loti
looked dubious. “How numb do you need him to be?”

“Conscious, but only just. But
he will want to sleep afterwards, I’ll warrant, so prepare a second
dose, if you would, please.”

Kei’s anxiety about what
would happen was ratcheted up by the moment—and he thought it was
most peculiar neither man had even asked what was wrong with him
yet. Arman. He had to have given them all the details.

Loti gave him the pijn to
drink, and then, dressed only in his loincloth, Kei lay down on the
fine soft bedspread. The pain in his head receded almost
immediately, but simply lying down might have achieved that. Bikel
sat at a chair near his head and watched him intently, one hand on
his wrist, and the other on Diza’s arm. I want you to tell me when your sensitivity to pain is
gone, Kei. When your head stops hurting completely.

Kei nodded, already
feeling drowsy. In a couple of minutes, he told Bikel he thought he
was ready. All right—now,
Diza is going to touch you. I’m warning you, it will still hurt,
but it’s necessary. I’ll do what I can to ease it, but you need to
be brave.

Kei nodded again, and then had
only a moment’s warning as Diza’s hand touched him. His mind
exploded in agony and he screamed as he struggled futilely against
the grip on him. He dimly heard people shouting but it was just a
faint backdrop to the torture of his mind....

He came to only slowly,
and groaned. Immediately a cool cloth was laid on his head. “Don’t
try to move,” someone said. Loti?

He couldn’t have moved even if
he wanted to. He opened his eyes. The light was very different from
when he’d last been aware of things. “How long?”

“It’s after lunch—you’ve been
asleep for five hours.”

Five?
“Where...?” His mouth was dry. He swallowed.
“Where’s Master Bikel? Everyone?”

Loti moved where Kei could see
him, and changed the cloth again. “Bikel is with Diza, who’s lying
down in another room. He’s nearly as badly off as you are. Reji
arrived earlier and was asked to go away until we send for
him.”

“What...happened?”

Loti’s mouth turned down in a
grim line. “Diza passed out, that’s what happened.”

“What?”

Kei struggled against the pain
and the lethargy to try and sit, but only succeeded in making his
headache worse. Loti held him down easily. “Don’t move, I
said.”

“Tell me.”

“Only if you stay still and
calm.” Once Kei agreed, Loti told him. Apparently when Diza linked
to him and Bikel had called up the memory of the executions, Kei’s
pain overwhelmed them both, and though both Loti and Bikel had
struggled to control what was happening, Diza couldn’t bear it and
had eventually fainted dead away. Loti had given Kei more pijn and
Bikel had taken Diza away to rest.

“The screams from both of
you brought a lot of people running, including Reji. Calming him
down was fun,” Loti said grimly. “Fortunately, General Arman is out
of the building so I didn’t have to deal with two over-protective
men.”

“I’m sorry,” Kei said quietly.
“I didn’t want anyone hurt.”

“Stupid boy, do you think
anyone blames you?” Loti took the cloth and wrung it out in a basin
of water on the table beside the bed, before placing it back on
Kei’s forehead. “Bikel will be here later. If you sleep now, you
should feel a little better—I daren’t give you any more pijn, so
the cold cloth is all I can offer.”

“It helps,” Kei mumbled, then
he realised something else was wrong. “I can’t sense you—why?”

“Partly the drug, I think, but
Bikel did something, he said. It was the only way to stop what was
happening to Diza. He said your control was shattered.”

Kei closed his eyes, exhausted
and hurting and utterly mortified. Not only had the experience been
excruciating for all concerned, it hadn’t helped either. If he
could do that to a gift master, those who had the best control of
all of their kin—so good they could train others—there was no hope
for him at all.

He dozed fitfully for a couple
of hours, and woke with the late afternoon sun blazing into the
room. His head was less painful, and he could move without the pain
crippling him. Loti was also dozing a little in the chair by the
bed, but in response to Kei’s quiet call, came instantly alert.
“How do you feel?” he said, taking the cloth away and replacing it,
even though the water in the bowl was now tepid, bringing less
relief than before.

“Better. I could get up, I
think.”

“And then I could be set upon
by your anxious supporters and torn to bits,” Loti said tartly.
“You sit still, my boy. Get out of bed and I’ll feed you tirsel
leaf until you explode.”

Kei nodded. Healers all over
the country had learned that threat was highly effective. He
disobeyed Loti only so far as getting himself into a sitting
position, pillows behind his back. He felt empty and depressed,
wondering what now could be done for him. This had been what he’d
feared—that there wouldn’t be any answer to his problem, because
the damage was too grave.

A few minutes later, Loti
returned with Bikel behind him. Loti was then abruptly dismissed
and Bikel closed the door behind him before coming to sit at Kei’s
bedside. “How is Master Diza? I’m sorry he’s been hurt, Master
Bikel.”

“Don’t be a fool, Kei, it
wasn’t anyone’s fault, save mine.” Bikel looked drawn and tired.
“But he’s fine—resting. He’s not coming near you again today,
though.”

“I understand. So it’s
hopeless? You can’t help me?”

Bikel shook his head
regretfully. “I can’t, no. Neither can he.” He wiped his face with
a weary hand. “I’m going to explain this carefully. It will take
some time because it’s complex, and I confess I’ve never
encountered anything quite like this before, so some of it’s guess
work.” Kei nodded. “The problem has many layers. The first relates
to your degree of sensitivity. When I was trying to break the
connection between you and Diza, I found it very difficult, nearly
impossible to block your gift. Normally I can do so easily even
with someone as well-trained as he is. Your gift is far stronger
than many soul-touchers, verging on the truly Gifted—and yet it was
not thus when you were here two years ago.”

Kei answered his enquiring
look. “Jena—that’s the healer from Ai-Rutej who was taken hostage,
a mind-speaker—thought gifts like ours got stronger with age and
with certain experiences. Could a series of shocks, griefs, cause
that?”

Bikel looked thoughtful. “It
might,” he said doubtfully. “Never seen anything quite like
this—the only two factors which might explain it are that you have
two gifts of very different types, and this experience with the
executions. Either might be the reason. Whatever the cause, you’re
much more sensitive than you should be, at least now. You’ll need
to learn much greater control, and keep a constant guard on it
until that control is second nature to you. This will take time and
effort, and you’ll always be at risk of being overwhelmed if you’re
not careful or don’t maintain your mental exercises.”

Kei nodded unhappily—it looked
like the control he had once taken for granted would never be so
easy again. “Then there is the experience you had in Utuk which
would distress anyone—the nightmares, the random memories, these
will be afflicting your fellow hostages as much as you. For this,
there is no answer but time, and the understanding of those who
love you. In a way, it’s good you’ve alerted us to this. When we
have the hostages home, we can warn their families and friends to
be supportive. I suspect it will always be something that sets them
apart from their clan.”

Kei agreed. “It feels like
wearing a brand sometimes, like a scar only I can see. My
family...they were kind, but it’s not like having been there.”

“No,” Bikel said
sympathetically. “There are no easy solutions there either, but
you’re fortunate in having many people who love you and want to
help.”

“Yes, I am. And the rest of
it?”

“The rest of it is peculiar to
you as a soul-toucher. Has anyone explained how your gift works,
exactly?”

He nodded. “We form a link to
the other person and feed a little on their emotions, like a
parasite.”

Bikel tsked. “What a
disgusting way of describing it. Whatever you take, I assure you,
you return tenfold. It’s more other people are parasites on
you. Why
do you think so many soul-touchers become healers? Or are otherwise
centrally important to their clan and family? People love to be
near you, to feel you—you’re like a balm on their souls, and the
relationships with soul-touchers are often the deepest and longest
lasting of all for that reason.”

“Oh.” Kei felt rather
embarrassed at the idea he was walking around donating emotions to
his clan. “Does that harm us?”

“Not normally, because while
you give more, you have more to give. But there is a circumstance
where this is definitely harmful—when the soul-toucher is strongly
linked to someone who dies, especially if they are already
emotionally close to them, and especially if that death is violent
or occurs without warning.” He held out his arm and pushed back his
sleeve. “We have veins and arteries, yes? And the veins pump much
more slowly going back to us than the arteries do going out,
correct?”

“Yes, of course.” Kei was
confused. How did this relate to his gift?

“The heart feeds the hand and
the hand returns a little, if you like. What would happen if I took
a knife and cut thus?” He pantomimed slicing across the main artery
in the elbow.

“You would bleed badly—die
eventually, if you weren’t treated.”

“Exactly. Now, if I cut ten
arteries, all at the same time?” Kei stared at him in mute horror.
“Yes, we both know perfectly well I would die and very quickly. A
soul-toucher who has their link severed in that way is exactly like
someone having an artery cut. The experience you had was
indescribably cruel to someone with your gift, unbelievably
harmful. Even just the memory of it was too much for Diza. To be
blunt, you should have ‘bled’ to death within a very short time
that day. It’s probably only because you’re so young that your
heart didn’t stop from the sheer pain and shock on the spot.”

“I....” Kei rubbed his chest a
little in remembered agony. “Why didn’t I?”

“You know the answer to
that.”

“Arman?” he said, frowning.
“But how?”

“I’ll come to that in a
moment,” Bikel said, holding a hand up to forestall any questions.
“So here we have a soul-toucher with a mortal wound who somehow
does not die when he should have. Last night I spent several hours
with Diza looking back through the academy journals. There have
been thirteen recorded cases of soul-touchers suffering such
injury, though none nearly so grave—but in almost every single
case, they’ve died, either from pining away without apparent cause
over a series of months, or, more commonly, suicide within weeks. A
few lingered for longer than others, but in over a hundred years
there are only two cases on record of a soul-toucher surviving such
an event for more than six months. In both cases, the death they
felt was not of a lover or close relative or friend, and in both
cases, they formed a relationship with another person in a short
period of time after the injury. In both cases, that relationship
was of lifelong duration.” He gave Kei a penetrating look. “In
other words, they found a lover who could heal them.”

Kei blinked in surprise. “But
Arman’s not my lover. Reji’s my lover, but he doesn’t make any
difference at all.”

Bikel’s cool stare was
positively unnerving. “Then there must be an additional element in
the relationships that enabled the others—and you—to survive.”

“I don’t understand.”

Bikel sighed. “Neither do I,
not completely. Fifty years ago, one of my predecessors wrote about
this very phenomenon, and the best he could come up with was that
some individuals are fated to be together—not just in this life,
but across several lives, possibly forever. He thought it might be
that soul-touchers are always unconsciously looking for these
life-mates—the one who can fully sate their hunger for emotional
energy—that this is somehow the source of their gift. In those rare
cases where they find one, it completes them in a way that no other
person can. If that were the case, and the soul-toucher is injured
in their gift, their life-mate might compensate in some way for the
injury.”

Kei could only stare. “Do you
believe that?”

“It barely matters what I
believe. Whatever the explanation, since it didn’t kill you, your
wound is now slowly scabbing over, so to speak. I confess this is
where I’m extrapolating a little from the situation where a
soul-toucher loses control of their gift in the ordinary way. You
know yourself when you’ve lost control, that you are very raw at
that time. You feel things very keenly and painfully, yes? If I’m
correct in my theory, every new, severe shock, every strong
emotion, jars the wound, removes the scab on this terrible injury
and so you lose more or less ground, depending on the shock. Arman
can stop such things aggravating this injury while you’re with him,
especially, I suspect, if you’re in physical contact, since that
always increases the link between you and others. I suspect he’s a
buffer against the emotional damage caused by other people, and
even yourself because your own emotions also put stress on the
injury.”

Which was why things like the
trial in Ai-Darbin and going home hadn’t been as difficult to
manage as they should have been. It made a kind of sense, but it
wasn’t much comfort. “He has only to touch me and all pain ceases,
as if he’s a kind of pijn for my gift. But when he leaves, it’s as
bad or worse than before, so he’s just acting as a palliative
supporting the symptoms. I’m not actually getting better, I know.
It’s becoming an addiction, I fear, since I can’t seem to keep away
from him.”

Bikel shook his head in
disgust. “No, you’ve got the analogy wrong, lad—would you call a
bandage on a wound addictive? He’s not helping the symptoms—he’s
actually helping you heal, the way tirsel leaf ointment does a
sprain. He’s not chuo sap or pijn on your heart, merely numbing the
pain—he’s helping the cause of the pain itself. If you’re finding
excuses to be with him, it’s only the natural reaction of an
injured body seeking a remedy.”

“But it hurts worse when he
goes than it did before, and that’s the proof of it being
palliative not curative.”

“Well, yes, of course it hurts,
because his leaving causes you emotional pain, and that itself is
re-injuring you, like someone ripping a bandage off a burn.”

Kei shook his head stubbornly.
“I still have to find a way to get through this without his
help.”

“Are you mad?” Bikel
said, glaring at him. “He’s the only thing that kept you from
dying, and he’s the only thing from what I’ve seen that will help
you recover in the future. You can’t do this without help, any
more than a man with a broken leg can walk without
crutches.”

Kei looked at him pleadingly.
“You don’t understand, Master Bikel. The general is returning to
his own country in a few days. I won’t have the option of his help,
need it or not. Is there no other solution?”

The master sighed heavily.
“Truthfully? The only other option would be to isolate yourself for
however long it took to heal. It could take years, but it would be
incredibly painful. Soul-touchers need people as much as people
need them. You would feel like you were starving to death. I truly
don’t recommend it as a merciful option.”

Gods. Such a fate sounded worse
than death, but death was the only other alternative. “But...why
him? Is there any possibility Reji could do what Arman
can?”

“Lad, if he could, he would,
I’m sure. As to why Arman—I don’t know, any more than why we fall
in love with one person and not another, why nitre weed brings some
people out in a rash and not others. I tell you this
though—repeatedly separating from him is doing you active
harm.”

“Because of his special effect
on me? Because it’s taken away?”

“No, because of the pain it
causes you.”

Kei frowned at the man. “This
is circular reasoning.”

“No it’s not, actually,” Bikel
said with some impatience. “This is the failing of all
soul-touchers if you ask me—you all spend so much time immersed in
other people’s feelings, you fail to stop and think about your own.
However, if you and the general truly must part, then isolation is
the only other sure cure.”

“The exercises? What about
this...block, whatever you’ve done to me...can you do it
again?”

“I could—but that’s just
symptomatic relief and becomes ineffective within a couple of
repetitions. I did that out of desperation to protect Diza—it’s no
answer, any more than drugging you with pijn would be.”

Kei slumped in dejected misery.
Either he lived in exile, trailing around after Arman like a puppy
begging for scraps, or he became a hermit. “If I do
nothing...perhaps just limited contact with people, strengthened my
control, kept doing the exercises...would I die?”

There was only pity in Bikel’s
expression. “Probably not, although you’d never heal properly. You
might live a normal span, especially if you could find something
that absorbed you, like intellectual work—but it would not be a
happy life, nor one I would wish for you. I suspect you wouldn’t be
able to begin or sustain any close emotional relationship, nor a
sexual one—it would rip your soul to shreds.”

This had only been what he’d
been expecting more or less, but it still hurt to hear it
confirmed. “I can live with that, I think. I can still be of use to
my clan.”

Bikel stood and went over to
the window, staring out of it for long moments. Finally he turned,
his expression no longer harsh. “Kei, until now, I have been
speaking as a master, purely addressing the problem of your gift.
Now, let me speak to you as a teacher, a lover of a soul-toucher,
and someone who would not want anyone to suffer. I think you should
speak to your general and simply ask for his help.”

“No,” Kei said fiercely. “He
has his own path to follow. I’ll find another way, or live with
it.”

Bikel shook his head sadly.
“Then your bravery is greater than your common sense. The block
I’ve put on your gift will last a few hours longer, but then you
need to be alone. I’ll tell Loti—at the very least, you must try to
avoid aggravating this injury, especially now. You’ve given it two
severe blows in as many days and unfortunately I’ve given it
another—you can’t sustain that. I can do no more for you, nor can
anyone else in the academy. You should get out of Darshek as soon
as you can, avoiding physical contact with people at least until
you regain some control, and keep away from strangers or those with
turbulent or passionate emotions as much as possible for as long as
possible. No prolonged farewell to your general either. That’s all
I can suggest. I wish I could offer more, but not even the truly
Gifted could solve this for you.”

Myka, Kei thought despairingly,
and wondered how he was supposed to avoid her. “Thank you for what
you have done anyway. Would you please tell Master Diza how sorry I
am and that I hope he doesn’t suffer too long?”

“I will, but you should turn
that concern on yourself, healer. Farewell—and please consider my
advice.” Kei nodded and Bikel left, closing the door after him.

He felt like weeping with
frustration and grief. This was so unfair. He was being punished for
something he had done to save his clan, punished for a gift he’d
always wished he hadn’t possessed—and now which would dominate his
life whatever he did. If Kei went with Arman back to Utuk, he would
suffer homesickness for the rest of his life, and he wasn’t sure
the pain of his gift, the pain of the emptiness and sadness was
worse than that. Even now, his soul tugged at him, trying to get
him to go to Arman. It must have been his subconscious wish that
made him so easily confused the day before.

He got up and found a robe in
the closet, before going to the outer chamber. Loti got up from his
chair and came towards him with a worried look on his face. “Kei,
you should be in—”

Kei held his hand up. He had
very little time, if Bikel was right. “Could you please send for
Reji urgently, and then would you ask Ev or someone to find me a
quiet place to sleep tonight, away from everyone? Reji can have
these rooms, and then we’ll probably be leaving tomorrow.”

“Kei?”

“Please don’t argue,” he said
tiredly. “I’m not a child. I can make my own decisions. I’m going
to have a bath—please just ask Reji to come in and you can leave me
alone.”

Loti still looked worried. “And
General Arman?”

“I’ll send him a note, but I
don’t want you to breach my privacy. I’ll explain what Master Bikel
said. Go on—I’ve no need of a healer any more and you know it.”

“Then I hope you don’t pass out
in the bath, young man,” Loti snapped. He picked up his medical bag
and made to leave.

“Wait—I apologise, Loti. I’ve
had...he gave me some very bad news and I need time to adjust to
it.”

Loti’s expression softened. “I
understand, lad. We all wish you well, you know.”

“I know. Unfortunately, such
wishes can’t do a thing to help me. Please, I need to see Reji
while Master Bikel’s block is still in place, or I won’t be able to
bear his company.”

Loti nodded and left quickly.
Kei went back to the bedroom and into the small washroom. He set
the charcoal under the bathwater alight—it would take a good while
to reach an adequate temperature, but he could bathe in tepid
water. He stripped, and undid his braid, using the comb that, along
with soap and hand cream, had been thoughtfully provided for him,
to ease out the tangles and small knots. He doused himself with
cold water from the pump and then slowly and carefully soaped every
inch of his skin, the entire length of his hair. He wanted to give
his friend, his brother, his lover, this gift, if it had to be that
he must stay apart from those closest to him to survive.

He rinsed himself and then
climbed into the bath, letting the warming water take away some of
his headache. It was improving a little, although how much was
because of real healing, and how much was masked by the lingering
pijn and what Bikel had done, he didn’t know. He laughed
bitterly—that was his entire existence now, not to know what was
real peace and what was merely hiding the pain.

He didn’t spend long in the
bath, just long enough to gain a measure of calmness. He got out,
dried himself and redressed in the soft robe before returning to
the bedroom to sit by the window, combing his hair dry in the
breeze and the late afternoon sun. He heard the outer door open and
close, and then the bedroom door open. He just kept looking out the
window.

A hand took the comb from his,
and continued the careful grooming. Kei closed his eyes, giving
himself to the gentle sensation. Reji didn’t speak for long
minutes, for which Kei was glad. It was odd not to sense him, but
it was also a relief.

Only when Reji had stopped
combing and had remade his braid, did he turn. His lover looked sad
and worried, a little tired too. “What happened? What did they
say?”

Kei bit his lip and shook his
head. “Later. Take me to bed, Rei-ki. I need you to love me.”

Reji put his arms around him
and pulled him close to plant a gentle kiss on his lips. “I will
always love you, whatever happens, wherever you are. Don’t be
afraid of losing me, little brother.”

And at that, Kei could not hold
back the tears.

~~~~~~~~

Later, as the sky in the window
glowed with the brilliant red and gold of the dying sun, Reji
stroked his arm gently, as Kei told him what Bikel had said. Reji
listened in silence, then said “So you want to leave tomorrow?”

“Can we? Have you finished
everything?”

“Yes—I’ve already arranged for
the village goods to be sent with the traders from Ai-Tuek. We
won’t have to match the pace of the wagons. Kei...look at me.” Kei
rolled over and looked into Reji’s kind eyes. “Little brother, you
know I love you.”

“And I love you, Reji. This
doesn’t change that—it just means...we can’t....”

“Yes, I know, but that’s not my
point. Why won’t you talk to Arman? The man adores you—you must
know that.”

Kei’s heart ached to think of
Arman. “Yes, I do, but he has a life and friends he can return to,
and he’s a foreigner here where he’s always going to be feared and
even hated. I can’t ask him to stay and I can’t bear to go—how can
I leave you and everyone else, just to cure this...this wound.”

Reji leaned over and kissed his
forehead. “And that’s all it would be? Just an end to pain?”

“I wouldn’t even achieve that—I
would simply exchange one misery for another. I doubt I would ever
find happiness if I did that. My place is with my people, serving
them, being useful and doing my job, if I can.”

Reji clasped Kei’s hand and
held it between them. “No one in the clan wants your help at such a
price.”

“Myka needs me. You need me.
They need their healer.”

Reji shook his head. “Myka
needs to know you’re happy. I need the same thing. As for a healer,
they have two. What are you afraid of? If you won’t even talk to
Arman—”

“And say what?” Kei said
angrily. “‘Oh, I know you adore and want me, but I only want to be
with you because you stop my heart aching’? He deserves more.”

“So do you.”

Kei pulled away from him
and sat up. “All I wanted in life was to be in the clan and with
you and my family, and I will have it even—”

“Even if you have to be
miserable every day of your life.” Reji sat up and put his arms
around Kei. “Little brother, there is nothing—nothing—in the world
that would make me happier than for you to return to our village,
have you as my lover, and to see you happy and fulfilled and with
those who love you.” He made Kei turn and face him. “And there is
nothing,” he said gently, “that will cause me greater pain than to
watch you live a lonely, joyless life, always at arms length from
us, wedded to duty, never to know happiness or love. I would rather
lose a hand, my eyes, than to see that.” He kissed Kei’s forehead.
“I would rather let my enemy and my rival take you away from me
than see that.”

“I love you,” Kei said
desperately. “You know that.”

“Yes, I do, but we know that
it’s the love between two old, very dear friends. What I saw in
Arman’s face, his way of treating you, his concern—that was
different. Do you not feel anything for him? Because I think you
do, but you won’t allow yourself to admit it.”

Kei looked away from that
intense gaze. “I feel...relief. Glad to be free of pain,
glad...that I have helped him and brought him here safely. I’m
grateful for what he’s done for me. That’s all.” That surely was
all it could be. Relief and gratitude didn’t equal love. Nor did
desperate wanting.

Reji laughed and shook
his head, but his eyes were sad. “Look, I have no liking for the
man or what he’s done, or who he represents. I wish he was anyone
at all other than who he is, but we can’t predict or choose who we
love. It’s only because I do love you, that I say to you—go
and talk to him.”

“I can’t.”

“Why? Are you such a
coward?”

Stung at the insult, Kei
pulled away, and climbed off the bed. He searched for his clothes
and pulled them on, angry at being pushed and pulled around. “I’m
no coward. I’ve paid more of a price than anyone save those at
Ai-Vinri, but at least their pain is now
over.”

Reji reached out a hand to him,
shocked at his words. “I didn’t mean—”

“We’re leaving tomorrow, and
that’s it. I’ll send someone to you when I’m ready. Now I need to
be alone—the block’s weakening and since I’m so cowardly, I want to
avoid that pain. Goodnight.”

Angry tears in his eyes, his
head throbbing agonisingly once more, Kei stormed out of the room
and out of the apartment. He just wanted to go home—he’d done what
he’d promised to do and got Arman here. He’d consulted the masters
and they’d offered no relief. If he’d known that agreeing to be a
hostage all those months ago would mean he would be a slave all his
life, clan or no clan, he’d have refused. No one should have to pay
this price for peace, personal or otherwise.

~~~~~~~~

Arman tried to concentrate on
the notes he was making, but his heart wasn’t in it. He had the
briefest encounter with Bikel in the reception hall upon his return
to the Rulers’ House, but the academy master wasn’t in the mood for
a long discussion. He was clearly in a foul temper, and worried
about his lover. Curtly, he’d informed Arman that yes, Kei’s injury
was severe, and yes, there was an answer. “But,” he’d snapped, “the
young fool won’t listen to me, and so he’s condemned himself to a
weary, painful life. I wish him joy of it.” And then the man had
stalked off, collected an obviously ailing Diza from a nearby chair
and walked out of the building.

Arman had asked where Kei was,
and had been informed he was resting in one of the guest rooms
under the supervision of the healer. That had been two hours ago,
and he’d heard nothing since. He didn’t want to send for Kei, or
interfere, but he couldn’t help being anxious and wondering what
Bikel had meant. Tomorrow he would try to get a better answer from
him, once the man had had a chance to calm down. For now, he could
only get on with his work—he really had to try and make some clear
instructions for the troops once they landed in Utuk.

His heart leapt when there was
a knock at the door, and he called his visitor in, expecting it to
be Kei at long last—but it wasn’t. Instead, it was an angry, rather
worried looking Reji. “What’s happened?” Arman asked, getting to
his feet and limping quickly over to the man. “Is Kei hurt?”

Reji held up his hand. “Not
more than he was. You and I need to talk, general. Sit down, and
don’t pull any arrogant, ‘I’m a Prij and you’re all scum’ shit with
me or I’ll knock you down.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Arman
said stiffly, returning to his desk. “Do, please have a seat and
explain why I deserve such a charming greeting.”

The man looked ruffled as if
he’d dressed in a hurry, and was flustered more than angry, Arman
now realised. “I’ve just been talking to Kei.”

“Is he all right?”

“No, he damn well isn’t. Our
little healer is hells bent on destroying his happiness, and I
can’t let him do that. I may have to lose my lover, but I’m damned
if I’ll lose my friend!”

Arman folded his arms and tried
to keep calm. One of them needed to keep a cool head and it clearly
wasn’t going to be Reji. “Explain.”

“The masters have told
him that there’s three options for his injury—and of course, being
the stubborn idiot that he is, he’s chosen the one which will cause
maximum distress for those of us who care about him, because
he thinks it’s the one that will serve our clan best. I need you to
convince him his clan is best served by him not destroying himself.
I’ve tried and he’s not listening,” Reji said irritably.

“And why would he listen to me
and not you?”

“Because you’re in love with
him and I’m damn sure he’s in love with you, even though he won’t
admit it! He’s convinced that because you make him happy and
content, you’re a bad thing. How in hells do you argue with logic
like that?”

There were so many surprising
statements in that sentence, Arman could only stare at the man for
long moments. “I care for him very deeply, but I know I can’t make
him happy,” he said finally.

“Then you’re a damn fool. Look,
general—I don’t like you at all, let’s be clear about that. You’ve
hurt my people, and you’ve stolen the contentment and heart of the
man I love without giving him the means to find happiness. You’re
fixing one crime somewhat, but if you don’t fix the other one, then
you’ll have committed a far greater sin.”

Arman was losing patience with
the man’s dramatic statements and belligerence, however concerned
he was. “I think you’re misreading the situation—”

“Am I? Truly? You’ve been
sharing a bed with Kei for how long and never laid a finger on him?
Either,” he said sardonically, “you’ve had your balls removed, or
you’re denying yourself to avoid hurting him. Don’t even pretend to
me you don’t desire him—no one who loves another can mistake that
look.”

“He’s been hurt,” Arman
protested, “injured.... I wouldn’t....”

Reji stood up and glared at
him. “Will you please stop dancing around the truth? The three
options they gave him were to stay with you, live alone for years
without any human contact, or live crippled and out of reach in the
village, chained to his research and never to be touched by or
touch another person. Tell me honestly that you think the last two
would make either of you content.”

“No, of course they wouldn’t!”
Arman said in shock. “If he came to me, I would gladly take him
with me, I would give anything up for him....” Reji’s eyebrow was
raised now in a knowing fashion. “I would never impose my feelings
on him. I have only loved one other in my life with such intensity,
and I would never have laid a hand on him. Kei could sleep in my
bed for an eternity and his fidelity to you would remain
unchanged.”

“And no doubt the little
idiot knows that—no wonder he doesn’t want to talk to you. You’re
both mad,” Reji said angrily. “I give up. But I tell you this,
general. I won’t let him leave Darshek until you two talk and if
you leave without doing so, I’ll find a way to drag you back. Stop
being so damn noble and tell him the truth. It’s not like he
doesn’t know how you feel, but he’ll play your idiot games as long
as you do and it’s killing him. I mean that literally.”

Reji got up to leave. “Where is
he now?” Arman asked.

“Gone out. He’s sulking. Maybe
crying. Thinking, I hope, although I doubt it. You have four days
to fix this.”

“Wait.” Arman got up too,
although he had no chance of catching up to Reji if the man decided
not to obey. “I still don’t understand. He’s your lover. Why are
you doing this?”

Reji laughed bitterly. “Because
I love him enough to send him away. Don’t make me hate you more
than I do by making my grief pointless.”

He walked out of the door,
slamming it in his wake.

“What in hells?” Arman said,
bewildered. How could this situation possibly have become more
complex than it already was? He had to find Kei. This discussion
was long overdue.

~~~~~~~~

Kei sat in the dark garden,
staring up at the first floor window where a dim lamp glow could be
seen. His anger at Reji had died almost as he’d left the room, and
already he was framing his apology for being such an overdramatic
fool. His anger at the world remained, though, and was growing. He
felt trapped, as much a prisoner as he’d been in Utuk. If he’d been
a free man, without this gift and without this damage, he’d have
offered himself to Arman months ago. But he wasn’t a free man—he
had obligations, he had a lover whom he did truly love, no matter
how one categorised it, he had a profession. He couldn’t, wouldn’t
throw that away for selfish pleasure.

But....

He kept looking at the light,
and thinking of the man sitting there reading by the lamp. Arman
wanted him and loved him. And Kei.... Kei didn’t know if he could
live without Arman any more, and not just because of what Arman
could do for him.

‘In another time and place’,
they’d both said. And this was both.

He wasn’t a coward. And he’d
already paid the price. Perhaps it was time to learn what he’d
won.

~~~~~~~~

Arman fretted. He’d sent people
out to search for Kei nearly an hour ago. How hard was it to find
one simple villager? He worried Kei might have done something
really idiotic and since the idiocies could encompass anything from
running away on an urs beast to flinging himself into the harbour,
this didn’t give him any comfort. His door opened and he prepared
to yell at these people for being so damn slow. “Oh, gods, could
you...?” His complaint died on his lips as he saw who it was. “Are
you all right?”

Kei shut the door and leaned on
the wall next to it, his expression sullen. “No, I’m damn well not.
I’ve been told by two separate people to come and talk to you,
although one then told me not to and the other called me a coward
for following that advice. I’m heartily sick of people trying to
bully me.”

He looked utterly miserable.
Arman got up and rang the bell-pull and then limped over to Kei. “I
don’t want to bully you,” he said gently, coming to stand in front
of Kei. “But we need to talk, and soon.” He tilted Kei’s head up.
“How’s the headache?”

“Healthy and getting worse by
the minute,” Kei said irritably, jerking his chin away from Arman’s
grip.

“Then go and sit down.” There
was a knock and Arman opened the door—it was the housekeeper. “Ah,
Mijli, would you call off the search? He’s here.”

She glanced at Kei and smiled.
“Very good, Arman.”

Arman closed the door and found
his visitor glaring at him. “Searching for me?”

“Reji was here earlier. He more
or less threatened me with an unpleasant fate if I didn’t talk to
you.”

“I didn’t send him.” Kei hugged
himself. “I’m making such a damn mess of this.”

“No, I refuse to let you
take all the credit.” Kei looked up suspiciously at his tone.
“Please, come and sit. My leg won’t tolerate standing for
long.”

Arman had shamelessly appealed
to Kei’s healer instinct for a reason, as it was always the best
way to distract him from his mood, and it worked. With a guilty
look, Kei immediately headed for a chair while Arman sat down in
its neighbour. “Reji told me what Bikel said. He also said a number
of other things which I would rather hear from you, if at all.
Kei—he said you know how I feel about you. I suppose it’s
inevitable that you do—but I would never, regardless of temptation,
impose that on you. You do know that, don’t you?” Kei nodded
miserably. “I’m sorry that I can’t...control myself....”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,
Arman—how are you supposed to control who you love?”

Arman would rather Kei had not
used such a scornful tone when discussing his affections, but there
was no reason for him not to, he supposed. “Reji also claimed that
you...had feelings for me.” Kei started at that, then looked rather
wary. “Do you remember a discussion we had on the boat about choice
and consent?”

“Yes, but—”

“I see this situation as really
no different from when you were a hostage,” Arman said firmly,
wanting this to be perfectly clear. “I would want no one to come to
me under compulsion, be it from me, or themselves because of a...an
injury.... If you need me with you to help you heal, then you don’t
need to think I would require a return of my feelings.”

Kei snorted. “Don’t you get
sick of being noble?”

Arman stiffened at the
rudeness. “At least I’m not the one proposing to commit slow
suicide because he won’t even ask for help.”

“No, of course, that makes you
and everyone else on earth better than me.”

Kei sounded so tired and sad.
Arman couldn’t stay annoyed with him, knowing his irritability was
caused by his own misery. “Answer me this question and try to be as
truthful as you can, as fully as you can. I promise not to hold it
against you whatever you say.” Kei looked up at him with puzzled
eyes. “What—and who—would make you happy...given your present
difficulty? What—who—do you truly want?”

Kei sat back, and his
mouth drew down in a grim line. He stared at Arman for long
moments, unnerving Arman a little, since this penetrating gaze was
nothing like what Arman usually received from his healer friend.
But at last he sighed. “All I truly want is to go home...and to be
with you. Because Reji’s right, the damn interfering bastard—I do
love you. But you’re
wrong—I don’t love you because I need you. I
need you because I love you.”

Kei was trying to sound
irritated, but underneath the tone was a note of...fear? Did he
truly think Arman would reject him, when he’d just given Arman the
gift he wanted most in the world? Cautious hope bloomed within
Arman. “Then if you want to go home, and you want to be with me,
the answer is that I go home with you, is it not?”

“But...you can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because...you’re going home.
Back to Utuk.”

Arman stood and went to Kei. He
would have knelt but his leg would never have stood that strain. “I
told you. I’ve had no home since Loke died—none save with you. I’ll
live anywhere in any way that lets me be with you.”

Kei let Arman pull him to his
feet. “But Karus...your career.... These are important to you,
don’t deny it.”

“Yes, they are, but not as
important as you. Karus told me to find some joy in my life. You
bring me joy, Kei. You’re my home, my peace, and I will live in a
hut in the wilderness if your people won’t allow me to be with you,
but...if your only reason for not letting me be with you is this,
then...please, don’t throw your life away on a principle.”

Kei stared into his eyes
without saying a word, and Arman couldn’t begin to work out what
was going on in that moral, battered head of his. At last he
stepped back, and Arman’s heart sank, fearing he hadn’t convinced
Kei, or that there was some objection he hadn’t covered. But then
Kei picked up the end of his braid and tugged at the leather thong
that held the tail in place, pulling the tie off completely. He
shook his head and his hair fell loose around him, like a rippling
black silk sail.

Arman’s mouth went dry at the
sight, and he hardly dared breathe for the desire that filled him,
the raw need the simple gesture had woken in him after so many
weeks of holding his passion in check. If Kei turned away now,
Arman thought he might go mad.

“I think,” Kei said quietly,
“my answer is best given in another way.” He came to Arman,
bringing his hands up to cup his face before gently touching his
lips to Arman’s.

Arman buried his trembling
hands in the long, fine mass of Kei’s hair. “I love you,” he
whispered. Kei kissed him again, this time more forcibly, and Arman
discovered what it was like to kiss where there was desire and
love, where there was no duty, only need. He discovered what it was
like to hold a lithe, hard body against him, to feel Kei hardening
and know it was for him and because of him, and that he didn’t have
to hide his own passion any longer. Kei’s mouth burned and ravaged
him and he, a willing student and devotee, could only go where
Kei’s skilful hands and lips led him.

Kei pressed him back a little,
and the stumble that caused brought Arman back to their situation.
“I foresee two difficulties.”

Kei leaned back a little, his
eyes crossed a little with lust. “Which are?”

Arman smiled at his impatient
tone. “My leg won’t stand much more of this—and I have absolutely
no idea what I’m doing. There’s also your headache to
consider.”

Kei closed in on him again and
rested against him provocatively. “What headache?” he breathed, his
words sending ripples of excitement to Arman’s cock. But then he
stepped back again and bent to pick up the walking stick Arman
hadn’t even noticed he’d dropped. He gave him the stick, collected
the lamp from the desk and held out his hand. “Come with me.”

Arman seized his hand and let
himself be led into the bedroom, feeling more apprehensive than the
first time he took command of the army, and every bit as
inexperienced. He was glad of Kei’s confident desire, and only
hoped he wouldn’t disappoint him too badly.

But Kei, once he set the lamp
down, put his arms around him and laid his head on Arman’s
shoulder. “You really don’t have any idea, do you?”

Arman shook his head, at the
same time indulging a long-held fantasy of being able to run his
fingers through Kei’s unbound hair. “I’m sorry...I know you
expect—”

Kei put a finger to his lips.
“I expect nothing. I just want you to hold me as a lover, not as a
friend.”

“Can’t I be both?”

Kei lifted his head to smile at
him. “Friend or no friend, I at least want you to be naked.”

Arman had never slept naked in
his life, and the idea of being allowed to have Kei’s bare skin on
his own made him tremble. He nodded, and stood still as Kei
solemnly undressed him, even unwinding his loincloth and folding
everything neatly on a chair. Even though Kei had seen him nude
before, this was different—he was no longer a patient, or a master.
He was that new and wonderful thing, Kei’s lover, and beloved of
Kei. “It’s only fair,” he said, his voice hoarse with desire, “that
you undress too.”

Kei laughed. “Don’t be so
impatient. Sit.”

He pushed Arman carefully back
onto the bed, before stepping back into the pool of lamplight. He
slowly unlaced his shirt, deft fingers playing with the leather,
his throat exposed as if to invite a kiss or even something less
gentle. As he drew his shirt off, his stomach muscles rippled, and
Arman realised how very strong and fit Kei had become over their
long journey with all the riding. Trousers were slid down over
powerful, lean thighs, then Kei’s long cock sprang free, erect and
unashamed. Arman flushed—he’d seen Kei naked too, but never in a
state of arousal. Because he was so natural about his nudity, and
so lacking in aggression, sometimes it was easy to forget he was
entirely male, hair or no hair, gentle manner or not.

The oddness of the situation
was suddenly brought home to him. “I’ve never been with a man,” he
blurted out. “I’ve never even slept with anyone but Mayl.”

Kei finished undressing
unhurriedly as if he hadn’t spoken at all, then came over and
kissed him again, on the lips, and on the forehead, as if to
reassure him. His body felt so warm, the muscles hard under
deceptively soft skin, so smooth and fine. “Then you’ve never made
love at all.”

Arman nodded. He doubted
Kei really knew just how very inexperienced he was, but he wasn’t
going to tell him, and Kei was hardly pressing him. “I want to make
love to you.”

“Yes.” Kei’s hands ran gently
down his sides, making him shiver. “So hairy, but so beautiful.
Like a god.”

“Not a god. The gods are
cruel.”

“And you’re always kind to me,”
he said, leaning in for a kiss. He looked up at Arman. “Are you
worried?”

“Terrified. I have no idea what
you want to do with me.”

Kei gave him a slightly impish
smile. “Nothing bad, I promise.”

“You couldn’t. To have you
touch me....” He caressed Kei’s cheek. “Or to touch.... I’ve been
starving all my life for this.” Kei nodded against his hand,
leaning into it. “Will you have regrets? You love Reji, and he
certainly loves you.”

“This won’t change my feelings
for Reji. It just means I won’t have sex with him any more, because
I’m going to be with you now.” As he spoke, his hands moved gently
down Arman’s stomach, brushing his cock and making it leap a
little. “Have you never even thought about what you might do with
me if I ever was with you?”

Arman shook his head. His
imagination had so little to work with, and none of it concerned
two men together. “Just...to hold you and...to touch you.”

Kei took Arman’s hand and
wrapped some of his hair around it. “You want to touch this, I
know.”

“Yes.”
Oh yes.

“Tell me how you want to touch
it, Arman. What would you like me to do to you while you hold my
hair? Should I kiss you?” Arman nodded, winding his fingers even
more tightly into the smooth length of Kei’s hair. Kei leaned
forward and nibbled at his lips. “Your beard feels strange,” he
whispered, rubbing the bristle.

“I’ll shave it off.”

“No. I thought I’d want you to,
but now I want you to keep it.” Kei kissed him again, and then
knelt so he could lay his face on Arman’s stomach, kissing the soft
skin of his belly, teasing the fine hairs there with his tongue and
making Arman shiver. He licked a little lower, and bit gently at
the skin below his navel, a strange and powerfully arousing
sensation—Arman had never felt so sexually stimulated, his cock
never this hard or needy before.

He didn’t know what to ask for
or where to touch Kei, but he needed more of something, that was
for sure. And he wanted it soon or he might possibly lose his mind
if Kei bit him like that again.

As if sensing that, Kei dipped
his head lower, his hands parting Arman’s thighs, his fingers
stroking along the soft inner skin near his balls. Arman held his
breath—what was Kei going to do now? Warm lips brushed lightly
against the top of his cock and he jerked in surprise—he hadn’t
thought...would Kei really...?

But Kei moved away again, and
traced patterns with his tongue on Arman’s thigh. Arman relaxed—it
seemed Kei was just going to lick him from head to foot...one of
Kei’s hands cupped his balls and rolled them carefully, the strange
but enjoyable sensation distracting Arman from Kei’s mouth—but then
warm heat engulfed his cock, the sudden intense pleasure shocking,
so much more than anything he could have imagined. He instinctively
tried to move, whether into or away from it, he wasn’t even sure
himself, but Kei’s grip was insistent, his mouth relentless.

Helpless against the
rising tide of his arousal, Arman plunged his hands again into
Kei’s hair, holding him tight, wanting him closer, harder...if
there was even one fantasy he had, this was it and he wondered how
Kei could possibly have known...and that it was Kei doing this, and
not some faceless stranger....

His hands shook, his whole body
trembled with desire, overwhelmed by the sensations of what Kei was
doing to him, but also acutely aware of how Kei’s hair slipped
through his fingers, of Kei’s warm body between his legs, and
always, that he’d been given his heart’s desire. Finally, happiness
was not just within his reach, but in his hands.

As he came with a startled cry,
he found he was still holding Kei’s hair and head in a cruel grip.
Mortified by his selfishness, he let him go with a murmured
apology. But Kei stayed where he was, his tongue still licking and
sucking Arman’s cock. Arman made him pull away, and found his
lover—oh, wonderful word—smiling up at him, looking rather smug. “I
didn’t mean to...did I hurt you?”

“No, you didn’t. No one’s ever
done that to you before, have they?” Arman shook his head mutely,
ashamed of his lack of experience, but curiously glad Kei was the
first to give such a wonderful gift to him. “And was that
frightening?”

Kei stood so Arman could look
directly into his teasing dark eyes, his perfect mouth, the lips
that were so soft but so very clever, curved into a sweet smile,
“It was wonderfully frightening. Do...?” Arman was about to ask if
Kei wanted him to do the same to him, but his courage failed him.
He simply wouldn’t know how to begin, and he was afraid he might
gag, or hurt Kei. “How can I make you feel good too?”

In answer, Kei kissed him, the
same agile tongue that had just been curled around his cock now
plundering his mouth, his kisses as different from Mayl’s
perfunctory efforts as sand was from water. Arman could have kissed
Kei all night, could have spent a year holding him and revelling in
being so close to him, having so much of his beautiful body against
him, and so he complained a little when Kei pulled away. “Where are
you going?”

Kei stuck his tongue out a
little as an impudent reply, as he went looking for something on
the table near the bed, found what he wanted and triumphantly held
up the pot of ointment Siv had been using for Arman’s leg massages.
Something occurred to him—he took a cautious sniff of the contents
before he smiled again, apparently reassured by what he’d detected.
Arman’s mouth went dry again, this time from nervousness. Kei had
said he and Reji used this stuff for sex...did Kei want...how could
he...?

“You suddenly went petrified
just then—what’s wrong?” Kei said, climbing on the bed and putting
an arm around him.

“The cream...do you want me
to...or...I really don’t....”

Kei put his fingers on Arman’s
lips and shook his head with a smile. “No, not that, not now—it’s
all new to you, and for all I know you wouldn’t even like it.”

Arman was relieved, ashamed to
be so, but relieved nonetheless. “But what do you need the massage
ointment for?”

“Let me show you. Sit up
against the backboard. Mind your ribs.” Kei got him comfortably
settled, and then sat between Arman’s legs, his back to Arman’s
chest, his enormous length of hair carefully tucked out of the way.
“Put your hand on me.”

“On your...?” Kei took his hand
and put it firmly around Kei’s cock. It definitely felt odd to
touch another man this way but to have the freedom to do this made
his heart soar with pride. He gave the long cock a light upstroke
and Kei wriggled appreciatively. “Like that?”

“Mmmm, but that’s why you need
the ointment.” He took Arman’s hand and put some of the stuff on
his fingers—it was smooth and slick, with no particular odour. “I
had to check they weren’t using the tirsel leaf—that would have
brought this night to a very early close,” he said with a
chuckle.

“You sound as if you know this
from experience.”

“Not me—Reji. If you don’t
clean it off your fingers properly and then have a piss, it’s
beyond painful. He had me cleaning his cock for an hour to try and
get it off—it’s amazingly persistent.”

“Ouch,” Arman said in sympathy.
“This is safe, I hope.”

“Yes. Now.” Kei brought Arman’s
hand down to his cock again. “Try it again.”

This time, the stroking was
much smoother and easier, and Kei sighed in pleasure. “Oh, gods,
that’s it...just do what you’d do for yourself.” He suddenly
twisted to look into Arman’s eyes with a worried expression.
“You’re not such a saint that you don’t masturbate, are you?”

Arman grinned. “I’m no saint,
just deprived. How do you think I keep sane?”

Kei smiled. “Oh, good—for a
moment there, I was afraid you were too innocent to be real.
Oh...now try this.”

Gently Kei guided him,
suggesting he try this, or move that way, all the time his breathy
sighs telling Arman how much he enjoyed it. Arman was astonished
how much he
was enjoying this, the feel of Kei’s cock in his
hand, the smooth soft skin sliding easily under his fingers, the
act both familiar and strange—the shape of Kei’s manhood was subtly
different, longer but narrower than his own, a little more
sensitive in some ways, and less in others. Kei caught his other
hand and brought it up to one of his nipples. Arman hadn’t realised
that a man could enjoy being touched in that manner, but from the
way Kei moaned and wriggled, he truly did like having his nipples
tweaked carefully and rolled.

This was so much more
beautiful, so much more satisfying than the mockery of lovemaking
he’d endured that night months ago with his wife, whose cries of
pleasure had been both feigned and forced. Not like Kei who shifted
in his lap like a wild thing, lost in his delight and truly wanting
Arman’s hands on him, not an ounce of guile or pretence in anything
he did, just pure reaction and emotion. Arman was instantly and
permanently addicted to the power of making Kei lose himself in his
desire and need. Who needed to command an army when the feel of his
fingers and lips enslaved his whole world?

He tried to prolong it for Kei
as long as he could, knowing that was what he liked best himself
and guessing Kei was not so very different. He took some pride in
the fact he could drive Kei quite pleasantly mad for some time, but
finally Kei came with a guttural calling of his name, and a
wonderful whole body shiver. Arman kept his hand loosely on him,
and let Kei lie limply against him, obviously sated, obviously
satisfied. He hoped it didn’t compare too badly with how Reji might
have done it.

Kei lifted Arman’s sticky hand
and kissed it, and then, rather to Arman’s shock, licked his own
come from it. He wasn’t sure why it shocked him when Kei had
swallowed Arman’s seed a few minutes before—it was partly that it
would never have occurred to him that any one would ever do such a
thing. But there were so many things he had no idea about.

Kei got him to rub the rest of
the ointment into the skin of Kei’s stomach, and then he lay back
against Arman, his contentment plain. “Are you happy?” Arman
murmured against his ear.

“Yes, I am,” Kei said just as
quietly. “I’ve been such a damn fool.”

“Why?”

“Because I thought it was wrong
you made me feel so at peace, and yet the pain that leaving you
caused me should have proved my mistake. Pain has a purpose, and in
this case, its purpose was to tell me I’m an idiot.”

Arman chuckled and played idly
with the strands of hair that had escaped and were hanging down
Kei’s chest. “And will this heal you? You meant it, I hope, when
you said that you aren’t just doing this from necessity.” He winced
as Kei elbowed him—fortunately not on his injured side.
“Sorry.”

“You should be. If I didn’t
come to you out of necessity before, I wouldn’t come now. Yes,
Bikel thinks you can heal me, but there are other parts to this
problem that only time and I can deal with. My gift has altered. He
doesn’t know why, and that’s something I’ll always need to watch.”
He sighed. “How long are you going to be away?”

“Well, it’s eight days to Utuk
and the same back—but it could be a month or more while actually in
Kuprij depending on what happens.”

“Then I’ll be going with you,
of course.”

Arman’s hand tightened in Kei’s
hair, his contentment replaced in an instant by raw fear. “No, you
aren’t.”

Kei turned around. “I wasn’t
aware I’d been asking permission.”

“There might be a battle—very
likely there will be—I can’t allow you to be in such danger...not
after what happened to Loke...please don’t ask this.”

Kei twisted and knelt
facing him, looking at him gravely. “And yet you can go into
danger, possibly be killed. Can’t you imagine what your death will
do to me? Or even just waiting here, wondering if you’ll ever come
back? It would be better to slit my throat before you leave than to
endure that.”

Arman’s heart stuttered in his
chest at the very idea. “Kei...if anything happened to you....”

Kei put a gentle hand on
Arman’s cheek. “You would have to tell yourself that it was still
kinder than the alternative. Do you have to go? They can’t just
carry out your plans?”

“No, they need me—I can only
prepare them so much, but there’s always the unanticipated problem,
not to mention the negotiations with Her Serenity. We’re going to
try and minimize the fighting, but we can’t be sure there won’t be
serious resistance. I can’t protect you if you go on this.”

“But...are the Rulers
going?”

“Lords Meki and Peika are
coming. I don’t think they’d look too kindly on my bringing my
lover along.”

Kei made a face. “You forget
that’s not all I am. Do you have a healer on this expedition? A
soul-toucher? Who’s going to make sure your soldiers are fit and
that the hostages are cared for? Some damn army medic?”

Arman wished this didn’t sound
so reasonable. “No, you’re right—this is an omission, and if you’re
really going to insist on coming, then I could also do with your
help with the Gifted. Reis is presently being rather moody because
a sailor died while he was bringing the ships in, and is talking
about not going at all. We desperately need him—the other
mind-mover can’t do this on his own. Do you think you could talk to
him?”

“I’ll try. You forget how
important this is to me too.”

Arman tugged on a lock of Kei’s
hair. “No, I’ve never forgotten that. It’s not my principal reason
but it’s been my principal consolation, since I never
thought...that you and I....”

Kei smiled a little cheekily.
“That you and I...would have sex?”

“You need a spanking,” Arman
said, tugging on his hair again.

Kei pulled the lock out of his
fingers. “Now don’t you start that, I’ve had enough hair pulling
from Myka. Lesson one in the care and feeding of your Darshianese
lover is—the hair always has to be rebraided before you and he go
to bed, no matter how sleepy or tired you are.”

“Why?”

“Because your Darshianese lover
doesn’t want to wake up half strangled, hair up his backside and
the whole thing in an unholy tangle. You may like the look of it,
but it takes as much attention as a sickly urs beast. You don’t
know what you’re taking on.”

Arman grinned and pulled him
closer for a kiss. “I know exactly what and who I’m taking on. I’ll
braid your hair every night and every morning if I have to, because
it, and you, make me happy.”

Kei nuzzled his smooth cheek
against Arman’s bristly one. “Oh, if I’d known you were prepared to
be my personal hairdresser, Sei Arman, I’d have been in your bed
weeks ago. What a wasted opportunity,” he said with a dramatic
sigh.

Arman just held him closer.
“Not wasted,” he whispered.


Chapter : Darshek 4

Kei now had had the opportunity
to see Arman’s sleeping face many times, but he had never seen it
so happy or at peace before—he couldn’t help but be amazed how his
handsome lover became even more beautiful when at peace. Only when
he was like this, did it become obvious how unhappy and under
stress Arman was most of the time, however well he tried to conceal
it. The lines around his mouth and his eyes were the only clue.
When they were gone, as now, it revealed what he looked like when
he truly felt relaxed.

The sense of warmth and the
relief from sadness that lying next to Arman brought were also
familiar, but the lack of guilt at feeling this way was completely
new. He had been released from being a hostage weeks ago, but he
hadn’t felt truly free until this moment. He couldn’t stop smiling
like an idiot as he looked at Arman. What a night it had been. Not
the sex itself—after all, he had had his release with Reji earlier,
and Reji was far more skilled than Arman, if all Kei wanted was
simple sexual pleasure. What had made it something he would
treasure forever, was Arman himself and his sweet, serious
innocence—so inexperienced, so willing to please, and so astonished
at discovering the pleasure even simple acts could bring.

It was a crime against nature,
nothing less, that Arman had been denied the enjoyment of
lovemaking before now. The kaleidoscope of Arman’s emotions—his
joy, nervousness transmuting into raw delight, even pride at making
Kei come, the wonder of discovery—had been like a drug and for the
first time in months Kei had stopped cursing his gift. He even felt
a little sorry for normals that they would never know what it was
like to share what Arman was feeling. For once his ‘gift’ really
had been just that.

Kei thought of Reji, and how
two years ago, his lover had initiated him into lovemaking with
another man, how he’d been so patient and careful with him. But Kei
hadn’t been a virgin for all intents and purposes, and it hadn’t
been the culmination of months of frustration...and Kei had not
been deeply in love with Reji.

Reji.... Kei would have to talk
to him and soon. But for now, he wanted to enjoy watching Arman
sleep, and this languid peace. He wished his headache could have
been magically cured by happiness—he had been so absorbed in
Arman’s reactions that it had receded until they had settled down
to sleep—but a concussion was a concussion. He would have a
headache for a couple of days or more, and that was that.
Considering the gash on his head, he was lucky it wasn’t worse.

He dozed again, and woke to
find Arman was no longer watched, but the watcher. “Good morning,”
Arman said quietly, his eyes crinkling up in a smile.

“Hmmm, yes, it is,” Kei said,
his own smile coming out in response. “You’re so handsome when
you’re asleep, you know.”

Arman brushed the back of his
hand against Kei’s cheek. “Just thinking the same. How’s the
headache?”

“There, unfortunately.”

“Maybe you should rest
today.”

“No, I want to be with you, and
I need to make arrangements for medical care, and talk to Reis.”
Arman’s expression darkened. “Arman, I don’t want to fight with you
over this.”

“I know...and you’re right, but
you can’t expect me to be happy about it.”

Kei tangled his hand in Arman’s
hair and pulled him close for a slow kiss, which at least made his
lover smile. “No, I don’t expect that. I don’t exactly want to go
back to Utuk either, but until this war is over, then neither of us
can do as we wish.” He stared into Arman’s eyes—how could anyone
have eyes that colour? It was scarcely natural. “Will you really be
happy living in Ai-Albon?”

“Yes.” No hesitation, no
reservation.

“Fedor will have a fit. He
won’t be the only one.”

Arman kissed his forehead. “If
they’re not prepared to put up with my presence for your sake, then
they don’t deserve you. I’ll do my best to help them accept
it.”

“But what will you do? You’re a
noble, a general—we’re just farmers and miners.”

“Then I will learn to farm or
to mine. Don’t imagine I like being in the army—I never chose that
for myself. As for being a noble....” He pulled a face. “My caste
has no charms for me.”

Kei wound one golden springy
lock of hair around his finger—strange to have hair that resisted
this way. “Won’t you be bored?”

“Are you trying to talk me out
of this? A day ago, you were prepared to live a life of raw misery
because you didn’t believe I would come back home with you, and now
I’ve said I will, you’re making every argument you can to stop
me.”

That intense blue gaze was
serious, even though there was humour in his tone. “I just don’t
want you to throw your life away for me,” Kei said, tugging a
little on the curl in his grasp.

“Funny, because I was thinking
my life was just truly beginning. I’m going with you, and you’re
stuck with me now. Get used to it.” Arman hugged him briefly, but
then sighed. He sat up and scratched his head. “I need to tell Lord
Meki, and there’s a lot to do. I have to get up—you can stay in bed
if you like.”

But Kei sat up too. “No, I need
to speak to Reji and then find out what the situation is with
medics and such.”

He started to get out of bed,
but Arman caught his shoulder. “Reji? Are you going to be all right
talking to him?”

“The man took it upon himself
to interfere so thoroughly last night, he can hardly complain about
anything now,” Kei said firmly, although he wasn’t quite as sure as
he tried to sound. “In fact, let me go talk to him now, I’ll return
so we can have our breakfast and you can take me to Lord Meki, if
you think that’s best.” There was no point in delaying this, and he
wanted to spare Reji even a moment’s more concern. It was still
early. Kei didn’t want anyone accusing Arman of letting his lover
interfere with his task.

Arman kissed him gently. “As
you wish. Gods, that I’m allowed to kiss you now....”

Kei grinned. “Not only allowed,
my lord, positively encouraged. I won’t be long.”

He dressed quickly, and
realised he’d have to retrieve his poor clothes. They’d really had
been on a tour in the last few days. He went upstairs and knocked
on the door of the guest room, his heart in his throat—he hoped
this wasn’t going to be ugly. His control was somewhat better but
it wouldn’t stand a huge emotional outburst, especially not from
someone he was as close to as Reji.

The door opened to reveal a
haggard, anxious looking Reji. “Kei! Damn it, I was worried sick!”
He grabbed Kei and crushed him close. “Where did you go?”

“I’m all right, just let’s get
inside,” Kei said, gritting his teeth against the pain of the
contact, but not wanting to push his friend away. Reji was actually
shaking, he had been so upset, and Kei felt angry with himself for
not thinking of what this was doing to those who loved him.

Reji pulled him into the
apartments, and then peered at him anxiously, before thrusting him
back. “I’m sorry, I forgot...are you all right, little
brother?”

Kei made himself put his arms
around Reji’s waist and hug him, ignoring the pain it caused him.
“I’m fine—it’s all right. Can we sit? I need to talk to you, and
then I have to get back to Arman.”

Reji pulled himself free.
“Arman? So you spoke to him?”

“Yes, I did,” Kei said,
pantomiming a cuff to his head. “That’s for interfering. And this,”
he said, kissing Reji’s cheek, “is for caring.”

Reji looked at him in a guarded
way. “So...you two have stopped playing games?”

“Yes, we have. It’s all right.
He’s going to come back to the village with me, though the gods
only know what Fedor will think.”

“Fedor will have a fit.”

“That’s what I said.”

Reji smiled, although Kei
couldn’t help but know it was forced a little. “But then this is
perfect—we don’t lose you, and you’re happy. I’m glad,
Keichichi.”

“And I’m sorry, Rei-ki. You
know I’ll always love you, don’t you? I just...need to be with him,
and he with me.”

Reji took his hands and peered
into his eyes. “No, I understand. I knew you did from the first
time you spoke of him, that’s why I couldn’t understand why you
were being so blind. Or so damn stupid.”

“Neither can I now. I couldn’t
see how it could work—but the solution was simple. I’m just not
looking forward to the arguments when we get back.”

Reji struck his own chest with
his fist. “I’ll fight anyone who tries to send him away. You’re too
important to lose,” he said stoutly.

It broke Kei’s heart to see him
trying to put such a brave face on it, but his lover...his
friend...obviously needed to do it this way. “Thank you...and I’ll
fight anyone who tries to tell me I can’t love both of you at the
same time.” He came up to him and laid his head on Reji’s shoulder.
“Even him, do you understand me? The only thing that changes is
sex.”

“Maybe we should convince him
to try three in a bed,” Reji joked, but his eyes were still
sad.

“Er...no. He’s unusually
free-minded for a Prij, but he’s still a Prij.” Reji wasn’t
serious, but Kei still felt bad about this. “Anyway, I wanted to
tell you, and to apologise for being such a brat last night. I also
need you to explain to Fedor that I’ll be gone longer than planned
because I’m going to Utuk with Arman—”

“You what?” Reji yelled.
Kei had to move away from him hastily out of sheer self-defence.
“You’re pissing well not doing anything of the sort! You only just
escaped from there!”

“I need to be with him, and if
he died....”

“Then he dies, but he’s not
taking you with him!” Reji pushed past him to stalk towards the
door.

“Reji, no, where are you
going?”

“To tell his pissing lordship
he’s not taking you away from us again.”

He was out of the room and
slamming it before Kei could move—by the time he opened the door
and raced after him, Reji was at the stairs and running down
them.

“Reji, stop!” Kei called, not
wanting to shout up and down the halls of the Rulers’ House but
dismayed at the turns of events.

Reji ignored him and
disappeared out of his sight. All Kei could do was run and hope
Reji didn’t actually do any physical harm before he caught him.

He got to Arman’s rooms where
he found the door open and Reji holding Arman’s shirt in his
clenched fist, clearly about to bellow at him. Arman wasn’t
offering any resistance and his expression was blank—but Kei sensed
how angry he was. ”Reji, let him go and get away from him.”

Reji ignored him. “You are not
taking Kei back to Utuk, you bastard,” he said, shaking Arman.
“Haven’t you done enough to him?”

Kei forced himself
between Reji and Arman. “Get away from him, I said. Reji! He’s
injured! Let him go!” Whether it was his yell, or
his words or just Reji not wanting to hurt him, Kei didn’t know,
but it worked—he let Arman loose and moved back. “Gods, what are
you doing, you damn idiot! Arman’s not ‘taking’ me
anywhere!”

Reji pointed at Arman—as yet
not saying anything to either of them—with a trembling hand. “Are
you going to die for him now? It’s not enough we had to let you go
with him as a hostage, and see you come back so damaged?” He took a
shuddering breath and turned to Arman. “Isn’t it enough you take
our brightest jewel without you taking it and throwing it into the
midden? Who are you to deserve him, if you can’t even protect
him?”

Kei drew breath to speak,
but Arman laid his hand on his arm. “Let me,” he said quietly. He
moved forward. “First of all, I’m no happier about this than you
are, Reji. But Kei is
a free man now. I’m not making him do anything,
and I never will do so again. Secondly, he’s not a possession to be
bandied about, taken, thrown away or owned. You may love him but
you don’t own him. Neither do I. How he came to my notice, yes, I
accept that was wrong, all of it was wrong. But no one’s keeping
him by force.”

“And no one is making me go to
Utuk, “ Kei repeated. “I need to go. Apart from anything else, I
can be useful, and I want our people home. I’ll never rest until I
know they’re safe.”

“And of course you’re the only
one who can do this,” Reji said with heave sarcasm, his angry,
sorrowful eyes burning into Kei. “How convenient for the Butcher of
Ai-Darbin.”

The name sent a spike of sorrow
through Arman, and drove Kei to instant fury. “Get out, Reji,” he
said through gritted teeth. “Just go home and take your
self-righteousness with you. I want no one near me who claims to be
a friend but who’ll hurt someone I love.”

“No.” Kei turned, puzzled
at Arman’s soft word. “Don’t do this. Don’t destroy an old and
valuable relationship for my sake. I am a murderer, you know
that.”

“You’re
not! They
even judged it thus!”

“Don’t quibble on a point of
law. Reji’s right—you’re not coming to Utuk because you’re the only
one who can do this, you’re coming because of me.” Arman put his
palm on Kei’s chest. “Please, Kei. Don’t be angry, and please,
think of what you’re doing to your clan.”

“My clan will have me when I’ve
done this and I’ve seen you come back safe along with the others. I
owe them a duty. I don’t owe them my life, not any more. I paid any
debt on that score when I agreed to be a hostage.” He clasped
Arman’s fingers in his. “Though in the end, the price was too high,
at least I haven’t lost everything.”

Arman looked at him, his
expression sad and affectionate. “I’ll work all my life to make up
for what you have
lost,” he said quietly.

Kei almost forgot they weren’t
alone, but Reji’s voice called him back to reality. “So you’re
intent on putting your life at risk for him?”

Kei turned. “Yes. Not for
him—for us. Accept it or leave, Reji. And never again call him what
you did, or you and I will be enemies.”

He felt the shock of both men
at that statement. Reji stared. “You go from denying you even care
for him to this in a day, little brother...you make my head spin,”
he said finally with a sad smile. “All right, if you go to Utuk, I
go to Utuk.”

“No!”

“I can’t allow that,” Arman
said promptly. “Kei has a useful role. You’d be dead weight.”

“I what?”

Kei put his hand up to stop
another screaming match starting. “Arman, don’t. Reji, what
possible reason would you have to come?”

“To protect you and keep an eye
on you!”

“Right. Apart from that?” he
said heavily. He wished all the men in his life who loved him
weren’t such overprotective idiots. “Because lovely though the idea
is that I might want or need a personal bodyguard, I can’t see Lord
Meki being impressed. Especially when you know about as much about
fighting as you do about surgery.”

“I can use a sword if you give
me one.”

Arman snorted at that. “Now
you’re proving nothing but that you’re a brave fool. If I wanted
someone to protect Kei with a sword, I’d set Captain Tiko over
him—in fact, I probably will, since he’s coming.”

“Oh, is he?” Kei said
dryly, putting that little fact aside for a private discussion with
Arman later. “But there you go, Reji. I can have a fully trained
soldier looking after me—why would I need you?”

“I....” Reji’s shoulders
slumped. “I just can’t bear to see you go into danger and not lift
a finger to help,” he said in a quiet, defeated voice. “You don’t
know how I felt that day, riding off with the others. I felt like
my heart was lying in the road, cut into a million pieces. If
anything happened to you and I didn’t at least try to stop it this
time....” Then he straightened. “But as you wish it...I see I have
no right any more to argue this. I’ll be returning to the village
today, Kei. Please....” He turned to Arman. “Please bring him
home,” he whispered.

“Reji....” Kei just wanted to
hold Reji again and kiss him. He couldn’t do that with Arman
there—but his old lover looked heartbroken...or even just
broken....

“You’re an expert with urs
beasts, are you not?”

At Arman’s clipped words, Reji
turned around—he’d been heading to the door. “Yes, I am. So
what?”

Kei looked at his lover in
puzzlement. “Arman?”

“We need someone to manage the
beasts we’re taking. We’ll also need someone who can help us get
the hostages home. Can you be spared from your village, even for
months? I can make no promises as to when you will return—or even
if.”

Reji’s expression brightened.
“It will be a slight struggle for them, but they’ve managed before.
I’m the best beast manager in north Darshian, and I know more about
putting a caravan together than anyone in Darshek.”

Arman turned to Kei. “Is this
true?”

“Yes, but are you serious?”

Arman took his hand. “We do
need someone for this, and every soldier we don’t take is another
who can stay to defend Darshek and the rest of Darshian. If you
consent, and he wishes it, I’ll put it to Lord Meki. However....”
He turned to Reji, still holding Kei’s hand tightly. “Touch me
again in anger, and you won’t just answer to me. Shout like that
again at me, or anyone under my command while we’re afloat, and
I’ll have you put overboard. This is a military expedition, not a
children’s playground, and displays of that order could cost lives.
If you can control yourself, and your boasts are true, then come,
and be welcome as any friend of Kei’s is to me. If you can’t,
better you turn around and walk out rather than have you risk
anyone for your tantrums.”

“Reji? I really don’t want you
to come, but I won’t object if you wish to.” Kei tugged himself
free from Arman, but gave him a quick kiss before he left his side
to stand in front of Reji. “But please consider this
carefully.”

“I don’t need to. Those are my
people too, and you’re my...friend. I want to do it. And yes,” he
said past Kei’s shoulder to Arman, “I understand all you say. But
if you—”

Kei put his hand over Reji’s
mouth. “Don’t. You’ve made your position clear. But I belong to no
one and I’ll have no threats, do you hear? Don’t make me have to
walk away from you. Force me to choose and there is no choice.”
Reji nodded. “Thank you,” Kei said, and then pulled Reji into a hug
which Reji returned with crushing strength, and overwhelming
gratitude and relief. “You can be such an arse,” he whispered, but
he was no longer in the least angry with him.

He felt Reji trembling and he
guessed his friend had not had much sleep again. In fact, the whole
period of Kei’s absence had to have been a torment for him. With
one thing and another, Kei hadn’t had much chance to make it up to
him. “Have you eaten? We were about to have breakfast.”

“No, I’ve been too
worried.”

“Then stay and eat, then you
can join us for whatever Arman is planning with meetings and such.
Yes, Arman?” He asked permission with his eyes, and Arman nodded.
His lover was a little wary, but Kei was determined to end this bad
blood immediately, not just for his own and Arman’s sake, and
Reji’s, but because Reji’s acceptance of Arman would make a
difference to all their futures.

Reji pulled away from him “Just
let me change my clothes, Kei, and bring yours down here. I’ll
return shortly.”

“Then I’ll order more food,”
Arman said calmly.

Kei could have sighed with
relief. Finally everyone was behaving like adults. He and his
overstrained gift were very grateful for it.

~~~~~~~~

Arman went to the bell-pull to
summon the housekeeper, and then turned to Kei. “This wasn’t
exactly how I imagined my first morning with you would go,” he
said, keeping his tone deliberately mild—it wasn’t Kei’s fault. Or
even Reji’s, really. “But I have to warn you in all fairness—if
Lord Meki overrules me on this, not only will I not argue with him,
but if you or Reji try, I’ll have you taken into custody for your
own protection. This isn’t a game. I know you know that.”

“Yes, I do,” Kei said quietly,
coming to him and taking his hand. “Thank you. That was a very good
thing you did.”

Arman kissed him, reminding
himself of the wonderful softness of Kei’s lips. “I know Reji’s
suffered because of what I’ve done—and he’s suffering now. I’m not
going to give you up to help him, I’m not that noble—but I’ll do
what else I can.” He pulled Kei close. “Besides, he reminded me
this is a Darshianese mission, about Darshianese citizens. Really,
I’ve no right to stop any of you if you want to participate. Who am
I to say that their future is best placed in my hands, when it is I
who ripped them from their homes in the first place?”

“Enough of that,” Kei said
sternly. “And I meant what I said to Reji—I won’t allow people to
keep flinging accusations at you. The deaths at Ai-Darbin have been
examined and laid to rest and the spirits of the dead boys aren’t
served by these recriminations. The hostages aren’t served by an
endless examination of history either.”

“Perhaps not, Kei-gidu,” he
said, deliberately using the honorific, and meaning it too. “I
remain worried and insist on the right to state that fact. However,
if you two are coming, then it will free up soldiers. Are you up to
coming with me to the barracks this morning?” Arman brushed the
bump on Kei’s head, making his lover wince. “You know, that looks
perfectly hideous.”

“It feels horrible too—don’t
touch it. No, I’m all right. Reji’s tired though. Perhaps if we
visit this morning, I could persuade him to come back and rest for
a while. When are you meeting Reis and the other Gifted again?”

“This evening, when we’ll meet
to go over our final plans. I’ll introduce you to the others. Reji
doesn’t need to come to that, but,” he said as he kissed the
inviting angle of Kei’s jaw, a particularly sensitive place, “as
they’ll see us interacting other than in a professional way, it
seems right that they know who you are and what you bring to
this.”

“Yes, that’s fair,” Kei
breathed, even as his hand stole under Arman’s shirt. “I want you,”
he whispered.

Gods.... He’d never had this
delicious problem before, how to refuse a tormentingly beautiful
lover because he had a damn mission to plan. “Kei...my control
isn’t that perfect, you know, and we have things....”

“...to do, I know.” Kei stepped
back. “You’re just so good to touch.”

“And you may do so, but—” There
was a knock on the door. Arman took a deep breath and plastered a
polite smile on his face before opening the door, informing the
housekeeper there would be three for breakfast, and closing the
door again.

Kei pounced and for several
minutes, all Arman could do was let his clever lover plunder his
mouth, as he held onto the wall for support. It wasn’t until there
was a second knock that he found the control to push Kei firmly
back, and even as he straightened his clothing, he couldn’t help
but feel a little proud of the pout on Kei’s beard-reddened lips.
“Now, behave. Remember my position.”

Kei raised an eyebrow. “I could
teach you some new ones,” he said with a wicked grin.

Arman growled and turned his
back resolutely. He opened the door to the servants bringing
breakfast. Behind them was Reji, with two packs in his hand, and,
once he saw Arman, a rather knowing look on his face which made
Arman flush bright red. Gods, how was he supposed to handle having
two men at his breakfast table who knew exactly how the other
responded, and how they looked when they’d just been indulging in
unseemly behaviour?

However, Reji said nothing, and
seemed to have recovered both his equilibrium and his manners,
handing Kei his clothes and waiting to be invited to sit. He seemed
a little subdued—he was, as Kei said, obviously tired, probably
having spent a sleepless night worrying about Kei, as Arman would
have done himself if Kei had not finally decided to stop torturing
them both. That Reji was miserable at giving Kei up to someone he
disliked—or to anyone—was also perfectly obvious. Arman refused to
play a possessive lover. If Kei wanted to comfort Reji in any way
he chose, that was for his conscience. Kei had come to him of his
own free will and would stay of his own free will—if Arman tried to
be possessive, he would drive him away. He was sure Kei would do
his utmost never to hurt Reji or him.

For his own part, Arman decided
to treat Reji with all the honour he deserved because of his
kindness to and love for Kei, and with the politeness which he
hoped might begin to convince the man that not all Prij regarded
the Darshianese as scum. Now he’d stopped shouting, and had a few
minutes to calm down, Reji was showing the side of him which had
clearly won Kei’s affection, and that of Myka. Arman explained as
they ate what the plans to this point were, and Reji grasped the
issues quickly. Not a stupid man then, which was a relief.

“If they let the hostages go,
how have they decided to take them home?” Reji asked. “Will they be
up to a long journey by foot?”

“Assume not,” Kei answered.
“Even if they’ve not been mistreated, they won’t have been allowed
to get out or stay fit at all.”

“I had a report before I left
that at least one woman was pregnant,” Arman said. Kei looked at
him in shock. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think you’d want to know that,
given...you know....”

“So others may also be. Poor
girls,” Reji said.

“Will her clan accept her?”
Arman asked. Both Darshianese men looked at him in puzzlement. “I
only ask because a raped woman in our smaller villages would
probably be driven out. The child would be exposed to the mercy of
the gods at the very least.”

“That’s
awful!”
Kei said, his eyes wide with shock. “What fault is it of the woman
or the child?”

“She’ll be taken back and
treated kindly— at least she would be in Ai-Albon and in
Ai-Darbin,” Reji said firmly. “And if she can’t bear the idea of
the child, a relative would gladly take it in. Which village is she
from?”

“I don’t recall, I’m sorry. But
coming back to my point, someone in that condition would never
cross Tirko Pass, and we don’t know when or if Kurlik Pass will be
reopened. Reji, you and Kei should put your heads together on this
and decide the most humane way of getting people home quickly. I
want you both to come with me this morning when I’ll have a chance
to reunite Kei with his dear friend again.”

Kei poked his foot under the
table. “You’re enjoying the prospect too much, Arman. I suspect you
of base motives.”

“Now how can I have chosen the
captain to annoy you when I didn’t know you were coming with us
until last night? Be reasonable. Besides, he asked after you most
devotedly.” He couldn’t help a smile at Kei’s dark scowl. “He’ll be
on our ship, of course. I want to make sure you’re well looked
after.”

The poke became a decided kick,
and even Reji grinned. “You do take some looking after, Keichichi,”
he said. Arman hadn’t heard this nickname before—was it just used
between them as lovers? He stamped down the little jealous feelings
that arose at the idea.

“I can look after
myself, “
Kei said, glaring at them both. “Anyone who thinks differently
better watch what ends up in his loincloth on this
journey.”

Reji looked at Arman. “I think
I should warn you, our healer has a vicious streak.”

“Oh? He always seems so meek
and well-mannered. I put down all those stories Myka was telling me
to sibling rivalry.”

“You were talking to Myka?”

“A little, yes. A charming
girl. I hadn’t realised what a burden she suffered under, having
Kei as her brother.”

Kei stood up. “Are you two done
yet?” he said crossly. “I wasn’t invited to eat with you so you
could pick on me.”

Reji tugged on his shirt. “Oh,
calm down, little brother. It’s just harmless fun. I’m sure the
general has ways of dealing with you that I wouldn’t dare employ.”
He succeeded in making Kei sit again, but only so Kei could tug his
hair—and not gently. “You’re definitely getting to be like Myka.
Stop that, you brat.”

“Enough, you two,” Arman said
peaceably. “I want to introduce you to Lord Meki. Are you
presentable?” There was a quick wiping of hands and surreptitious
straightening of shirts and braids, before Kei nodded. Arman
collected his stick and got up, Kei coming to his side and looking
worried at the way he limped. “I’m all right. It’s just stiff in
the morning, and I didn’t have the massage last night.”

“I’ll give you one as soon as
we return, “ Kei said quietly. “You have to make time for that,
Arman.”

“Forgive me—I was distracted,”
Arman said with a wry twist to his mouth, and Kei smiled a little.
“Let’s go. Reji, remember what I said, and if he vetoes the idea,
then that’s it.”

Reji only nodded, to Arman’s
relief. He honestly didn’t know what Lord Meki would say. It really
was most irregular, and Arman couldn’t really summon much
enthusiasm, regardless of the practical benefits. Every time he
thought of Kei lying dead like Loke, his heart literally stuttered
in his chest with fear. They hoped this would all go smoothly, but
as Reis had discovered, there were no guarantees in any of
this.

His lordship was at his
breakfast, but greeted Arman and the others politely. “Good
morning, general. And you’re Kei, I recall?”

“Yes, my lord. Please let me
apologise for my behaviour earlier.” Kei really looked
ashamed—Arman resisted putting a comforting hand on his arm. That
would just make it worse.

“Nonsense, lad, you were
clearly ill, and that bump on your head would cause anyone to be
addled. And you are?” Lord Meki said, looking at Reji.

“Reji of Ai-Albon, my lord.
Trader and friend of Kei.”

“Ah, yes, the one we were
looking for when he turned up. General, have you brought these
young people to meet me for a reason?”

“Yes, my lord. Kei has offered
to be our medical advisor and to take charge of the hostage’s
welfare, while Reji is experienced in the management of urs beasts.
I’d also like them to plan how we will get the hostages back home
in the shortest time, given the distances and that some of them may
not be completely well or fit.”

Lord Meki stood, frowning. “Two
civilians, general? We have other healers we could call on.”

“Yes, my lord. Kei’s offer
seemed excellent. I saw no harm in putting it to you.” He was
hoping Lord Meki would refuse, but he was also worried what that
would do to Kei. All Arman could do was be scrupulously fair and
let the matter be taken out of his hands, since he was not
unbiased.

Lord Meki came over to look at
Kei. “Young man, are you going to be fit? This isn’t going to be a
stroll on the beach, you know.”

“Yes, I know, my lord. I’ll be
fit—the concussion will linger for a few days, but I’ll be
completely recovered by the time we are within reach of Utuk.”

“Hmmm. And the other problem?
The one for which you sought help from our academy masters?”

“I’ve received their advice and
after some thought, have been able to act on it,” Kei said in a
neutral tone—and then ruined it by giving Arman an unmistakeably
intimate smile. From his expression, Lord Meki hadn’t missed its
meaning. “This is one of the reasons I wish to be part of the
expedition, my lord.”

“Is that so? We’re not in the
business of assisting romances, Kei. Aren’t you being rather
frivolous?”

Lord Meki’s sharp eyes looked
penetratingly at Arman’s lover, but Kei gave no ground. “I don’t
believe so, my lord. I’ve travelled many weeks with the general to
bring him here to help, and I believe I had some small part in
helping him understand how wrong the hostage taking was. More than
that—I have close relatives and friends among the hostages, and so
I’ve a much more personal stake than anyone in this room in seeing
them home. I’m also very good at what I do. If I thought I’d be
inadequate, my lord, I wouldn’t have put myself forward for this
task, though I’d have begged to be allowed to travel with the
general as a passenger.”

Lord Meki glanced at Arman.
“Speaks well for himself, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, my lord, but with good
cause. I wouldn’t have put his name forward either if I thought his
skills were inadequate, though I do so with a heavy heart because
of the danger. However, Kei’s aware of that, and has made his
choice.”

“And you, Reji—your
motives?”

Reji straightened up and spoke
clearly. “Like Kei, I wish our people to come back and wish to
help. I also have a personal interest in keeping both the general
and Kei safe.”

Lord Meki shook his head. “Most
irregular. What if you’re distracted at a crucial moment?”

This was Arman’s own fear, and
after what had happened to Loke, he couldn’t take Kei’s safety for
granted. “My lord, we’ll have many people on this expedition,
including yourself, whose deaths would be a grievous loss. Kei is
not the only person whose welfare I’ll be concerned about.”

Lord Meki heard his words in
silence, and continued to stare at Kei as if trying to see his
soul. Finally he sighed. “Kei, Reji, I know you’re sincere. But
we’ll have nearly a thousand sailors and soldiers with us, as well
as the hostages when they’re released. I hesitate to mention such a
thing to you, Kei, because I know you’ve already suffered a great
deal for your clan and our people. But that suffering, our efforts
and the lives of all these people could be all for naught if either
of you behave in an indulgent manner—or if you place your personal
desires above the needs of the mission. I want your solemn oaths
that you’ll do nothing whatsoever to distract any member of the
team, regardless of the situation. If you can’t so swear, then I
can’t let you go. If you do go and you fail to keep your oaths, you
will spend the rest of the journey in the brig.”

Kei had turned pale, but he
still shook his head. “I swear, my lord, on my honour and my clan’s
name.”

Reji affirmed without
hesitation, “And I also swear on my honour and the name of my clan,
my lord.”

“Very well. I still reserve the
right to order you to stay behind if the plans demand it, but for
now, I’ll accept the general’s assessment of your usefulness. If
you two would excuse me, I would like a word with him.”

Arman smiled reassuringly at
his lover. “Kei, if you and Reji wait in our room, I’ll come to you
there and we can go to the barracks.”

Reji took Kei’s arm. “Come on,
Kei, we’ve wasted enough of his lordship’s time.”

Lord Meki gave them a polite,
thin-lipped smile. “No waste of my time, young man, but there’s
much to do. I will doubtless speak to you again. Good day.”

He waited until the door closed
behind them before he turned to Arman. “Explain, general. I can
tell you’re no more comfortable with this than I am.”

Arman asked if he could sit—his
leg really ached this morning. “Kei’s problem—and the
solution—requires my physical presence. The alternative is complete
isolation from other people. I also happen to love him, and
happily, he’s realised he loves me. However, he simply won’t
countenance the idea of being apart if that means I might be killed
in his absence. I didn’t have another solution, and he is actually
as good as he claims to be.”

“And if you’re killed? What
will happen to him?”

Arman tried to reply calmly
even though this was his biggest concern—what would happen to Kei
if he were lost. “I don’t know, my lord. I’ve been trying to help
Kei recover for months, but the moment we’re forced apart, he
begins to deteriorate. He’s simply not far enough along the path of
healing to tolerate it. If he were forced to remain behind, he
probably would have to go into isolation until I returned. If I
died during that time...he would have to remain thus isolated.”

“A cruel fate indeed for such a
young, and apparently able man.” Lord Meki sat down, and suddenly
looked rather haggard. “Forgive me, general, for I find it hard to
be objective on this subject myself. I lost my wife a year ago,
almost exactly to the day—she had a wasting disease which no healer
could cure, and died after a long period of severe pain. I felt I
died myself that day. Since then, my life has been my work.”

Arman nodded sympathetically as
he continued. “Sometimes, when I see young people in love, walking
hand in hand, I want to say to them, beware, look at the pain that
comes when you love them and they die. That’s when I’m feeling very
low, you understand,” he said, baring his teeth without much humour
in the smile. “Other times, I think, I had thirty-two wonderful
years with a woman I adored, and I wouldn’t have missed that even
to have spared myself this pain now. I suppose I’m saying...I
understand how you want to be together and I know why he would fear
losing you, even without this other thing which I don’t really
understand. But part of me wants to tell you that you’re setting
yourself up for grief. That’s an old, tired man talking,
though.”

“I’m sorry,” Arman said, and
meant it. “I don’t want to miss any time with Kei because of a fear
of losing him, and if he wants to be with me enough that he is
prepared to accept any risk, even that of losing me, then how can I
say no?”

“You can’t,” Lord Meki said
sadly. “You’re a lucky man, general. He’s clever and he’s
passionate and he’s brave. We could do with more like him in our
country. We could use someone like that here in Darshek, but I
suppose he only wants to go home.”

“For now, yes, he does. I know
I’m lucky, and I don’t deserve such fortune.”

“We rarely do, general.” He
seemed to close in again, hiding the brief glimpse of his personal
feelings. “Fine, it’s done and I think you all know what’s at risk.
Our sailors have begun taking over the Prijian ships and they’ve
started loading them with supplies. Tonight, you’ll meet with the
mind-speakers who are coming with us to discuss the strategy. Let
me have the plan Reji and Kei are making for the hostage return by
then, so I’ll know if we need to bring extra equipment.” He drummed
his fingers on the desk. “So much depends on whether we can use
Kurlik Pass or not. We can get people across it whether or not it’s
open but I don’t want to fight our way to it to use it.”

“And can you close it again if
you need to?”

“Certainly we can—and Tirko
Pass or any other your people choose to come through. We won’t be
caught a third time. If this fails, Kuprij will find itself locked
down tight. The Andonese won’t tolerate further aggression, and I
have to say, neither will the Darshianese.” He gave Arman a hard
look. “And at that point, you’ll need to decide which side of the
border you want to be on, for good.”

“I’ve already decided, my lord.
My place is with Kei, and Kei wishes to go home.”

“You’d actually bury yourself
in a tiny place like Ai-Albon? Nonsense.”

“Why not? What’s the
alternative, my lord?”

“Whatever you want, general.
You have the freedoms of any Darshianese citizen. Make of it what
you want. The Rulers and the country can provide a small income,
but a young, able man—”

“With the wrong coloured hair
and skin, being known as the butcher of Ai-Darbin? I think not, my
lord. If Kei’s people will tolerate me, that’s more than enough,”
Arman said, not wanting to discuss this further. It was, after all,
his personal business.

“If you say so, but we’ll speak
of this again, mark my words.” Arman bowed his head in agreement.
“Very well. I’ll meet with you this evening, and don’t forget that
report.”

“No, my lord. Good day to
you.”

~~~~~~~~

“What’s wrong, Keichichi?”

Kei sat down in a chair and
looked up at Reji. “Oh...just realising how real this is, how
dangerous it is. I’d be happier if you stayed behind. There’s no
point the village losing both of us.”

Reji came over to him and
crouched down. “You don’t really expect me to agree to that, do
you?”

“No,” Kei said, grinning sadly
at Reji’s wry expression. “You didn’t expect me not to say it
either.”

“No.” He stood and pulled a
chair over. “He really cares for you, I’ll give you that. Bastard,”
he added without heat.

“Don’t start, Reji. If Kurlik
Pass isn’t going to be opened, then I think we’ll have to take
everyone back via Darshek. The sick, injured or pregnant, if they
can travel at all, we should take first and let them rest at each
village. There’s a cart design....”

He spent the next few minutes
absorbed in the plans with Reji and hardly noticed when the door
opened. It was only when Arman touched his cheek that he looked up
and smiled—he hadn’t thought Arman would be demonstrative in
public, so it was lovely to be claimed. “We’re working,” he said
gravely.

“Yes, I can see. Colonel Jiv is
expecting me, though. Shall we go?”

Arman took them out to the
front hall. Kei wanted to hide from the fearsome reception clerk—he
really shouldn’t have said what he had, head wound or no—but Arman
took him by the hand and led him up to the front desk. “Elsi, order
the carriage for us, would you?” he asked in a drawling, arrogant
tone Kei hadn’t heard in months.

“Yes, general.”

“And I believe you’ve met Kei.
Kei will be staying in my rooms with me and will be working closely
with us on this project. I trust that meets with your
approval.”

She flushed. “Yes, general, of
course.”

“Thank you. The carriage is
urgent, Elsi.”

“Yes, general,” she said,
scurrying off to send the message.

Arman limped over to a chair
and made Kei sit down too. He motioned Reji to join them. “What in
hells was that about?” Reji whispered to Kei.

Kei leaned over. “Arman doesn’t
like rude servants—or uppity ones,” he said with a grin.

“Or uppity lovers,” Arman said
severely, but he still held Kei’s hand tenderly. Kei noticed he
held his walking stick rather oddly, so that his fingers could
caress the underside of the knot that formed the handle. Arman saw
him looking and gave him a curious smile. Kei suddenly realised
Arman had discovered the meaning of the carvings he’d made on the
handle—carvings he’d made almost in desperation, never expecting to
have to explain them to Arman, or why he’d carved them, for at the
time, he hardly knew himself. From the way Arman was touching them,
he not only had had them translated, but was pleased with the
meaning—or one of them.

If Arman didn’t want to be
dragged into a side room and kissed breathless, he really should
stop looking at Kei like that.

He made himself look away
instead, and sat up straight, trying not to seem like a man
surrounded by lovers, one of whom radiated desire and love like a
beacon, and who had just made a very public declaration that he,
Kei, was his and was sleeping with him. Kei would never have
expected a Prijian general to go so far. But then he would never
have expected to love a Prijian general more than life itself.

Arman kept hold of Kei’s hand
all the way into the carriage, and still held it as he asked them
for their plans, saying Lord Meki wanted them by that evening. “Why
the rush, general?”

“Call him Arman,” Kei chided
Reji.

Arman shook his head as if to
tell Kei such things didn’t bother him as he explained to Reji they
wanted to know if they would need to take any equipment with them.
It bothered Kei though. They didn’t use titles in the villages, and
Arman was to live as one of them. It was important Reji treated him
as he would anyone else.

The ride to the docks took a
quarter of an hour. “How’s your control?” Arman asked quietly as
the carriage jolted along.

“All right if you’re touching
me—all right if no one shouts or gets upset. It’s improving but not
what it was before...you know.”

“The brawl?” Reji asked.

Kei nodded. “Then stay by me as
much as you can,” Arman said firmly. “Reji, would you keep anyone
remotely...disturbing away from him if you’re with him? That
applies on the journey as well.”

“Of course,” Reji said, and Kei
could sense the pleasure at being asked to do something meaningful
to help him. Kei patted his leg and gave him a smile in thanks. He
wished this wasn’t so hard for him.

At the barracks, they were met
by the colonel who saluted Arman, something Kei was rather
surprised at—there was currently no rank of general in the
Darshianese army, although there once had been, a long time past.
Kei wondered exactly what position Arman had been asked to hold
during this period of planning.

“Colonel Jiv, this is Kei, a
healer from Ai-Albon. He’s going to be supervising the medical
aspects and general welfare for the mission—would he be able to
speak to the medics who are coming with us?”

“Of course. And this
gentleman?”

“Reji, also of Ai-Albon. He’s
going to take charge of the beasts, so you can leave your sergeant
here.”

Colonel Jiv’s eyes narrowed.
“Is that so? Rather unusual, isn’t it?”

“We have need of his assistance
when the hostages come back—it’s just an economy of manpower,”
Arman said calmly.

That placated the colonel
immediately. “Very well. Reji, the stables are over there.” He
called out for one of his men. “Seva, take this gentleman to the
stable master. He’s to take charge of the beasts. Then get the
medics we’ve assigned to the mission and tell them to come to my
room.”

Seva saluted, and with a
slightly worried glance back, Reji followed him out. Kei and Arman
were taken to the colonel’s office where Arman spoke quietly to the
colonel about preparations for the journey. The discussion of
armour and weapons was necessary but it made Kei feel sick to his
stomach.

After a few minutes of this,
Arman glanced at Kei and stood up, urging Kei to do the same.
“Excuse me, colonel—I just need a quick word with Kei before the
others get here,” he said casually, taking Kei’s arm and leading
him outside into the fresh air. “What’s wrong?”

Kei gulped down the nausea.
“Just...talking about soldiers...war....”

Arman kept his hand on Kei’s
arm, which helped. “If it’s having this effect on you now, how will
you feel when we get to Utuk?”

Kei looked despairingly at
Arman. “I don’t know.”

“Neither do I and it worries
me.” Arman pulled him close, which amazed Kei since any of the
soldiers in the courtyard could see them if they chose. “It’s not
too late to pull out until we set sail,” he said in a gentle voice,
right by Kei’s ear. “If you are going to suffer like this all the
way and back, you would do better to stay because you’ll worry me
sick, and distract me as Lord Meki fears.”

Kei could only rest his cheek
against Arman’s neck. “If...I let this defeat me....”

“This is not something you need
to defeat or get over, because it’s not part of your normal life,”
Arman said in a low voice. “Can you speak to the medics, or do you
want to go back?”

Kei made himself stand up
straight. “Speak to them—I can handle my job.”

Arman reached up and touched
his face, but Kei moved away from him. “People will talk,” he
said.

“I don’t care. Walk in with me,
or walk back to the carriage. I won’t think less of you whichever
you choose.”

Arman’s eyes were full of
concern, and nothing else. “I’m coming in.”

Arman nodded and took his arm
again. By the time they walked back into the colonel’s office, the
six medics were there. Kei concentrated on the immediate task and
not on why his skills might be needed, and that helped him get
through. The medics were only a little suspicious of his presence,
but he quickly reassured them that he was competent, and with a
little gentle prompting from Arman, took control of the meeting.
After a little while, and with a concerned look from Arman to check
he was handling things, he and the colonel left the office to them
to continue their discussions. Kei was so absorbed, he didn’t miss
Arman’s buffering presence.

The preparations the medics had
made impressed him, but they had also missed some things, which he
was able to advise on. The care and accommodation of the hostages
was also something they spent time discussing—he was able to give
them a better understanding of the likely condition of their
people, and how the medics could prepare. One thing he was adamant
on—no one with a sword, and preferably not in any kind of a
uniform, should spend much time with the hostages.

After a good hour or more of
planning, there was a knock on the door. Kei called the visitor to
come in—he immediately regretted it when a broadly smiling Tiko
came in. “They said you were here. Are you done?”

Kei looked at his colleagues
and was disappointed to find they were in fact finished. He
reluctantly called the meeting to a halt. “You can contact me via
the general or the Rulers’ House,” he said, and ignored Tiko’s
smirk.

The medics nodded and left.
Tiko came over and offered his hand. “How are you, lad? We’ve been
hearing all kinds of stories about you, and then one of my men said
he saw you and the general kissing in the courtyard. I told him
that couldn’t be, of course.”

“We weren’t
kissing,”
Kei said hotly, and then flushed bright red at Tiko’s pleased look
at having caught him out. “Oh, leave me alone, you bastard. Why are
you here?”

“Polite as ever, Kei. I
saw your general and asked after you, and he said you were here.
Asked me to come find you and see if you were done, so I did. So if
you want to lose your temper, lose it at him. Why
are you
here, lad?”

Kei looked at him warily. He
didn’t want to listen to another rant about him going to Utuk. “I’m
helping with preparations for the mission—medical matters, and
advising about the care of the hostages.”

Tiko clapped him on the
shoulder. “Good, I’m glad to hear that. I tell you, our medics need
better training.”

“Then why in hells don’t you
make sure they get it?” Kei said impatiently. “Have them at the
academy, pay them officer rates, treat them as professionals. It’s
not one step up from being a beast manager, you know, and they’re
not even given that status.”

“Suggest it to the colonels
then—or Lord Meki, since I suppose now you and the general are so
well in with each other, you must have his ear as well.”

Kei growled and went for the
door. He didn’t want to be teased on this subject—Tiko had entirely
too much ammunition. “Have you seen Reji?”

“Reji? No, why?”

“He’s going to be the beast
manager—he should be in the stables.”

“Beast manager? I thought you
and he would be going back to Ai-Albon—ah, but then you’ll be
wanting to wait for the general, I suppose,” Tiko said, nodding to
himself at realising this.

“Where is Arman, anyway?” Kei
asked as they walked out into the corridor.

“Stores—come on, I’m supposed
to be showing you the way.”

The barracks were huge, and
there were men and women everywhere. Tiko had previously told him
there was accommodation there for seven hundred soldiers at a
pinch, although there were never that many actually in Darshek
itself most of the time—the core permanent force was rather small,
but there were many more reservists to be called on at any time, as
they would be for this expedition, and many of them appeared to be
here today. However, the barracks served as training and equipment
provision and home for the core force, those at least, who didn’t
have families of their own. Tiko lived outside in his own small
house with his wife. Kei wondered how she felt about Tiko being
back for just a week before being sent off on another long
mission—perhaps she was used to it.

Tiko spotted Arman and Colonel
Jiv before Kei did and hailed them. “Found him, general, and
rescued him again.”

Arman smiled in welcome, and
since it might give him cause for concern, Kei forced himself not
to scowl at Tiko’s joke. “Are all the arrangements to your liking?”
Arman asked him.

“Pretty much—I want the
hostages given as much space as possible, with as few reminders of
military confinement as we can manage. A lot of them suffered badly
from seasickness on the crossing from Urshek and if any are already
ill, these will need special care.” Kei noted Arman’s guilty
feelings over the matter—there wasn’t anything he could do to
change that. Arman and his fellows were responsible for a lot of
suffering and it was something only Arman could deal with.

“The lad’s going to be bored
waiting for you, general,” Tiko said jovially. “Maybe we can have
him here to train up our men.”

“Ah. Actually—”

Kei held up his hand. “Arman,
while you explain matters to the captain, I’ll find Reji—are we
leaving?” Arman nodded. “Then I’ll meet you at the carriage. Which
way are the stables?”

Colonel Jiv indicated the
direction, and with a nod to Arman and no guilt whatsoever in
dropping him right in the mess, Kei walked away quickly. He heard
Tiko’s outraged bellow and hastily dove around a corner—Arman could
handle Tiko. He couldn’t really face another lecture this
morning.

He smelled the stables before
he saw them. There were animals in the yard, some being exercised,
others saddled, one or two being curried. Reji was there, sitting
on his haunches, looking thoughtfully at the feet of a beast and
talking to a soldier. He smiled at Kei when he spotted him. “You’ve
got a furtive look on your face that reminds me of when you were
trying to keep a baby krak-krak bird secret from your mother.”

“Not so very different—I’m
hiding from Tiko. How does it look?”

“Good, good. We’re only taking
twelve urs beasts, and also a few jombekers for the milk—if any of
the hostages are sickly, they’d welcome that, I think.”

“Yes, they will—however they
travel, they’ll need better food than the army provides. Are you
done?”

“Almost. You?”

“Finished, but we can wait for
you.”

Reji stood up. “This one looks
fine to me—we can take him,” he said to the soldier. The man nodded
and led the beast back inside. “Are you all right? You look a
little pale.”

“Just the headache, and...well,
I’m not fond of the military environment for all kinds of
reasons.”

“No,” Reji said, giving him a
searching look. Kei waited for his friend to give him the now
expected lecture about him not needing to do this, but Reji just
put his hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go then.” Kei nearly sighed in
relief. It was bad enough that he was questioning whether he should
go without everyone else doing it for him.

He hid shamelessly behind Reji
as they approached the courtyard. “If Tiko’s there, I’m making a
run for it.”

“You know, he struck me as a
very nice man,” Reji said calmly.

“Yes, that’s because you don’t
remind him of his son,” Kei snapped. “Tiko doesn’t know if he’s a
bodyguard, surrogate father or matchmaker. I don’t need any of
them.”

Reji laughed. “The coast is
clear, you can come out. Arman’s looking at us as if he thinks I’m
doing something to you.”

His lover’s face was indeed set
in a stern expression, which immediately brightened when he spotted
Kei. But that, Kei had to admit, had been a feature of their
relationship for so long, he’d ceased to notice it—in fact, they
had been so friendly and intimate with each other that the only
real change for them, as with Reji, was the sex. He was so grateful
Arman wasn’t in the least bit jealous—that, he really couldn’t have
handled at all. Not now.

Colonel Jiv had found other
things that needed his attention. Arman was on his own, and claimed
Kei’s hand as he approached. “Now that was unfair,” he said dryly.
“It was your idea to go to Utuk, so why do I get burdened with
defending the decision to your friends?”

Kei laid his head briefly on
Arman’s shoulder in apology. “Because he has to listen to you and
not to me?”

“Hmmm. If I didn’t know you so
well, I’d suspect you of manipulation.”

“No, just fatigue. Thank you
for talking to him.”

“I should do as I threatened
and set him as your personal watch.”

Reji grinned at Kei’s look of
horror. “I told you he had ways of dealing with you that I
wouldn’t.”

“Fortunately for him,” Arman
said with an amused smile, “he’s only to turn those eyes of his on
me and I relent.”

I do?
Kei thought. That was something to remember.
“Shall we go?”


Chapter : Darshek 5

Arman looked down at Kei’s
sleeping face with a mixture of concern and love. Concern because
Kei’s headache clearly troubled him more as the day wore on,
although he’d repeatedly assured Arman this was quite normal, and
because the damage to his gift had been quite severe—even with
Arman’s buffering presence, it would take time to recover from the
twin blows dealt to it in the last few days.

Love because...it was Kei.

He hadn’t thought his feelings
for this young man, asleep so trustingly in his lap, could grow
stronger, but they had. Discovering Kei returned his love.... He
still couldn’t believe his good fortune. It terrified him more than
a little because it tempted fate too thoroughly. The gods had
snatched Loke away from him. He feared they would notice he had won
a prize of equal worth and steal Kei from him too. It had been so
very hard to let Kei exercise free choice and allow him to come on
the rescue—but Arman had sworn to himself Kei would always be free
to do as he wished. He could not stumble at this first test,
however great.

The bruise on Kei’s temple was
a rebuke to him. If he’d made it possible for Kei to have seen
Bikel on the first attempt, Kei would not have been at the inn that
day to be injured. He laid a protective hand on Kei’s forehead,
glad he had insisted on a break after a morning and lunch spent in
intensive planning, although it had been as much to allow Reji to
rest as for Kei. And, Arman had to confess, he just wanted to be
alone with Kei for a while. It was good for both of them. Kei
needed time to recover physically and psychically, and he’d
admitted the most beneficial contact with Arman was when they were
both alone and touching, just as they were now. For Arman, the
benefit was in learning how to accept being happy. He’d spent so
long settling for what dry crumbs were left to him after duty was
satisfied, that to experience the pure, raw pleasure being with Kei
in this way gave him, was a dizzying and, at times, alarming
experience.

Kei wasn’t the only thing on
his mind, of course—not even sitting so peacefully with him. There
were still so many things that could go wrong in this rescue. They
were as prepared as they could be, but so much depended on handling
Kita. This was why he’d suggested only male Rulers should go,
although Lady Jilki was more than a match for the Prijian sovereign
in intellectual strength and in ruthlessness. Kita simply would not
respect a woman the way she would a man, and she might also make
the mistake of thinking the male Rulers would be susceptible to her
charms. Lord Meki might be considered too old, but Lord Peika was
barely thirty, a handsome and charming man (and happily married,
though Kita wouldn’t know this). Arman had spent considerable time
briefing the two men about his sovereign and how to handle her—and
would spend more time doing so.

The threat of the Gifted and
Darshianese armoury was only half the battle—the Darshianese wanted
to win not only the war but the peace too, and this would not be
easily achieved or maintained. There was a good deal of disquiet
among all eight rulers that the Prij would subvert the stable and
rational society their predecessors had painstakingly built over
two hundred years. This was not an area Arman could advise them
on—it was a Darshianese problem and he had neither expertise nor
any right to comment.

He rubbed his eyes—he’d been
making notes and rereading them for hours, and he needed a break.
His gaze fell upon the walking stick, lying on the table near the
bed, and he reached for it, the already familiar weight and smooth
grain of it something he found soothing to hold. He smiled as his
finger traced the symbols under the handle—how much comfort he had
taken in them, thinking they were all he had left of Kei’s presence
in his life, and yet how they paled in comparison to the reality of
the man who’d carved them.

“You’re not planning to go for
a walk on the bed, are you?” a sleepy voice asked.

“No, just admiring some rather
fine craftsmanship—and a rather fine craftsman, of course.” Kei
flushed—he was endearingly unused to be being complimented on his
handsome features, which were yet the least of his charms to Arman.
“I believe these have a number of interpretations. What was in your
heart when you put them there?”

Kei looked up at him and took
his hand, curling it over the handle of the stick. “I don’t know
myself,” he said quietly. “I was so sad because you were going, and
I didn’t want you to go but couldn’t ask you to stay. I
just...wanted you to have something of me.”

“And so this...’beloved’ or
‘lover’?”

“Not ‘lover’—friend. But
also...he who loves. Kei loves Arman who brings him joy.”

Arman shifted and slid down the
bed so he could lie next to Kei instead of looking down at him, and
kiss him, no longer content to merely touch his face. “Arman also
loves Kei who brings him joy. Can I say that by turning it upside
down?”

Kei laughed. “No, that makes it
say, ‘I like to have sex with urs beasts’.”

Arman moved back to look at him
suspiciously. “It does not.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Kei admitted,
still chuckling. “But you thought it did for a moment.”

“You’re going to be a handful,
I can see that.” Kei gave him a kiss as an apology and made him
come closer. “Loti had trouble with this character—he said it was
archaic. How do you know it when he’s unfamiliar with it?”

Kei took the stick from him and
his eyes grew soft as he touched the symbol. “My father taught it
to me—he came across it in his researches when he studied in
Darshek in his youth. If he ever made something for us, especially
something special, say for a birthday, he would inscribe or carve
this somewhere on it. Every year he made my mother a figurine in
plum wood—animals, or plants, she loved them both and he carved
like a master—and always set this in the base. See, if you turn it,
and add a single upstroke, it becomes unambiguously ‘friend’. Turn
it again, and cross this line here, and it's ‘lover’. But as it
is...it means ‘friend’, ‘beloved’, ‘lover’ or ‘loving’—you can
usually tell by context which it is really.”

“And this?” Arman pointed to
the ‘golden one’ character. “Not just my hair?”

Kei looked embarrassed. “I
carved that before I remembered it had the other meaning. I wasn’t
really thinking about your hair then. You’re the one with that
obsession.”

Arman ran his hand down his
particular obsession, remembering braiding it the night before and
what had passed before that, and smiled. “Your fault for putting so
much of it in my path.” He leaned in and kissed Kei’s forehead.
“Your words gave me comfort, to know you cared even as a
friend.”

“Always that, Arman,” Kei said
in a low voice. He yawned. “It must be late. When do we have to
attend this meal?”

“Not for two or three hours at
least. I’ll need Reji and your report, but I think we wrapped that
up earlier. Let the man get some rest.”

“Mmmm. Poor Reji, he’s so old.
Oh...he’s only a little older than you, isn’t he?” Kei said
innocently. “No offence, my lord,” he said with demurely cast down
eyes. The effect was ruined by the smile tugging at his perfect
lips.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Arman said
sardonically, being nothing of the kind. “Wait until my leg and
ribs heal properly. I’ll show you old.”

“Your leg!” Kei sat up and
looked at him with a guilty expression. “I was going to massage
it!”

“Calm down, there’ll be time
enough for that.”

“There’s time
now.” He
got off the bed and disappeared into the bathroom.

Arman shook his head and
wondered what the man was up to, but just as he was getting off the
bed, Kei returned, dressed only in his loincloth, and wagged a
finger at him. “Uh uh, stay. I’ve just stoked the fire under the
bath, and by the time I’ve rubbed your leg and any other parts of
you that take my fancy, it should be properly hot.”

The bath wasn’t the only thing
heating up. Arman would never get used to such casualness over
sexual matters. “Er... fine. Shall I undress?”

“Of course. I’d always prefer
to have you naked.”

Kei clearly enjoyed Arman’s
discomfiture. He grinned as he helped Arman take his trousers off
and unlaced his shirt. “You do this deliberately,” Arman said with
a sigh. “Just when I think you’re this serious, learned healer, you
then behave like the silliest brat I’ve ever encountered. Which are
you, really?”

Kei put an arm around him.
“Both. I’m just Kei, Arman. Sometimes the healer, and sometimes a
silly arse. Sometimes I’ll want sex and sometimes I’ll be
tired.”

“And now you have a
headache.”

“And now I have a headache
which is improved, and I want to give you a massage before we get
distracted...more,” he said with a grin, looking down at the bulge
in his own loincloth and then at the evidence of Arman’s growing
arousal. He leaned forward, his eyes heavy lidded in what Arman now
recognised as pure desire. All sense fled when his mouth touched
Arman’s, his tongue probing and teasing, his hand in the small of
Arman’s back, pressing him close.

Arman tried to pull him down to
the bed, wanting nothing more than to kiss and hold this wonderful
creature, this fortune, to him, to dig his fingers into the fine,
dense hair and to loose the amazing braid. For a moment, Kei melted
against him, unresisting, but then he dragged himself back. “Gods,
you’re bad for my resolve. I’m going to do your damn leg.”

“Forget it, it’s fine.”

“No, I need to be good,” Kei
said, standing up, an unconvincing picture of virtue with his
kiss-enflamed lips and his erection trapped in his loincloth. “I’m
going to think of rotting urs beast entrails until I’m done.”

“How romantic,” Arman said
dryly. An hour kissing Kei would make his leg ache a good deal less
than any massage. At least, it would while he was kissing him.

Kei got the ointment and knelt
on the bed. “Roll over...oh, gods, what beautiful legs you have,”
he groaned, sounding most aggrieved. Arman decided he deserved a
little pain for insisting on playing the healer when Arman was
eager to learn more of the arts of love. “And your arse...I wish I
could sculpt, I would spend my life trying to portray your
body.”

“Are you just going to drool
over me, or are you going to massage my leg? Because if you’re not,
I have something I’d really rather do with you.” He looked over his
shoulder back at Kei, apparently really pondering the decision.
“Well?”

“Massage,” Kei said firmly, and
immediately Arman felt the coolness of the ointment on his leg, and
Kei’s strong fingers working on him.

His leg
had been
aching, he had to admit, and he’d even begun to be concerned Kei
had been premature in letting him walk, despite all his caution.
“Is it healing straight? Can you see?”

There was a few moments’
silence. “Yes,” Kei finally said. “But your leg muscles are
strained. You’ve been overdoing it. No wonder you’re in pain.” His
fingers continued to dig and ease the tight muscles far more
skilfully even than the clever hands of Siv. “We need you fit,
Arman. My country needs you, and so do I.”

Arman turned his head to look
at Kei—where there had been a wry grin before, now there was a
grave and loving expression. “Same to you.” Kei nodded slowly,
continuing to work his magic in silence.

Kei’s words stirred up many
emotions in Arman. Thoughts of those who loved him, thoughts of
those who had trusted him and who he had now betrayed as they would
see it. Thinking of the people waiting for a rescue they probably
believed now would never come—if they still survived. The idea the
Darshianese would arrive in Utuk and find Kita or the senate had
ordered the destruction of the hostages in a fit of petulance,
haunted him. If they were dead, each death was on his head, as the
ten of Vinri already were. If Kita had ordered their deaths, he
would dedicate his life to the destruction of the Prijian ruling
class so this could never happen again to this race he had once
hated so greatly, and now loved and wished to protect with all his
heart. They may continue to hate him and he couldn’t blame them—but
like Kei, he now wished to serve Darshian.

He didn’t know when he had
become so sure that this, not just the rescue, was his goal.
Perhaps it had been when Kei had come back to him, and he realised
he truly had a second chance, a new life. He was determined this
one would not be filled with bitterness and devotion to ideals he
only believed in because there seemed nothing else for him. Perhaps
it had been because he had truly died when Loke had, and this was
his rebirth. All he knew was that every time Kei touched him, he
knew more joy than he ever thought possible, and he wanted to give
the country that had given life to his lover, all he could in
return.

He felt Kei finish his massage,
and then stretch along behind him, slick fingers trailing lightly
up his still damaged side. “I’ve been good,” Kei whispered. “Now
reward me.”

Arman turned and tangled a hand
in the hair at the base of Kei’s braid, using that hold to draw him
close. “Hmmm, a reward for a massage of that quality...could be
expensive.”

“Very,” Kei whispered, his lips
almost touching Arman’s, his breath a warm caress on Arman’s skin.
“And very lengthy too. Could take hours and hours.”

“What about our meeting?”

“They can watch if they like.”
Arman laughed in shock at the idea, and Kei grinned. “Well, perhaps
not all of them.”

“You’re a sybarite. I thought
you were such a good person, but you’re just devoted to
pleasure.”

Kei closed the gap between
them, and his mouth proved Arman’s point exquisitely, such a warm,
inviting place for Arman to explore. “I’m not devoted to pleasure,
Arman. I’m devoted to you. But they’re one and the same thing.”

Arman grunted at the hyperbole
as his fingers explored the soft fine skin over Kei’s ribs. Not a
hair to be felt, while his own chest was scattered with wiry blond
ones. Kei’s skin was not like Mayl’s—not perfumed and not so soft
that one imagined he never left his rooms—and had a subtly
difference texture from Loke’s arms that spoke of his adult state,
a life working in the sun and in the desert. Where Arman was built
solidly, broad-chested and with powerful legs, Kei was less broad,
as wide in the shoulders but narrowing to a slim waist and hips—too
slim. Kei needed to put a little fat on his bones, to mask the wiry
muscles he’d built up over the long trials of his captivity and the
journey back.

He heard a little chuckle and
looked up. “What’s amusing you?”

Kei’s eyes were bright with
laughter. “You. So intent, so serious—like you’re proposing to pay
for me by the ounce and are worried you’re being cheated.”

“I could never afford to buy
you, and no money would be enough to persuade me to give you up. We
were talking of compensation. What do you want of me?”

“Hmmm...I think I want...a
bath.”

Arman felt his mouth pursing
into a pout and stopped himself. Generals didn’t pout—it was
unbecoming. “If you want,” he agreed, trying not to show his
disappointment.

Kei got up immediately and held
out his hand. “Then come on—if your fantasy is to play with my
hair, mine has been to have a decent Darshianese bath with you, and
I’m determined to have my way.”

~~~~~~~~

Kei sighed in absolute
contentment. What more could he want than to be in a proper
bath—only his second in over a month, and the first to be at the
right temperature—and to have the man he loved in his arms. “Now do
you understand?” he said, resting his head on Arman’s shoulder.
“There are some things better than sex, strange as it
seems.”

Arman tilted his head for a
kiss. “I think it’s unfair I have to make a judgment based on such
limited experience, but I’ll allow this is very nice. I thought so
before when I was alone, but with you...yes, acceptable, I grant
that.”

“Acceptable, you Prijian
barbarian? If your people had such things, they would never go to
war.”

“That may be true. I’ll be sure
to suggest it to the senators when I next meet them.”

Kei looked at Arman’s solemn
expression. “Will you convince them?” he asked quietly, and he
didn’t mean about the bath.

“I don’t know what alternative
they’ll have, but my fear is they won’t agree and the Darshianese
will find themselves forced to police Kuprij for generations. The
answer has to be that the Prij see the solution as beneficial and
honourable. We don’t take defeat well, as you can imagine.”

“No.” Kei fell quiet. Always
this war between them, even here. He hated it and he wished never
to see another soldier again as long as he lived—at least, not one
that wasn’t carrying out the normal defence and civil policing he
and his fellow Darshianese saw as their army’s main role.

“This morning...when did it
start to trouble you, our conversation, I mean?”

Arman’s hand took his as he
asked the question. Now, after hours of peace and rest, Kei could
answer calmly. It was being taken by surprise that always hurt him.
“When you were talking about the fighting and the weapons—this is
getting worse for me in some ways, being ambushed by my
memories.”

“Your fellow hostages, will
they be the same? Or is it just you, do you think?”

“I think all—it’s not my gift
that is affected. It’s just...the violence we experienced and the
horror—and months of terror and anxiety. It wears a body down.”

Arman’s fingers tightened
around his. “I won’t keep saying I’m sorry, but I am. Does talking
about it help or make it worse?”

“Both, I think. This is new to
me. I lived a very quiet life before, we all did. We knew nothing
of war or violent death.”

“Hmmm,” Arman murmured in
sympathy, pulled him a little closer. “In the Prijian army,” he
said quietly, “we had a few men who’d seen bomb attacks on their
comrades, lose all their nerve and become unable to face the enemy
again. Even brutally punishing them for cowardice made no
difference. That was cruel, I now see.” Kei could only nod, and
feel pity for those poor shattered men and their broken lives,
whatever the cause. “Will you do something for me? Will you speak
to Master Bikel again and take his advice? It may be the academy
will have answers, and it will give them some time to prepare.”

“All right,” Kei said, but he
was dubious Bikel could help. The man was a powerful mind-speaker
and a learned master, but his experience of violence was surely as
limited as Kei’s own. He put his hand between Arman’s thighs, over
his softened cock. “But I don’t want to talk about Master Bikel
now,” he said in a deliberately inviting tone.

The cock under his hand
immediately showed a little life, even despite the hot water which
made it difficult to get, let alone sustain an erection. “Ah...then
you wish to have sex here?” Arman asked somewhat hesitantly. Kei
could almost hear the gears in his mind turning as he tried to work
out the logistics.

“Actually, having sex in a
communal bath is considered extremely rude,” Kei assured him
solemnly, and smiled at the mixture of relief and disappointment he
sensed from his lover. “But,” he said, moving around to face Arman,
“touching is encouraged.”

“Touching?”

“Mmmm. Like this.” He ran his
hand up Arman’s good side, and gently pinched the nipple there
between his fingers. “Are you sensitive there?”

Arman’s eyes were wide in
surprise. “Yes...I’ve never touched myself there at all.”

“Never? Gods, you mean you just
put your hand on yourself and go for it? How much fun is that?”

“Not very much. I have rather
low expectations,” he said glumly.

Kei leaned forward to give him
a long kiss, continuing to carefully roll the pink nipple and
enjoying the little gasps of pleasure Arman gave out as he did.
“Yes. Well, we’ll have to change that.” He turned his head to
nibble at the base of Arman’s long neck—everything about this man
was long and well built. A wonder to behold, truly. And a delicious
one too, the way he shivered at the lightest stimulation—so
deprived and so eager, everything Kei did to him was new and
wanted. It was a heady rush to share it with him.

He gasped himself as
Arman’s fingers did a little exploring of their own. “Yes, good,”
he breathed as Arman tweaked his nipples gently—the man was
a very fast learner. He moved the hand he still had over Arman’s
cock down lower and cupped his balls, playing with them carefully,
something he’d already found Arman enjoyed. Not every man did so,
Reji had told him. Kei did, but he could understand how it might be
too intense, or how a clumsy lover would cause pain. Arman wasn’t
clumsy in the least—just inexperienced. But, oh, how eager he was
to learn.

This gentle fumbling and
touching, the languid kissing, tasting Arman, feeling the new
strange texture of his curly hair and pale skin, went on for some
time, neither of them under any pressure to move things further
along. It was only when Kei dared to brushed a finger below Arman’s
balls, across his entrance, that Arman went stiff underneath him,
anxiety flowing off him—fear of the unknown, Kei guessed. “I won’t
hurt you,” he said quietly.

“I...I know nothing about this,
Kei. Do...does Reji...or do you...?”

Even talking about it made
Arman tense and unhappy. He hated to be incompetent. “Yes—both do
and done. Fucking, if that’s what you’re referring to.”

Arman looked at him in
confusion. “I have no...concept of how...does it hurt?”

“Not if you do it right, no.
It’s not something Reji and I do exclusively,” he said to reassure
the man he wouldn’t be an inadequate lover if he didn’t want to do
this.

“I....” Arman looked down at
the water, where Kei still had his hand around his genitals, but
not moving them. “Would you...fuck me? Gods, I hate that word,” he
spat suddenly.

“Why?” Kei shifted to put his
arms around Arman’s neck.

“Mayl...it’s her idea of
bedroom talk,” he said, disgust clear in his voice and in his
emotions.

Kei kissed him. “Then I won’t
use it. I don’t care for it either, because I think of it as making
love—but it’s all making love, even this. Shall we call it ‘poking’
then?” That made Arman smile. “Or...‘tuktukking’? Yes, let’s call
it that.”

“Now you’re just being silly.”
But now he was grinning.

“We established that some time
ago. To answer your question, I could...tuktuk you, if you
want.”

“I can’t say that, it’s
ridiculous,” Arman protested. “‘Poking’ is no better. ‘Have’?”

“That’s fine. Is it something
you want to try? We really don’t have to, and since you’ve got
healing ribs, maybe we should wait until we get back from
Utuk.”

Arman looked at him gravely.
“I’ve waited for you for a long time. I’m tired of waiting, and I’m
tired of having low expectations. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Kei said. “You want to
try it now?”

“Yes. We’ve still an hour or
more before the meeting, but who knows how much time we will have
to ourselves after tonight. Let’s not waste any more time.”

“No,” Kei agreed, but yet he
spent a few moments more kissing Arman because he loved to do that,
and it was never a waste of time.

~~~~~~~~

Once again, Kei was leading
Arman into the unknown, but he’d been less afraid of going to
Darshek than this, and he’d not been so ashamed of his fear either.
He wished he could retract his agreement to try this, but whatever
his experience, he’d never thought of himself as a coward. It
terrified him to think of this, but he would never back out.

Kei had him sit on the bed, but
then knelt on it next to him. “If this is upsetting you so much,
it’s truly not important.”

“It is,” Arman snapped. “How
can I call myself your lover if I can’t even do a tenth of what
Reji can for you?”

Kei sat back. “Are you
afraid I would leave you for him? Over this?” Arman nodded
reluctantly. “I didn’t abandon Reji because he doesn’t have a cunt,
yet I like sex with women too. Arman—holding you and tasting you
and making you climax, having your hands on me...just being with
you even if we never had sex again....” He picked up Arman’s hand
and placed it on his chest over his heart. “This is all the
guarantee you need. I love many people, but while my heart beats,
it belongs to you and you alone.”

With such love shining in Kei’s
beautiful eyes, how could Arman argue with that? “No more than I
belong to you, Kei. But...could we try? Slowly? I wish I was braver
about this...ow!” Kei had just flicked his nose. “What was that
for?”

“This isn’t a battleground, you
nitwit. Your arsehole isn’t somewhere to plant your standard.”

Arman bit his lip, trying not
to laugh, but it was impossible with Kei’s cheeky grin. “You’re the
most irreverent person I’ve ever known, you brat.”

“Didn’t you know healers are
well-known for having no concept of the proprieties? Look—if you
want to try this, we can. Even if you don’t, we can try again later
when things are less...stressed.... But equally, I could use my
mouth on you or you on me. Or we could just—”

Arman held his hand up, not
sure that the idea of using his mouth was less terrifying than the
original proposal. “I understand. You’re the teacher. I’ll follow
your lead.”

“All right. First lesson, kiss
the teacher before, after and during the lesson, and at all other
times, please.”

Arman smiled and pulled Kei to
him to do just that. “Too easy.”

“Mmmm, but too nice. Lesson
two—take a deep breath. Good. Now another,” he said quietly. “And
again...good, I feel you relaxing. Don’t undo what the bath
did....” Kei’s hand rubbed his back soothingly, and with that, and
his soft voice, Arman was indeed losing the tension in his body. A
sure sign was that his ribs hurt less—every time he tensed up, they
ached. Kei kissed him again on the forehead. “Feel better?”

“Yes. I don’t mean to be so
dramatic.”

“You’re not, this is all new, I
know. Lie down.” Kei pushed him back and lay against him, just
holding him, and kissing him in a gentle, undemanding way. Arman
relaxed even more. Holding Kei was such a source of peace for
him.

“I love you,” Arman said,
because it bore repeating.

“I know,” Kei said with a grin.
“That’s one of the few benefits of my gift—no one can ever lie to
me.” Kei kissed him again, then moved down to kiss his neck, and
then a nipple. Arman shivered at the delicious touch—how could he
have not known this could give such pleasure before? “Like that,
don’t you?”

“Yes. Do it again.” Kei smiled
and did so, his perfect white teeth tugging gently at the nub. The
sensation connected directly with Arman’s cock, rather to his
surprise.

Kei did this a little longer,
then sat up and reached for the tub of ointment on the table. “No,
don’t tense up again, I’m only going to rub a little cream in,” he
said, still in the same quiet, soothing tone, one hand continuing
to play with Arman’s nipple, the other scooping a little of the
cream out and rubbing it between his fingers. “Bend your left
knee.” He arranged it a little better, then slipped his fingers
behind Arman’s balls, rubbing the skin there. “Like that?”

“Yes.” It surprised him. He’d
never thought of that part of him as having anything to do with
pleasure at all. Kei’s touch was gentle and assured, and his faint
smile told Arman he was enjoying himself. Arman made himself relax
again. Kei knew what he was doing.

Kei’s finger moved a little
lower, to where he’d touched Arman in the bath, just circling
carefully, his fingers slipping easily with the cream. “How does
that feel?”

“Odd,” Arman confessed.

“Yes, it will do.” Kei
got some more of the ointment on his fingers and put them back.
“Now, this won’t hurt unless you fight it. Breathe slow for me.” He
set up a slow circular motion on Arman’s stomach. “That’s it, the
way I showed you when you were injured, remember?” His hand kept
moving, distracting Arman from his other hand, so that when he
remembered it, he was surprised to find Kei had inserted a finger
without the slightest discomfort. It was...surprising...but not
painful. Kei bent and kissed his stomach, at the same time moving
his finger carefully, in, out and stretching him.

Now, this really did feel
strange, and Arman wasn’t sure at all he liked it. But at the same
time, it didn’t hurt, and he loved Kei touching
him everywhere else, so he was prepared to wait and see where it
went.

So to speak.

“You know, I never knew what
that looked like,” Kei said thoughtfully.

“What ‘what’ looked like?”

“The ‘I can’t believe I’m lying
here with someone’s else’s finger up my arse’ look.”

Arman leaned up and aimed a
swat at Kei’s head for his cheekiness, but of course Kei easily
ducked. “Thank you for taking all the romance out of...oh....”

“You were saying?” Kei said,
his hand on Arman’s cock, stroking it firmly with slick fingers
while his other hand continued its...odd... investigation.

“Stop making me laugh, you
little bastard,” Arman muttered, even as he moaned as Kei did
something with his cock that felt like pure bliss.

“Why? Reji and I laugh all the
time when we’re making love. If someone farts while you’re
tuktukking him, I defy you to keep a straight face.”

Arman groaned. “You’re
definitely taking all the romance out of this.”

Kei leaned down and kissed his
stomach. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “But sex is silly and it’s
funny, and it doesn’t always work—you need to get that idea out of
your head or you’ll get depressed if it’s not all magical. Are you
enjoying what I’m doing?”

“Yes—”

“Then stop worrying about
romance. Now.”

Kei did something, and Arman’s
vision whited out as his whole body jerked. “Gods!” He gripped the
bedding in his fingers. “What in hells was that?”

“That
is why tuktukking can be so much
fun.”

He did whatever it was again,
and the sensation was just as powerful—Arman could only pant as the
tingling in his body subsided. “Blessed gods,” he breathed.

“Mmmm. Feel relaxed?”

“I’m dead.”

“That’s a shame. I’ll have to
stop then, I suppose.”

Arman reached up and
caught Kei’s wrist. “You’re going to stop now?”

Kei’s eyes were wide with what
Arman now realised was completely fake innocence. “Well, if you’re
feeling unwell....”

“Healer, you’ll need your own
skills if you abandon me in this state.”

“Tut tut, general, threats will
get you nowhere with me.” He became serious. “I think you’re ready,
but I won’t be sure until we do it. You want to?”

Arman tugged him by the wrist
he was still holding, and even though it made his ribs creak, bent
up to meet him and kiss him. “Yes,” he said with absolute
certainty. “Please have me.”

Kei’s eyes were soft with
affection. “I won’t hurt you, I swear.”

“I know. How should I lie, or
move?”

Kei stood back to consider.
“Slide forward, and put your good leg over my shoulder...does that
hurt your ribs?”

“I’m fine. It’s
comfortable.”

“Then that’s good.” Kei reached
for more cream and unselfconsciously slicked his own long cock,
still playing with Arman’s arse. He was growing used to the
sensation—but Kei’s cock, elegant and slender though it was, was
bigger than a finger. “You’re tensing again, Arman,” he chided.
“Breathe again for me.”

Kei’s gaze pinned him, and he
forgot to worry about what was to come, how exposed he was, and
even how silly he probably looked right now. All that mattered was
the love that blazed in those dark, beautiful eyes—love only for
him, and forever.

“Kiss me,” he demanded. Kei had
to adjust things to obey but he did, and Arman forgot everything
else in the sweetness of Kei’s mouth. He cupped the sides of Kei’s
head and made him look right at him. “Thank you,” he said.

“But—”

“Thank you for this much...and
for what you’re going to do.”

Kei gave him a wide smile.
“You’re always welcome.” He stroked the back of his hand down
Arman’s face. “Ready?”

Arman nodded, and Kei
moved back and got him into position again. “Don’t forget to
breathe,” he ordered, and then something...blunt...nudged into
Arman. Oh...gods, it felt so enormous inside him. He gripped
the bedding again and tried to remember...oh yes, breathing...he
kept up long, slow breaths. Kei was patient, taking his time. It
didn’t hurt...it was just...odd.

Kei slid his hand up and down
Arman’s cock and he welcomed that distraction for its familiarity.
Kei stared at him intently, no doubt looking for any sign this was
hurting him. “I’m fine,” Arman whispered. “Go on.”

Kei drew back and thrust, more
quickly this time, and the sensation was stronger, the feeling of
almost being overfilled on the verge of being unpleasant, but never
getting to that point, and so long as Arman remembered Kei would
never hurt him, he could stay calm. Still the intent look, and once
again Arman reassured him. Kei moved more smoothly, in and out,
setting up a slow, considerate rhythm, matched by the stroking
motion on Arman’s cock.

The sensation was intense, but
not so overwhelming that Arman couldn’t focus on what was
happening, or who he was with. Kei’s handsome face was a mask of
rapt concentration, and Arman wondered what it felt like to
him—fucking (for the word was appropriate there) Mayl had felt good
and Kei seemed to like what he was doing. Would he ever have enough
skill to pleasure Kei this way? His cock was thicker.... How big
was Reji? Arman couldn’t help but wonder.

And then he stopped thinking as
Kei bumped that spot inside him he’d touched with his fingers
earlier, and he cried out in incoherent pleasure, calling Kei’s
name, begging for more. Kei gave it to him, thrusting faster into
him but with a control that surprised Arman, as his clever hand
played Arman’s body, wringing delight and shivering, rippling
sensation from him over and over until he babbled in his need. He
cried out again as with a flick and a quick stroke, and thrusting
fast, Kei made him come harder than he ever had before, so
powerfully that he had to close his eyes against the sparkling of
his vision, and grip the bed again to stop himself flying apart,
dimly aware of Kei’s own grunt of completion.

He forced himself to breathe
again and to open his eyes. Kei hung over him, hands on either side
of his body, smiling, and looking rather out of breath himself.
“You’re noisy,” he said. “I like that.”

Arman flushed. “Sorry.”

Kei shook his head. “I just
said I liked it. Nothing better than knowing your lover really is
enjoying themselves.” He eased his cock out of Arman’s body. “Now
we’re both sticky,” he said with a grin. “The lesson ends with the
observation that sex is very messy.”

Which Arman had already worked
out on his own, even from his own limited knowledge, and could have
done so just from the sight of his come spattered on his stomach.
Kei had tasted this the night before without a trace of hesitation.
He touched one of the spatters with his finger, and brought it to
his lips. Not completely disgusting—but not exactly a delight
either.

“Well?” Kei said. He’d been
watching Arman’s actions with that same half-amused smile on his
face.

“I’ve eaten worse,” Arman said
simply, and Kei laughed. “But I shan’t finish it, if you don’t
mind.”

“Reji never does either. Let me
get a cloth.”

Arman could do very little in
his limp, sated state but lie there and wait for Kei to return.

Reji’s name had been mentioned
several times, and yet he had not felt any jealousy, perhaps
because Kei had never even hinted he was comparing the two. He was
just stating facts, offered mostly in reassurance to Arman, and no
way indicating he thought he was getting the worse deal for having
surrendered one lover for another.

Reji was part of Kei’s
experience, a beloved part, and Kei offered that experience to
Arman to give him enjoyment. Far from Reji being a threat, in fact,
Arman had a great deal to thank the older man for. Although, he
thought wryly, Reji would probably not appreciate the
gratitude.

Kei cleaned him quickly and put
the cloth aside before cuddling close to him which, Arman was
discovering, was really the part of sex he loved the most. They lay
like that, Arman slowly stroking Kei’s braid and kissing him, until
the last red streaks had gone from the sky.

“Time to go,” he said then, and
so they rose, refreshed and relaxed, ready to join the real world
once more with all its concerns.


Chapter : Darshek 6

The only reference point Arman
had for official dinners were the stultifyingly boring ones Kita
regularly held at the palace, and he’d been expecting, without any
great enthusiasm, to have to endure something of the sort tonight.
It was therefore a surprise to find the atmosphere was decidedly
informal—no elaborate linen or settings, no pre-established seating
plan, and food piled on tables at the top and side of the room for
the forty or so people to help themselves from. There were other
tables arranged haphazardly around, and he realised the intention
was for the guests to move about, discussing matters with whoever
they needed to. By the time he and Kei arrived, the room was
already lively. All the Rulers were there, the senior army and
naval officers (including Tiko who scowled briefly as he spotted
Arman, but then turned back to an earnest conversation with one of
the sea captains), several of the Gifted, and others who had been
at various daytime meetings.

Kei was a little taken aback.
“I didn’t realise there would be so many people,” he whispered.

“Nor I. Can you handle
this?”

“Yes, if I can come back to
your side if things get too much. Oh—there’s Reji.”

That surprised Arman. However
important Reji was to Kei personally, a beast manager was very low
down the rank of people involved in this rescue. Perhaps Lord Meki
thought he could come since he was around. The whole thing puzzled
Arman—the idea of socialising based on a military expedition was
odd. Lady Jilki said it had been Lady Nera’s idea, to help them all
get to know each other and strengthen their cooperation. Arman had
heard stranger ideas, he supposed.

Lady Jilki snagged his
attention as he and Kei went to fetch something to eat. He
introduced her to Kei and she paid the barest attention due to
politeness, before questioning Arman closely about the defences in
Urshek. Kei stood listening for a few moments, looking ill at ease,
but when Arman managed to shrug and indicate he could be a while,
he smiled uncertainly and wandered off to find himself some food.
Arman expected he would find Reji if he needed someone familiar to
talk to, or come back to Arman’s side. Kei was not among enemies
here, and so Arman refused to be too anxious about him. He did,
however, make sure he knew where his lover was at all times.

Lady Jilki was gracious enough
to let him fill a plate and sit down, but he could hardly get a
bite into his mouth as she quizzed him. It was with definite relief
he saw someone else catch her eye, and she excused herself. Arman
hastily ate some of the smoked jombeker meat with a hunk of the
excellent bread—he doubted he would have much chance to eat in
peace again and he was quite hungry.

Sure enough, Lord Meki noticed
he was free and strode over. “Have you got that report for me,
General?”

Arman dusted off his hands and
pulled the papers out from where he’d stored them in his shirt
pocket. Lord Meki scanned them quickly. “Excellent—thorough work,
general.”

“I can claim no credit, my
lord. It was Kei and Reji together—I’ve been too occupied to do
more than answer some questions they had.”

Lord Meki nodded. “And the lad,
where is he?”

Arman pointed to where Kei was
in an earnest conversation with Reis, hopefully convincing the
eccentric mind-mover that however guilty he felt over the death of
one man, he could prevent many more by coming on the mission. He
had every faith in Kei’s persuasive ability.

“Then I think I’ll have a chat
with him about this,” Lord Meki said. “I believe our sea captains
want you to inspect the ships tomorrow—they want to be sure
everything looks authentic.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll arrange
that first thing.”

“Are you sure this healer of
yours will be fit to travel in three days, general?”

“Yes, my lord. If he’s not,
he’s not coming. I’ve told him that.”

Lord Meki grunted in approval.
“Very well. I’ll speak to you once you’ve inspected the ships. Good
evening.”

The Ruler was not, underneath
it all, a harsh man, but Arman still had a little anxiety as he
watch his short, slim back make his way through the talking groups
and past the tables towards Kei. “Something troubling you,
general?”

He looked up at Bikel, who
stared back with cool, slightly mocking eyes. It was a habitual
expression. It meant nothing other than the man liked to hide his
thoughts. “No, not really.”

“Oh? Not a certain stubborn
village healer?”

“No, Kei’s fine, in fact—over
there.” He pointed, and had the pleasure of obviously catching
Bikel by surprise. “He took your advice after all.”

“Did he now? Good gods, I
thought he was a lost cause. And what will happen when you go to
Utuk?”

Arman looked at him seriously.
“He’s coming with me.”

Bikel went very still. “And
should something happen to you?”

“You know the answer to that,
Master Bikel. But he insists it will make no difference wherever he
learns the news, and if he goes he will have that bit longer with
me. I’ve tried arguing with him. As you know, it’s an unrewarding
task.”

Bikel frowned. “This is very
bad. That boy would be a great loss for us. He has a fine mind, if
a stubborn one, and a great gift and talent.”

Arman shrugged helplessly. “I’m
open to suggestions. I particularly would love some answer to the
question of how to keep him alive if something happens to me. Is
there no one with your gift who can help? It would be worth trying
almost anything to save him, but I don’t want him to survive just
by locking himself away. I would truly rather he died than suffered
that, and I think, in his heart, so would he.”

Bikel nodded. “I agree,” he
said. “I’ve been discussing this very thing with Diza today—what
happened to Kei is naturally something that upset him greatly,
given our situation. He said if he and I were unfortunately linked
at my death, which I truly hope we’re not, but it could easily
happen, he would just take an overdose of pijn. I can’t find it in
my heart to argue against that. We’re not meant to endure such pain
for years.”

“I’m sorry,” Arman said
quietly. “I hadn’t thought how this would resonate for you.”

Bikel gave him a sad look.
“It’s one of the few disadvantages of loving a soul-toucher. The
other main one is never being able to deceive the bastards,” he
said, his thin mouth quirking into a brief, wry smile, before he
became serious again. “There is one other option, one that Diza
being in his late middle age would never contemplate, nor I suggest
it. But since Kei is so young, it’s possible he might consent, if
the only other options were suicide or a lifetime of agony. It’s a
last resort, you understand.”

Arman could tell from the man’s
voice he found what he was talking about repugnant, but if it
offered any hope at all for Kei in the event of his own death, he
wanted to know. “Tell me more,” he said quietly.

~~~~~~~~

“This is what I’ve been trying
to tell you,” Meda said. “Honestly, Reis, you’re no murderer,” she
added affectionately, putting her arm through her lover’s.

Reis struggled against his own
sadness to understand Kei’s argument. Kei hadn’t intended to speak
to the man this evening, since Arman hadn’t even thought he would
be here. But Neka, the mind-speaker, had spotted Kei and recognised
him, as she’d shyly told him, as the person occupying so much of
Arman’s thoughts. She had brought him over to meet Meda, who’d then
insisted he talk to Reis. And so there he found himself telling
them about how he’d come to know Arman, about their relationship
(because if you were someone the Gifted wanted to talk to, then
they wanted to know all about you with nothing held back). That had
led on, somehow, to Reis saying he couldn’t convince himself he
should go on the rescue and that he was no better than the Prij
himself. At this point, Meda had looked at Kei with pleading eyes,
and Kei knew, whether Reis came on the mission or not, he couldn’t
let this young man carry this burden of misery.

The problem was Reis had only
ever thought of his gift as something to amuse himself, rather than
as anything dangerous. That didn’t mean he hadn’t been careful when
he’d brought the ships into the harbour. It only meant he’d never
really believed he could in fact cause a death, or many deaths,
even by accident. Not being a stupid person, he’d understood that
fact intellectually, but it was quite another thing to actually
have caused someone’s life to end—and it didn’t help that many of
the Gifted had point blank refused to be involved in the mission.
Reis and the others who had so agreed already faced disapproval for
involving themselves with a military operation. Kei didn’t think he
could live with the guilt of causing a death himself, so he had
every sympathy with Reis’ reluctance to put himself in the way of
doing it again.

But at the same time, Reis was
so crucial to the plans that the entire mission might have to be
scrapped if he didn’t come with them, and Kei was desperate to stop
the Prij killing his friends. He refused to lay even more guilt on
Reis, by claiming he would be responsible for more deaths if he
refused—it sounded like enough people had already tried that with
Reis and it had just made him even more upset and unhappy. It was
as if no one cared at all how Reis himself was feeling.

“When I was in Fort Trejk,
after the Prij force was overrun,” he said hesitantly, and the two
Gifted turned to him. “We had dozens of people coming in—blood
everywhere, arrows sticking out of bodies, even spears, broken
bones breaking the skin....” Meda shuddered. “The first time I’d
seen anything like that was when I was ten. Our village mines pujum
ore, and there was a kiln explosion. Ma was our healer and I went
with her—everyone did, as you can imagine. We just ran to where the
smoke was.”

He had their full attention.
“When we got there, it was a bit like the fort. All I could see was
blood, broken bodies, fire.... I was scared to death. Ma made me
stand outside while she worked. We had...oh, there were six or
seven people, injured, and as many more I think, lying on the
ground. I thought they were all dead, there was so much blood and
damage, but Ma knew they were alive. I watched her as she decided
who she had to treat and in what order and then she started making
order of the chaos. She made a decision to work on the most
desperate ones first, as is our training. While she was operating
on the second victim, two of those waiting died. There was nothing
she could do—she was the only one who could do the surgery, and
there were too many. She told me later she might have saved the
men, if there had been time and someone else to help, but that was
the decision she made. That was the day I really decided I wanted
to be a healer like her.”

Meda looked about to cry—he put
a hand on her arm to soothe her. “It was a long time ago,” he said
gently. “Such things happen when you refine pujum, or where you
carry out any such dangerous work.” She nodded. “But my point is
that it was a stark lesson to me in many ways. You need to always
be prepared for disasters, and you do what you can when they
happen. But you can’t save everyone, and if you try, you might lose
all your patients.”

“Fort Trejk?” Reis clung to his
lover’s arm, his eyes burning into Kei’s.

“Yes. Well, as I said, it was
chaos—I was the only trained healer on hand, although we had medics
as well. We just had to sift and assess and make those who were
safe, even if they were in pain, wait until we knew who needed
treatment first. Several died as we were assessing them—they were
too badly hurt. Finally, it came down to two men who were the most
seriously injured. One had a spear through his lung, the other had
been crushed by an urs beast. The first would die in minutes if I
didn’t work on him, get the spear removed, stop him bleeding. It
took a long time to make him stable. I knew the other man was
waiting, but there was only one of me, and if I stopped on the
first to attend to the second, both would have died. By the time
I’d judged the first safe to leave, the second was probably only
minutes from death, perhaps no more than five to ten until it would
have been too late to save him whatever I did. If I hadn’t had my
gift to help me, it’s certain the second would have died—it would
have taken too long.” Kei pointed at where Arman was sitting with
Bikel, talking seriously about something or other. “The second man
was Arman.”

Meda gasped a little. “Your
point is?” Reis said angrily, pale and looking about to collapse.
Kei tugged him over to a chair and made him sit, Meda hovering
behind him. Kei pulled a chair up and sat down also.

“My point...my point is that if
Arman had died, I wouldn’t have forgiven myself, even though it
would have been unavoidable. His death would have been the direct
result of my decision, but it was a decision I made to save another
person. That the one who would have died was the man who would
become my lover, and who even then I was probably already in love
with, had to be set aside. But afterwards, I would have tortured
myself, even though my presence there was pure chance—if I’d not
been there, both men would have died, and others besides. But
should I have let the other man die to save him?”

“Was the other one a good man?”
Meda asked quietly.

“I didn’t know him at all. Does
it matter?” Kei said, just as quietly. She shook her head. “No. We
who have skills and gifts can do so much good, save people’s lives.
But we can’t save everyone, and sometimes our decision to save
someone means someone else dies. Reis, you saved hundreds and
hundreds of people that day, Prij and Darshianese alike. You should
be proud of that. It was a humane and skilful thing to do.”

But the mind-mover was still
upset. “I was trying to be amusing, a show off.”

“Maybe. But you still saved
them. If there had been a fight at the docks, it would have been
carnage.” Kei took the man’s hand, and bore the pain because it was
important. “I know you’re sad, and I know you’re afraid. I know
what that feels like too. I was terrified every moment I was in
Utuk, even with Arman being so kind. I thought we’d been forgotten.
The ones still there won’t have any idea help is on the way, so
they probably think they’re forgotten too.” Reis looked at him with
tears in his eyes, and Kei squeezed his hand to comfort him. “Our
people just want to come home. Please—you and Jera can bring them
back safely and you can do that in a way which means no one needs
to die. The hostages have paid such a price for peace—won’t you
help them come back home?”

Reis closed his eyes and rocked
back and forth a little. He really was suffering—it wasn’t him
being indulgent. This was an awful dilemma for him.

“No one else can do it, can
they? Jera can’t do it on his own,” he whispered.

“Arman says not—not and be so
sure to avoid bloodshed. I’m not saying there isn’t another way at
all, but the other thing is that you and Jera working together can
be fast. We don’t have time—it may already be too late, and every
day we wait makes the chance of the hostages being killed that much
greater. It’s not at all your fault that this is the case. I just
know however sad you feel, it doesn’t mean you can’t still do so
much good here.”

Kei held his hand, doing what
he had not done since before the executions, extending his gift and
absorbing Reis’s pain, accepting it as his own, so the burden was
more bearable for the man. He wanted to cry from the sadness he
felt from him, but at the same time, he found he could do this, and
was glad he still had that power.

“Reis,” Meda said gently,
stroking his hair as she spoke. “Don’t let this failure make you
mean and selfish, because I know you’re not. It would hurt you as
much as this man’s death, if it meant you had to close off that
part of yourself.”

Reis looked up at her with
tear-filled eyes, and then turned his head against her stomach.
“All right,” he said in a muffled voice. “I’ll do it. For
them.”

“Thank you,” Kei said, his own
eyes damp as relief filled him. “Thank you, Reis.” He put his hand
on Reis’ head. “You have a good heart.”

Meda nodded and mouthed “Thank
you” at Kei as he got up, feeling a little dizzy. He turned to walk
away, needing to find a little peace and quiet—and almost ran
straight into Lord Meki. “I beg your pardon, my lord,” he said,
flushing from embarrassment.

“Come with me, young man,” Lord
Meki said in a tone that brooked no argument. He must have
overheard or at least seen some of Kei’s conversation with
Reis.

He looked around to see where
Arman was—he was still talking to Bikel. Kei couldn’t interrupt him
just to hold his hand while he spoke to Lord Meki. Still feeling
the effects of Reis’s misery, he followed the Ruler out of the
room, and down a corridor lit only by a few candles here and there.
The Ruler collected a candle from one of the lower sconces, and
opened a door. He used the candle to light the wall lamps, then
indicated a chair in front of the desk. “Please, sit, Kei,” he
said, taking a seat himself.

The Ruler emitted barely any
emotion—Kei detected only some irritation. He didn’t seem to have
noticed Kei was suffering, which was good because he didn’t want to
appear weak and unreliable in front of this man. He took some deep,
albeit discreet, breaths, and thought of Arman, letting the memory
of their lovemaking earlier balance the distress he’d absorbed from
Reis. After a few moments, he said, “How can I be of assistance, my
lord?”

Lord Meki drew out a sheaf of
papers from his shirt breast. “Your report on the hostages. It’s
very thorough.”

“Thank you, my lord.” Such a
busy man would hardly have interrupted his meeting with the others
just to compliment him. Kei wondered what in hells was going
on.

Lord Meki stood up and tucked
his hands behind him as he faced the darkened window. “General
Arman says you two are returning to your village when this is
over.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“You realise what a dreadful
waste that is, don’t you?”

“My lord?” This was about the
last thing Kei expected to hear. “A waste?”

“A waste, a dreadful waste of
talent,” Lord Meki said impatiently, turning back to Kei. “Are you
seriously proposing to let the general bury himself in your
backward little home when Darshian needs him?”

Kei was so startled he could
hardly speak. “I...he offered—”

“Yes, of course he did, because
the alternative was harm to you, as I understand it. I looked up
your academy records, young man. Looked up your parents, and then
the reports from that captain, Tiko. You’re not a stupid person,
and apparently you’re dedicated to service. But you would deprive
Darshian of potentially one of the most useful servants ever to
become available to it, for the sake of indulgence. Why? Why would
you hurt your own people this way?”

Kei rubbed his chest to try and
help himself breathe, so sharp was the pain the man’s words caused
him. “M...my lord...I—” He gripped the edge of the desk. “I didn’t
mean to cause harm...I don’t want anyone to suffer....” He felt as
if he might faint as he struggled with the sudden rush of emotions
in his own heart.

Lord Meki uttered a sharp oath,
and went to a cupboard in the corner, doing something out of Kei’s
sight but returning with a glass of water. “Drink this,” he said
with rather more gentleness in his tone than before. Kei clutched
the glass and gulped a little water, trying not to be sick. “I’m
sorry, I didn’t realise what was wrong with you.... I didn’t mean
to....”

Kei held out his hand to stop
him apologising. “Don’t.... Can you just...be calm...? Let me calm
down.”

“Of course. Do you want me to
leave?” Kei shook his head. “Then I’ll just read your notes.”

Long minutes passed. Kei closed
his eyes, tried to breathe evenly and relax. He wished Arman were
here to help, but at the same time, the way this conversation had
started, Kei was quite glad he wasn’t.

It took him even longer than
when he’d first come into the room, but finally he felt he could
speak normally. “I’m all right now,” he said in a low voice.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, my lord,” he muttered,
looking at his hands. He wished he could escape. He still felt
sick, and Lord Meki’s words were ringing in his ears.

“I apologise most sincerely,
Kei. I’ve made the kind of error which most irritates me in
others—I’ve failed to properly do my research.” Kei looked up to
find Lord Meki staring at him intently. “Would it pain you to
explain exactly what your problem is, and how General Arman fits
into this?”

“No.” It was easier to talk
about this when he wasn’t looking at those sharp eyes, and he tried
to tell the sorry tale as quickly and as neutrally as possible.
“I’m sorry I’ll be the cause of hurting Darshian...I didn’t mean
to...I just wanted to be able to go home, my lord. This seemed the
only answer.”

“Yes. Again I apologise, and
especially for being so aggressive. Damn,” he said, laying the
papers down with a sigh. “I thought....” Kei looked up and the man
smiled ruefully. “To be honest, I thought I’d just need to exercise
a little moral and intellectual pressure on a simple villager to
get my way. I had no idea.... Of course you have no choice, not at
the moment, not if you want to go home which of course you have
every right to do. But let me ask you this—is that what you really
want?”

“My lord?”

“Do you want to go back to your
village and that be an end to it? Because your academy reports were
extremely complimentary, you know. And with your background and
your abilities...well, losing the general isn’t the only
waste.”

Kei couldn’t think about any of
this now, and he wished the Ruler would leave him alone—hadn’t he
already done enough for Darshian? “I just want to go home, my
lord,” he repeated quietly. “You don’t know what it was like to be
unable to do so, to be afraid all the time I would never see them
again.” He looked down at the desk again, remembering that time of
despair, especially those weeks after the others died. He clenched
his fist and tried not to let his emotions unbalance him again.

“Yes, of course,” Lord Meki
said kindly. “But will you always feel this way? Once you’ve
recovered, and you’ve spent time with your family, will you be
content, do you think? We could offer you so many more
opportunities here, and you could serve Darshian and your clan at
the same time.”

“I don’t know, my lord. At the
moment, I’m concentrating on getting our people home. I can’t even
think of anything else...well, other than Arman,” he said, making
the effort to smile.

“No, I imagine not. I think
it’s best for now to forget this ill-timed conversation, and do
what you need to recover, let the general help you as I know he
desperately wants to do. But...if I should ask again in a few
months’ time...or we need to call on either of you...I beg you,
please consider my words. This report, that text you’re
writing...you have a good mind. An unusual one. The general is
similar in many respects. Such things are almost as rare as true
Gifts, and you know how we value those.”

He stood up and walked to the
window. “I don’t say this to flatter you. I say this because the
time ahead for Darshian, with the Prij as enemies or at peace, will
need all the talent we have if our nation is not to fall prey to
new and greater threats. I don’t want this country to be dependent
on our Gifted for its defence. It’s too risky, too prone to chance
and human vagaries as you’ve seen with Reis. I want our defence,
our education, our medical knowledge, our science, our engineering,
to be the best we can possibly have. I want the academy to find the
kind of answers your parents spent so much of their lives looking
for, and more. And I want you and your general there, and in the
government.”

Kei could only look at the
Ruler in open-mouthed astonishment. “I’m just...I’m too young, my
lord.”

Lord Meki snorted. “You were
old enough for us to send into the mouth of danger, my boy. You’re
old enough to take on the responsibility of your village’s health,
and to bring General Arman to us. I know men three times your age
with a tenth of your brains. As I said, forget this conversation,
and don’t trouble the general with it, unless you feel you must.
But I’ll send out a call to you one day, Kei. I hope you will
consider answering it.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Now, go on back to him. By the
way, that was nicely done with Reis. No one else could get through
to him.”

“Because everyone else was
trying to bully him, “ Kei said, a touch acerbically. “He has a
right to his grief—a man’s life isn’t a trivial burden. He’s upset
he’s regarded as a weapon or a tool and so he should be. Please try
to remember the people behind the Gifts, my lord.”

Lord Meki was actually a little
chastened. “Yes, I’ll try to. I didn’t want to agree to the
general’s request concerning you, you know.”

“Yes, I know,” Kei said,
looking directly at the Ruler. “Why did you?”

“Because the man’s no fool, so
I took a chance that he knew what he was doing. Now I believe he
did.” Kei had no reply to this, so he just nodded. “We have three
days left to us—I want you to spend as much of that time
recovering, resting and doing whatever you can to strengthen
yourself. Consider that a direct order from your Ruler.”

“Yes, my lord—I believe the
general has this in hand.”

Lord Meki smiled suddenly, a
tight thin-lipped smile, but a smile nonetheless. “Yes, I imagine
he does. Goodnight to you.”

Kei bowed and left the room,
feeling rather as if he’d been pummelled with bean sacks. He didn’t
know whether to tell Arman about the discussion or not. On the
whole, he thought not. He had told the bare truth to the Ruler. He
just wanted to get the hostages home. Talk of being at the Academy
or elsewhere was ridiculously premature when none of them knew what
would happen to them in eleven days’ time. If they survived that,
then perhaps he would tell Arman. Until then, well, he was under
orders to recover. And that meant being with the man he loved, so
that was where he would go right now.

~~~~~~~~

Arman concentrated on Captain
Mejka’s words, but a small part of him was keeping an eye on the
doorway through which he’d seen Lord Meki lead Kei a few minutes
ago. He didn’t know why the Ruler would need private words with his
lover, and he couldn’t help worrying. It was with no small amount
of relief that he saw Kei reappear. He looked a little pale but
composed, and when Reji peeled away from the conversation he was
having with Neris to come to his friend’s side, Kei smiled and let
Reji take his arm. Arman was even more relieved to see Reji urging
Kei to come over to Arman. He rose to greet them. “Are you all
right?” he asked. Now he was closer, he saw Kei really was pale.
“Sit, please.”

His lover needed no prompting.
Reji stood behind him, looking worried. “I’m all right. I was
talking to Reis—he was upset,” Kei murmured.

Ah, that explained it. Arman
relaxed. “Of course. Reji—I wonder if there are any pastries left,
perhaps some juice?” He wished there was some wine, but it wasn’t
often served here, apparently. Neither beer nor distilled spirits
were deemed suitable for this meal. Reji took the hint, and,
squeezing Kei’s shoulder, left to find them some refreshment.

Kei turned to Mejka in apology.
“Please don’t let me interrupt you.”

“It’s all right, lad, we’re
nearly done,” the sea captain said. “Talking to Reis, were you? How
did he seem?”

Kei looked at Arman as he
answered the captain’s question. “He’s agreed to come. But I want
people to stop trying to push him around. It’s very unfair—he’s not
in the army, you know.”

There was a slight rebuke in
Kei’s eyes and his voice, and Arman accepted it. “Yes, I’m sorry.
People are just very anxious, and not as careful as they should be
of someone sensitive. Thank you for speaking to him.”

“It wasn’t planned,” he said
quietly. “Please, continue. I’ll just wait here if you don’t
mind.”

So Arman did as he asked, with
Kei leaning against him slightly, close enough it was obvious they
were lovers, but not in a manner which anyone here would object to.
Certainly the captain didn’t mind at all, and continued as if
they’d hardly been interrupted. Kei was content to just listen, and
when Reji returned, accepted a share of the food and drink passed
around with quiet thanks. Reji’s return meant the talk turned to
the animal transport and other matters, and after a little while
Kei joined in, his colour now better and his spirit, though
somewhat subdued, was not alarmingly low.

When another naval officer
joined Mejka, and it was obvious the discussion would continue for
some time, Arman excused himself for a moment to take Kei and Reji
aside. “This is going to take a while and it’s nothing you need to
be involved in. Perhaps you’d like to return to our room, have an
early evening?” Kei nodded. “Reji, if you aren’t needed, you could
keep him company—I’m sure it’s dull for you on your own.” That
earned him a smile from his lover, and a surprised look from his
lover’s friend. “Go on,” he said to Kei. “I could be hours and
you’ve already done good work.”

Kei touched his arm. “Are you
sure I’m not needed?”

“Yes—you’ve given your report
and Lord Meki is happy with it, and you’ve spoken to Reis for which
we all thank you. If there are any matters arising which need your
attention, I’ll make notes and we can look at them tomorrow. You
and Reji don’t need to be bored by all this, and you’ve hardly had
any time to talk, I know. Just go.” He squeezed Kei’s hand, then
looked at Reji. “I won’t mind if you want to wait up with him,” he
said, hoping the older man would take his meaning clearly.

“Thank you, gen...Arman,” Reji
said, and that made Kei smile. “Come on, Keichichi, these things
are no fun if you can’t dance.”

“I’ll be sure to pass that on
to Lady Nera,” Arman said gravely, which only made Reji grin. “I’ll
see you later, both of you.”

Reji took Kei’s arm and led him
away. Arman hoped it was merely the after effect of the talk with
Reis, and perhaps the lingering symptoms of the concussion that
made Kei so quiet. He looked across the room where Lord Meki and
Lady Jilki were in close conversation. He hoped Lord Meki had been
gentle with his lover. Kei didn’t need any more people to be afraid
of.

~~~~~~~~

Kei closed the door behind them
with a sigh of relief. “You know, it would be a lot easier not to
worry about you if you didn’t keep disappearing off with people and
coming back looking like reheated shit,” Reji said, taking his arm
and making him sit at the desk. “And your general must really be
worried if he’s throwing me at you. I’m surprised he didn’t get up
to tear the hide off his lordship.”

Kei shook his head. “He doesn’t
realise it was Meki. I let him think it was talking to Reis, which
didn’t help, it was true.” His head pounded, but he was rather
proud of the fact he had managed to keep his composure pretty well
even after Lord Meki’s sneak attack, and that he hadn’t fallen
apart afterwards. Of course, being able to touch and be with Arman
helped. It gave him a little hope that one day he would really
recover from this. He laid his head on the desk—he was so tired,
even with the nap.

Reji’s hand on his arm was
soothing. Fortunately, his friend’s emotions were under control and
placing no burden on him. “What did the little hisk-faced bastard
do to you?”

“Ambushed me when I was already
a little unsteady after talking to Reis. Poor Reis—the problem with
military men is they forget other people don’t take killing for
granted. Arman, for all his understanding, has forgotten what it
was like never to have taken a life, I think.”

“True, but I was asking about
Meki. Ambushed you? Over what? I thought he was happy with our
report.”

“He is,” Kei said gloomily.
“And now he wants me to work for him—actually, he really wants
Arman to work for him but he figures we’re inseparable. Don’t know
where he got that idea from,” he said, and Reji grinned. “Accused
me of being selfish by wanting to take Arman back home with
me.”

“He what? I’ll wring his
scrawny neck! Selfish? Damn it, if Arman hears about this—”

Kei held his hand up. “Which he
won’t, not yet. I’m telling you because...well, I can tell you
anything and I know you’ll listen. Usually,” he amended, thinking
of that morning. He smiled at his friend. “Gods, you know, it’s so
good you’re here still. I didn’t want you to go on this rescue, but
having you here is a little like being home again.”

Reji put an arm around
him and gave him a carefully chaste hug, probably, trying not to
impose. Piss on
that. He squeezed Reji tight and buried
his face in his neck, smelling the warm, familiar scent of his old
friend. “Why won’t these people leave me alone? It’s not like I
forced Arman to offer to come with me. No one was more surprised
than I was.”

“I wasn’t,” Reji said quietly,
stroking his hair. “That man thinks the suns shines out of your
arse. He’d do anything for you. Even walk away from you, if he
thought it was the best thing. As I would.”

“You don’t need to walk
away. I want you to stay. I need you.” This was nice. He felt
Reji’s love, without it exerting any pressure on him at all. Arman
wouldn’t object. If he did, he wouldn’t be the man Kei knew him to
be. “But is Lord Meki right? Am I forcing Arman to accept a future
that’s wrong for him? Do I have a right to keep him in the village
when he’s probably going to be hated there, and when he really
belongs working with the rulers?”

“I take it talking to him is
out of the question,” Reji said dryly.

Kei lifted his head and
gave his friend a narrow-eyed look of irritation. “I
will talk
to him later. I’m talking to you now, you idiot. I want your
opinion. Just because I’m not sleeping with you doesn’t mean I
don’t still value your ideas. Have you forgotten why you started
calling me ‘little brother’?”

Reji laughed, and tugged
his braid a little. “No, I haven’t forgotten. Never knew a child
with so many questions. All right—if you want my opinion, I think
you don’t owe Meki a damn thing. Or Darshek. They did nothing to
rescue you. You got out of Utuk on your own. So basically, the
Rulers can all go and sit on a thurl’s nest. As for Arman, I think
he can only be happy if you are. That’s not to say going home is
going to be easy. Fedor isn’t going to like it, and you know it.
People like Meis and Rin...well, if they get a chance to talk to
the man, they might change their minds. If he can convince Misek
he’s no demon, then he must be pretty persuasive.” Kei grinned at
that. “If you want my opinion on the rest of it, I think coming
back to Darshek at some distant point might be good for both of
you, if only for a short while. But it has to be something you
both want and not something you do because pissing Lord Meki tried to
bully you into it. The damn nerve of the man!”

“He’s not so bad,” Kei felt
compelled to say, now he was calmer and Reji had been able to
expose things to the light of common sense. “He’s thinking of the
whole picture, and I’m just too...worn out...to care about it. Just
the idea of thinking about it makes me tired.”

“Yes, and he should have had
more sense,” Reji said firmly. “Arman will kill him, truly, if I
don’t kick his bony arse first.”

“You won’t say a damn thing to
him!”

“Calm down, Keichichi, I’m just
expressing a preference. His lordship’s behind is safe—for now at
least.” Reji touched the lump on his head. “How’s this?’

“Better, but my headache’s
worse again. Did I make an awful mess in the room at the inn?”

“Yes,” Reji said with a grin.
“Puke everywhere. Mil had hysterics at the blood and mess.”

“Sorry.”

“I’m sure you arranged to fall
off the beast deliberately, so I’ll be sure to hold a grudge over
this until the day I die. You can be a real idiot sometimes,” he
said, shaking his head in disgust. “You should lie down—give it a
chance to heal.”

This was true. “Do you have to
go?”

“If you’re going to
bed....”

“I’m going to lie down. I won’t
sleep until Arman comes back. Can you sit with me? On the bed or on
a chair, I don’t mind.”

Reji looked dubious. “Won’t the
general throw a fit?”

“Because you’re sitting with
me? He’s not like that,” Kei said in exasperation. “And damn it, I
can decide who does or does not talk to me whether I’m upright or
on my back without my keeper’s permission.”

Reji held up his hands in
surrender, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “Look, it’s between
you, but you’ve not been lovers more than a day and I’d rather not
have a fist fight with him over this.”

“Another one, you mean.”

Reji gave him a hurt look. “I
shook him a little. I never hit him.”

“And you’d better not—and he’d
better not ever hit you,” Kei said, scowling. “I’ve had a gutful of
violence.”

“I can imagine. If you want me
to stay, I’d like to. Go and get comfortable. I want to have a piss
and then I’ll come sit with you. A cold cloth? Would that
help?”

“Yes, it would,” Kei said
gratefully. “I’m so damn sick of this headache.”

“Then remember that next time
you take a dive from the back of an urs beast.”

Kei shook his head ruefully.
There was no point looking for gratuitous sympathy from Reji. It
was one of the many reasons Kei liked him so well.

~~~~~~~~

Arman opened the door quietly,
expecting, as it was past midnight, Kei would have long since gone
to bed. He was surprised to see the faint glow of a turned down
lamp coming from the bedroom, and even more surprised to find Reji
dozing upright in a chair, one hand protectively on Kei’s shoulder.
Kei himself was fast asleep, still in his clothes and lying on top
of the bedclothes.

Arman shook Reji gently, and
then put his finger to his lips as the sleeping man came awake with
a jerk. He signalled for Reji to come into the office, and closed
the bedroom door behind him carefully. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
you to have to sit up with him this late.”

Reji yawned and cricked his
back. “S’all right, we were just talking and he fell asleep. I
thought I’d stay in case he had any nightmares.”

“That was kind, thank you.”

Reji shrugged. “I’d do it
anyway, ge...Arman. Got to look after my little brother.”

Arman cocked his head. “You
called him that before—why?”

“Because he is. I never had
one, and when I moved to Ai-Albon, this big-eyed ten-year-old boy
started following me around like I was his own personal oracle. I
was missing my own family so I adopted him, and his parents more or
less adopted me. I guess I’m as much as part of his family as Myka
is, in some ways. Of course, I was glad I wasn’t really his brother
when we...uh....” He looked down. “Well, you know.”

Arman was amused. “Reji, it’s
not exactly a secret you and he were lovers, is it? Not when he
spent a good deal of the afternoon using you as an example to show
me the finer points of lovemaking.”

Reji’s eyebrows rose to his
hairline. “He what?” Arman shushed him. “Are you joking?”

“No.”

“Gods, I’ll wring his neck. I
never...I’m not...gods, he’s such a brat, honestly.”

The way Reji blushed was rather
endearing. “No, it wasn’t like that. Have a chair.” He took a seat
himself—his leg was aching again—and set the lamp on the desk.
“This must be difficult for you—one minute he’s yours, then he’s
mine.”

“He was never mine. I think
you’ve misunderstood what we had. It was a companionable thing, an
extension of our friendship. Not what you have.”

“Yes, I know he sees it that
way,” Arman said slowly. “But somehow...I think perhaps it was more
for you...or perhaps it’s become more while he was gone?”

Reji stared. “Yes,” he said
finally. “When I had to leave him behind...I think that’s when I
realised.... But it makes no difference. The heart chooses, and
there’s no arguing with it,” he said in a low voice Arman had to
struggle to hear. “I’ll never even attempt to put an obstacle in
your path—not that I could, I know that.”

“No, you couldn’t. But yet you
could make him very unhappy, by being unhappy yourself. I can’t,
never could give him up to you, not while there’s breath in my
body. But you won’t find me playing the jealous fool, and feel free
to remind me should I forget that. It’s important to him that I
don’t, especially now. This is a dangerous time for him—for all of
us. There are too many things that can hurt him on this mission,
and I can’t protect him on my own.”

“You don’t have to do it on
your own.”

“I know. Just...never feel you
have to apologise or retreat concerning him. Kei is worried about
losing his family because of me. His family includes you. Please
prove him wrong.”

Reji smiled. “Gladly.” He stood
and yawned again. “I still haven’t caught up with my sleep.”

“You should be able to take it
easy tomorrow, and I’ll encourage Kei to stay here—he still finds
other people a strain, and it’s essential he’s in good shape if
he’s to travel with us. A quiet day with a close friend would be
good for him.” He stood up and leaned on his stick. “Good for both
of you, I think.”

“Yes, I agree. Somehow, I
didn’t expect you to be a reasonable man.”

Arman smiled at the slight note
of complaint in the other man’s voice. “There was no reason for you
to do so. Kei has mellowed me considerably.”

Reji gave him a long look.
“Perhaps. Anyway, goodnight. Tell him to send for me when he’s
ready.”

Arman bowed his head in
acknowledgement and Reji left, closing the door quietly behind him.
Arman blew out the lamp in the office and let the dim glow from the
light in the bedroom lead him into the other room. He should really
get Kei under the covers—but he was much too heavy to move while he
was asleep. He unlaced Kei’s shirt and pants, then shook his
shoulder. “Wake up, lazy. You need to undress and get into
bed.”

Kei’s arm came up and hooked
him around the neck, pulling him close. “Mmmm, come to bed,” he
said, giving Arman a sleepy kiss.

“I will if you get under the
covers.”

Grumbling, clumsy with sleep,
and with a little help from Arman, Kei got his clothes off and then
crawled under the bedclothes where Arman joined him. “You woke me
up. Mean,” he complained, as he snuggled close to Arman.

“Sorry, I thought a few
minutes’ pain was worth a good night’s rest.”

“Don’t be logical at me in the
middle of the night, you bastard.”

Arman smiled in the dark.
“Apologies. Go back to sleep.”

“Hmpfh,” Kei said, managing to
make the noise sound aggrieved, but in a very short time, his
breathing evened out again. Arman held him, knowing he too would be
asleep in a very short time. His mind turned to the discussion he’d
had with Bikel. At least now there was a sliver of hope Arman’s own
death would not mean the end of Kei’s life. Whether Kei would feel
grateful to have that chance, Arman didn’t know. He hoped neither
of them would ever need to find out.

~~~~~~~~

Arman had many opportunities to
be glad of Reji’s continued presence over the next three days. If
he had tried to ensure Kei’s continued stability without help, he
would certainly have failed, since there was so much to do, so much
he didn’t dare involve Kei in because it was to do with military
drills and planning. However, Kei was hardly idle either—the Gifted
constantly requested his presence when he wasn’t needed for medical
planning, or discussions with Bikel over the treatment of the
hostages once they returned. Arman was torn between anxiety over
Kei overdoing things and exposing himself to harm, and pleasure
that his request for Kei to take part in the mission had been
vindicated.

In the end all he could do was
ask Reji and Bikel to make sure one of them was with him at all
times, and take Neka aside for a long talk before he would consent
to have Kei spend much time with Reis or any of the others. The way
Kei had reacted to Reis at the dinner indicated he was still very
vulnerable to the emotional turmoil of others, and Arman suspected
the Gifted could be more troubling than any other group. Only after
Neka had solemnly assured him she would monitor Kei at all times
and send for Arman if he was needed, could Arman give his blessing
to Kei’s interactions with the Gifted.

However, once given, that
blessing repaid itself, because it was noticeable how much more
cooperative the Gifted became once Kei became part of the
negotiations. Arman may have wanted to keep Kei locked in their
room until he was over his concussion, and further along the path
of recovery from his recent setbacks, but there was no doubt that
if the mission succeeded, it would owe much to a man only still in
Darshek by purest chance.

The success of the mission was
in no way assured, unfortunately. Everyone knew they might be
sailing to Utuk to do nothing more than to view sixty-nine fresh
graves. For that reason, Lady Jilki’s messages to the community
leaders and clan heads were cautiously muted in tone, merely
stating a rescue was in progress, that a Prijian general was
assisting them to the best of his ability, and that until they
reached Utuk, nothing more could be known. Even with this caution,
Arman wondered how much unrest there would be if the rescue failed.
The long delay in starting a rescue had caused a good deal of
ill-feeling, he’d been told, even though, in the absence of any
intelligence on the location of the hostages, he understood why the
Rulers had had so little choice. The hopes of an entire nation rode
on a very slim possibility of success.

There was also the question of
what would happen to the more than two thousand soldiers and
sailors presently imprisoned some ten miles outside Darshek city.
If the hostages were returned, there wasn’t a difficulty. If they
were dead—or the rescue failed—things were more problematic. Kei
believed the prisoners should be returned home out of simple
humanity. Arman and the Rulers were more interested in the
practical effect of depriving Kuprij of a substantial chunk of its
military forces, and disinclined to restore that loss without
considerable thought.

For the moment, the prisoners
were being kept ignorant of Arman’s presence in Darshek and of the
rescue, and those of his men either recently arrived or who were
still travelling north would remain segregated at least until the
outcome of the mission was known. Lieutenant Vikis had only
recently become fit enough to travel and was still at Fort Trejk.
Any Prij who knew of Arman’s betrayal or even his capture, had thus
not yet had an opportunity to tell the wider group of prisoners.
Arman doubted it would be possible to keep this a secret for very
long, but Lord Meki insisted on this quarantine, to give the
Rulers—and Arman—as many options for the future as possible.

He discussed this very little
with Kei, allowing his lover to concentrate purely on humanitarian
issues, and on maintaining the good spirits of the Gifted. Reji
reported that Kei was becoming something of a favourite with them.
Reji was surprised, he said—the minor gifted were usually
considered of no interest to the truly Gifted at all, since the
gulf between their abilities and experiences was so great. Kei had
worked his magic on these strange people as he had done on an
embittered Prijian general, and Arman again wondered what on earth
Kei saw in him. It certainly wasn’t for lack of alternatives.

Arman tried to make sure they
were both well-rested on the two nights following the dinner, since
by the third, they would be on board one of the captured Prijian
ships, waiting for the tide and ready for sail. He insisted Loti
fully examined Kei before they departed for the docks that
afternoon—Kei’s headache lingered, and he’d been very tired by the
end of each day. Loti took his time, much to Kei’s evident disgust
and Loti’s palpable amusement, before declaring him fit to travel.
“You’re recovering nicely,” he said.

“I told you I was,” Kei
snapped, putting his shirt back on.

“Yes, yes,” Loti said
peaceably, winking at Arman who was trying not to laugh—Kei in a
temper was a sight to behold. “Still try to rest, although I don’t
suppose you’ll have much else to do. It’s a good thing you’re not
prone to seasickness, lad—I’d be reluctant to clear you.”

“Well, I’m not and I’m going.
Arman?”

“Loti, thank you for your
help—we’ll see you on our return.”

Loti bowed. “My hopes and good
wishes go with you both.”

Arman waited until Loti had
left the apartment before pulling his grumpy lover into his arms
and kissing his forehead. “Now, I know your answer, but for the
sake of form, I’ll say it. It’s still not too late to stay behind.
Logistically, we don’t need you.”

Kei sighed in exasperation.
“Yes, you do. I promised Reis I’d be with them all. Quite aside
from the fact I already told you I was going for my own reasons.”
He stood back and put his hands on his hips. “Enough? No more of
this?”

“No more, I promise. But
you also remember your
promise not to distract me, and that means you
obey me as any other soldier or sailor will. Misbehave, and Meki
will stick you in the brig and I’ll fix the irons myself, never
think I won’t.”

Kei looked at him seriously,
all temper gone. “No, I promise.”

“And you don’t set foot
on Utuk unless it’s completely safe and without me at your side.
Whatever happens, do you hear me? A civilian running amok is the
very last thing we need.”

“I understand.” Kei put his
hand over Arman’s heart. “You’re scared, I can feel it.”

“Always. Before every battle.
Every soldier is, Kei. You coming along makes it worse, I won’t lie
to you.”

Kei put his arms around Arman
and laid his cheek against his face. “You know why.”

“Yes, I do,” he said gently.
“Now, come on, everyone is waiting downstairs. We need to get on
board while we still have the light.”

Despite the caution of the
Rulers, it was clear the population of Darshek pinned a lot on the
rescue succeeding, and were determined to see their soldiers and
sailors off in style. Lord Meki had given in to the inevitable and
so a small caravan of carriages complete with military escort had
been arranged to take the all the Rulers, the Gifted and other
participants such as Arman, Kei and Reji from the Rulers’ House
along the streets of Darshek and down to the docks. Almost like a
triumph in reverse, Arman thought sardonically. He would rather not
have had the attention, and Kei and Reji, crouched in their
respective corners of the open carriage, clearly disliked the
entire business.

The cheers of the crowds were
quite deafening and the progress of the carriages irritatingly
slow, although they had left plenty of time for this reason. Arman
held Kei’s hand as they travelled along, and Reji had a hand on
Kei’s arm too, but it was obvious Kei was still suffering from the
massed emotions he sensed. “Not much longer,” Arman soothed, now
wishing he’d sent his lover and Reji down to the ship earlier in
the day. He wondered if it brought back unpleasant memories of the
day the hostages had arrived in Utuk, but decided it was better not
to ask.

In fact, despite the press of
the crowd, they were at the docks in half an hour. Two of the three
ships were already loaded and sitting at anchor out in the harbour.
It only remained for the vessel carrying the two Rulers and Arman
to take her passengers on board. Lord Peika had suggested a speech
could be made, but Lord Meki had vetoed that idea, not wanting the
delay or to raise expectations higher than they were.

“Better to return victorious
and make our damn speeches then, than to make promises we can’t
keep,” he’d muttered to Arman when this idea had been raised
earlier in the day. So all that happened in the end was that Lords
Meki and Peika and the other passengers went on board without
ceremony, while the other Rulers spoke only briefly to the crowd,
making thanks to those going on the mission on behalf of the
populace.

Gangplanks were withdrawn, then
Reis and Jera, the other mind-mover, shifted the boat away from the
docks, out into the harbour. Reji excused himself as soon as they
were moored to go see his hairy charges below deck.

“Let’s find our berth,” Arman
said to Kei. They would be waiting a couple of hours—they could
have used the Gifted to get moving, but there was no real need with
the weather being as fair as it was, and it had to be said the
sailors were happier with the idea of trusting tide and wind to
move their vessels than a mysterious force they had no experience
of.

They had been given one of the
officers’ cabins—still very small for two men, but more spacious
than the last one they’d shared on a boat. Their packs had already
been stowed, so all Kei had to do was pull out his medical notes
and set them on the desk.

“Well, this is familiar,” Arman
said dryly. Kei nodded and came into his arms. Arman kissed him in
a perfectly chaste fashion, sensing Kei wasn’t in the mood for play
and only wanting to give him a little comfort. “Come and sit? We
can go up on deck when we get moving, catch the breeze while we
eat.”

It had been a stressful day, so
many last minute preparations to attend to. He’d only caught up
with Kei in the last half hour before they’d left the Rulers’
House, which might have contributed to Kei’s bad temper, although
that was probably more to do with healers making rotten patients,
as he’d been repeatedly told. It was good to have Kei in his arms
now. They would have a little more time to themselves over the
coming days, although Arman had promised to teach the two Rulers
some rudimentary Prijian, and once contact with the mind-speakers
in south Darshian had been established, there would be an intense
period of intelligence gathering through Neka’s Gift. That wouldn’t
be for at least four, possibly more days—they also hoped to confirm
through Jena that the hostages were alive. If they couldn’t contact
her, the worst would have to be assumed.

“You’re going to have to be
damn careful walking about on deck,” Kei said as he joined Arman on
the narrow bunk—they were really going to have to sleep very close
together at night. “Any rough weather and as medical officer, I’m
ordering you confined to your room. You’d only have to fall
awkwardly and hit those ribs or your leg and you’d have to start
from scratch with the healing.”

“Yes, Kei,” Arman said
patiently. It was only the fifth or sixth time in the last three
days he’d said this. “I don’t want to break my leg again either,
you know. It damn well hurt doing it the first time.”

“Hmmm.”

Kei settled against him, and
once again his extraordinary braid was coiled in his lap. Arman
picked up the tail. “So now I know what really passes for foreplay
among the Darshianese,” he teased, flicking Kei’s chin with it,
making his lover chuckle a little. “Were you flirting with me that
night?”

“No...it wasn’t sexual at
all...I didn’t feel desire for you that way until after we left
Ai-Albon, and then only dimly...but you made me feel so safe and
warm, I could forget for a little while I was a prisoner, and the
war....” Kei twisted to look at him. “But it wasn’t fair of me
because I knew you wanted me, so I was always trying to pull away.
I’m so glad we stopped doing that,” he said with a wry smile.

“And I,” Arman agreed with
feeling. “When this is over, I know I said I would go back with
you....”

Kei stiffened. “Yes?” he said
warily. “You’ve changed your mind. I thought you might.”

“No, I haven’t changed my
mind,” Arman said, hearing the disappointment in Kei’s voice. “But
I’ve a previous obligation to Ai-Darbin.”

“Oh. I’d forgotten about
that.... Six months,” he said slowly.

“I don’t have to do it now, and
I dare say they don’t expect me to do it at all, but....” He
brushed his hand down Kei’s braid. “I want to start my new life
right. Follow your customs, your laws. Make amends for my past—and
Seya was right, that judgement was meant to heal. How will it look
if I say I wish to be part of your village life, but I ignore a
judgement so fairly and wisely arrived at?”

“Not good, I know.” Kei shifted
so he could look at Arman. “You want me to live in Ai-Darbin for
six months?” he asked quietly.

“Could you bear it? Not now, of
course, but later? Perhaps you and their healer could exchange
places—I believe such things happen.” He didn’t want to push Kei
over this—it had to be his choice entirely. “Or if we wait until
you’ve recovered, I could go on my own—it’s not like the two
villages are so very far apart.”

“No,” Kei said, sounding
thoughtful. “If it’s important to you, of course I’ll do it, if I
can arrange things. Just give me some time to...adjust.”

Arman kissed him. “All the time
you need. I thought I’d mention it so you did have a chance to
think about it. But there’s a long way to go before that
happens.”

“Yes. Arman?”

“Yes?”

“You did make sure Tiko was on
another boat, didn’t you?”

Arman laughed. “Yes, I did. It
was worth more than my life to inflict him on you—or me. Reji’s a
lot more civilised in his protectiveness.”

Kei smiled and leaned against
him again. “Reji’s been such a good friend,” he said contentedly.
“Thank you for letting him stay.”

“He’s your past and your
future, Kei—he’s going to be part of my future too. I know he and I
won’t be friends, but he’s an important figure in the village. I
want to get along with him.”

“You might be wrong about the
friend thing, Arman. Give it time—and of course, continue to treat
me nicely,” he added with a cheeky grin. “He’s very impressed when
you do that.”

“Now that could be a hardship,”
Arman said placidly. “But I suppose nothing’s too great a sacrifice
to make if I want to befriend one of your clan. I feel badly that
you’re merely being used as a device, but I suppose needs
must.”

“I’ll force myself to endure
it,” Kei said, leaning back so he could nibble on Arman’s ear
gently. “They have to be alive. After all this time, it would be
too cruel of fate if they weren’t.”

Arman could have reminded him
they knew from personal experience how cruel fate could be. But he
didn’t. Kei was grasping for comfort. So close, still too far away
from winning the prize. “Luck has guided us so far. All we can do,
is do our best. If fate can bring me to you out of the worst
circumstances, then truly anything is possible.”

Kei nodded and held him close.
For now, that was all they could do for each other.


Chapter : Darshek 7

Even though Arman was forced to
spend most of each day locked away with the Rulers, Kei found his
days were surprisingly full. He took to spending an hour or so each
morning with Reji, helping him muck out—there were soldiers on hand
to do the task, but Kei had always enjoyed working with Reji and
the beasts, and the soldiers were only too glad to pass the job to
someone else. There was no doubt Reji appreciated it, especially
when the weather grew rough as it did a day out of Darshek, and
both beasts and passengers began to suffer badly from seasickness.
Ironically, it was the two mind-movers who could possibly have
helped with the motion of the ships, who were laid as low as could
be, and Kei had to spend a good deal of time at their side,
although there was little that could be done.

There were only two treatments
for seasickness, neither very appealing—one was to dose the victims
with pijn so they slept away their misery—the other was to give
them ipo tea made half with fresh water and half salt, and honey
added to it. It tasted pretty foul, and the only virtue was it did
stop the victims being sick so thoroughly and left them far less
weak when the weather improved. Getting his patients to drink it
was a considerable battle though, and after two days of this, Kei
decided he would have to do something about the taste if he were to
continue to prescribe it to them.

Since the urs beasts could also
be drenched with the stuff, after breakfast, Kei used that as his
excuse to rope Reji into coming up to the galley to help him with
his experiments. He wanted to try different ingredients to see what
would make the ipo tea more palatable, manfully ignoring Reji’s
suggestion that alcohol would be the obvious addition. “Yes, and
then I’ll have to deal with them puking because of the hangover,”
he said, giving his friend a severe look. “Not to mention what a
drunk urs beast would be like to manage.”

“But they wouldn’t be
suffering,” Reji said with a grin.

“Not at that point, no. Be
sensible, Reji. Fruit juice?” Reji shuddered. “We should try it at
least.”

After an hour, they were
floating in tea and both feeling faintly sick from all the
variations they’d tried. The best they could come up with was to
make the tea stronger, add more honey and a few aromatic suik
seeds. It still wasn’t delicious, but it wasn’t actively
nauseating. “With our luck, it will be fair until Darshek,” Reji
said, grimacing as he pushed the latest batch away, “and this will
have been a waste of time.”

“It’s never a waste of time to
find drugs that work,” Kei said. “Let me take this to Reis and
Jera. They should be desperate enough to try anything.”

“I think I’ll keep the beasts
on what we’re using, but add some more honey—they’re not so fussy.
The main thing is to keep them drinking,” Reji said. “I’ll find you
for lunch—is Arman going to join you?”

“He’s not allowed on deck in
this weather,” Kei said firmly. “I’ll nail his feet to the floor if
he tries to climb those wet stairs.”

Reji flicked his braid as he
passed him. “You might have the hair for it, but he’s the one on
the leash, I see.”

“As it should be,” Kei said
with a grin. “Come find me later.”

Reji waved and left. Kei set
the pot to boiling again, and made up a batch of the new formula
for the tea.

“Oh, hello, Kei.”

He looked up and smiled at
Neka. “Good morning—how are the patients?”

“Awful,” she said, wrinkling
her nose. “Poor Reis. Neris and Meda don’t know what to do with
him.”

“There’s not a lot they can do,
but I believe the weather is going to improve, the captain said.
You can take this to Jera, if you like. I hope this won’t make him
as sick as the last batch.”

She took the teapot and sniffed
at it suspiciously. “Doesn’t smell too bad. Is it nasty?”

“Not as much. He needs to drink
it even if it is—he’ll feel better later. If he’s hungry and wants
to eat, Cook is going to make up some meat broth. He can have
that.” He collected his own pot and a mug. “Come on.”

The motion of the ship made it
hard to keep their feet, and he had to grip Neka’s arm to keep her
from falling. Finally they got to the deck where the Gifted had
their berths. “I’ll call in and see Jera in a few minutes. Try to
get him to sip this—anything he gets down will help.”

Meda opened the door at his
knock. “Oh, gods, Kei, I was just coming to find you—I think he’s
dying!”

“I think that’s unlikely,” Kei
said calmly. The cabin smelled pretty ripe—it wouldn’t be helping
Reis even if he weren’t seasick. He set the pot and mug down and
came over to where Neris was wiping Reis’s face, looking as worried
as his other lover was about their companion. “Didn’t get much
sleep?”

Reis looked up at him with
miserable eyes. “I want to die.”

“That’s a little different from
actually being close to death, so I’ll take that as a good sign.”
Reis really looked very poor though. “The weather’s improving, and
I’ve adjusted the taste of the tea. Want to try it?”

Reis looked nauseated at the
very thought, but Neris propped him up and Meda brought a cup over
for him. Kei helped him sip it. “Well?”

“Yuck. But not so much,” he
said with a wan look, leaning back against Neris again.

“Good. Drink that. You know,
this room stinks. Meda, please open the porthole—fresh air is more
important than a little rain.” While Reis drank the tea with much
pulling of faces, Kei took his pulse and assessed his condition—his
pulse was fast and his skin was too cool. “I think we need to try
the pijn again, Reis. You need to get some sleep.”

Kei had already had this
argument, so the response was expected, even tired as Reis clearly
was. “It’s nasty and I don’t like being drugged.”

“No, but your body doesn’t like
you being exhausted—and look at Meda and Neris. They need a rest
too.”

Reis gripped his wrist. “Maybe
if you stay with me, Kei. I think I can sleep if you stay.”

Over his head, Neris raised an
eyebrow at Kei. “I’ve no objection, if you don’t mind.”

“All right. Let me go and see
if Jera is all right. I’ll make no promise until I see him, and you
need to drink another mug of tea while I’m gone,” he said sternly.
Reis nodded, the relief he was feeling at the prospect of Kei’s
return unmistakeable.

Kei had considerable doubts he
would make a difference, but if his patient wanted something so
simple, he wouldn’t deny it. Jera was sleeping, having had an
entire mug of tea, Neka proudly reported. He could safely be left
in her hands.

The only thing he had to do was
find Arman and let him know where to find him. He made his way to
the other end of the ship where the Rulers’ cabin was, and knocked
on the door. Lord Meki answered. “Good morning, Kei. Is there a
problem?”

“No, my lord. I just need a
brief word with Arman.”

Arman was already on his feet
and limping over. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Kei said, nearly
sighing at his lover’s protectiveness. “Reis has asked me to stay
with him this morning to help him get some rest, that’s all. I
wanted you to know where I was.”

Arman frowned and ushered him
back into the corridor, shutting the cabin door behind him. “Is
that necessary, Kei? I don’t want them imposing on you. Why can’t
Meda or Neris stay with him?”

“Because they’re as exhausted
as he is and the minute I get back I’m going to chase them away to
find some sleep. Reis is very ill. He needs the rest.”

“Then give him some pijn.”

Kei folded his arms. “Are you
presuming to tell me how to treat my patients, general? Shall I
plan your next battle for you?”

Arman held up a hand in
apology. “I’m sorry, you’re quite right. Just remember your
limits—I know what you’re like when you think you’re needed. Other
people need you too, don’t forget.”

“I know. How goes it?”

He pulled a face. “I never
realised how clever you were that you picked up our tongue so
easily.”

“I had two months living with
soldiers and my survival depended on it. If my incentive had only
been flattering that poisonous snake you call sovereign, and I only
had a week to do it, I don’t think I’d have been so good at
it.”

“Perhaps not. Perhaps it’s your
youth too. Never mind,” he said wearily. “I’d love some fresh air,”
he added, giving Kei his most pathetic look.

“Too bad,” Kei said
heartlessly. “If it stops raining and the ship stops rolling, you
can come up later and not before.”

“You’re getting your own back
for Utuk, aren’t you?”

Kei leaned over and
kissed him. “Not at all. I hold no grudge against
you for
that.” He let himself enjoy holding Arman for a moment or two, then
set him free. “I’ll find you later. Below deck, general, or I’ll want
an explanation.”

“You’re a hard man. Some might
accuse you of inflexibility.”

“So long as the same thing
can’t be said of your leg, then yes, I am.”

Arman shook his head at the
poor joke and then laid his hand on Kei’s arm. “Just don’t overdo
it,” he said and then went back into the cabin.

Kei sighed and went back to
Reis’s cabin. “All right, Meda, Neris, go find an empty room and
get some sleep. I’m ordering you away until Reis wakes up.”

Although they each kissed Reis
affectionately before they left and assured them they wouldn’t be
far away, Kei sensed their relief—Meda was as pale as Reis, and
Neris was frowning from an obvious headache. At least the air was
fresher, and Reis, although he looked perfectly wretched, wasn’t
actually vomiting. Kei was going to sit in a chair by the bunk, but
Reis waved weakly at him, indicating Kei should sit on the bed
itself so Reis could put his head on his lap. Rather glad Arman
wasn’t here to lecture him about it, Kei readily obeyed.

Reis, he’d discovered, was a
very tactile person, and took full advantage of having two lovers
to satisfy his need to be touched. It didn’t surprise Kei at all
Reis wanted to be in contact with him, and provided the mind-mover
wasn’t being too depressed or angry, and Kei had a little time to
prepare, he could easily bear it. Reis, only just a couple of
months younger than Kei, had a rather simple, openhearted
personality, rather child-like in his curious and affectionate,
occasionally mischievous nature. Of course, that made him feel
emotional blows more deeply, but it meant when he loved or formed a
friendship, it was equally strongly felt. Kei had grown very fond
of him, and all the Gifted. There was so little malice in them. It
restored his faith in people.

Right now, all Kei detected was
intense weariness, nausea and a little fear—probably because Reis
was so sick he couldn’t imagine ever feeling well again. “The
weather’s improving,” he said quietly, stroking Reis’ forehead. “As
soon as we stop rolling, you’ll feel well again. It’ll be like
magic.” Reis stared back, too miserable to care. “I want you to
sleep,” Kei said gently, using the tone of voice he used with Arman
to help him relax during sex—something he wouldn’t tell either
man.

Reis clutched at his hand.
“Never felt this sick. Why me?”

“Bad luck, I’m afraid. We don’t
know what causes it, but if you drink that tea, you’ll suffer no
permanent effect. In fact, you’ll feel perfectly well within a
short time once the weather improves, I promise.”

“Talk to me. I like your
voice.”

“What about?”

“Home? Or...Arman, maybe?”

“Same thing,” he said,
joking—and then realised it was perfectly true. “If I tell you
about my village, you have to try and sleep, all right?”

Reis nodded, and Kei did as he
said he would, talking about his parents and his sister. It didn’t
surprise him that Reis eased as he spoke—now Bikel had explained
better how his gift worked, Kei used it consciously to help his
patients, letting them feed from his calmer emotions which caused
him no harm provided he didn’t overdo it. No chance of doing that
with Arman and Reji around.

He kept his voice quiet,
certain with the improving ship motion, Reis’s exhaustion and the
tea, his patient would drop off quickly. So it proved to be, Reis
still holding his hand as he fell asleep. Kei could leave now, but
he didn’t want to disturb the man, and besides, it was a chance to
make sure he and his lovers really did get some rest. He did lift
his mental ‘voice’ and speak to Neka, checking Jera was also still
asleep, and asking her to let Meda and Neris know Reis was
fine.

He wasn’t tired, but the cabin
was warm and the motion of the ship had a hypnotic effect on him,
so he dozed lightly for several hours. When he woke properly, the
light through the porthole was noticeably brighter and the ship was
rolling far less. Reis was still fast asleep, still very pale.

Kei?

What, Neka?

Meda wants to know if they can
come back in.

If they like. He’s asleep.

He felt Neka ‘nod’. Not long
after, the cabin door opened and Neris walked in. Kei put his
finger to his lips to signal silence and pantomimed they should
change places. With great care, Neris slid under Reis and let Kei
up. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “Meda’s on deck.”

“I’ll find her.”

As he left, Neris was smiling
at Reis—the fire-shaper rarely smiled, as if Reis had stolen all
his amiability, though he was as gentle a soul as either of his
lovers. For some reason, he only felt able to express that side of
himself to them. Kei responded to what he sensed and not what he
saw. He liked Neris for his kind, if prickly, nature, and the
tenderness he showed his lovers.

The weather was much improved
and the sun shone brightly, looking set to quickly dry the puddles
of rainwater left all over the deck. On the boats ahead and behind,
sailors on deck mopped up the water, as they were beginning to do
on his own ship. Arman would have his walk later. Meda was leaning
on the rail. “Did you get any sleep?”

“Some. I’ll have some more
later. How is he?”

“Asleep—tired, of course. He
won’t be much use the rest of the day, I think. You should all get
more sleep, if you can.”

“I might—I just wanted to be
out in the air now. I don’t like being confined.” As Kei looked out
at the sea, he saw a series of waterspouts rising, being made to
dance like a fountain, and then he saw jijel dolphins playing in
among them, leaping through the spouts. “Aren’t they pretty?” she
sighed. “I love dolphins and whales.”

“Yes, they’re pretty, and so is
your art.”

“Reis like my
waterspouts. He likes you, Kei. He’s going to miss you
when you go home.”

“I’ll miss him. I’ll miss you
all. I’ll think of you often, I know.”

“There’s no ocean in Ai-Albon,”
she said sadly. “I wouldn’t like to visit where there wasn’t water
to play with. Big water, I mean. Not puddles.”

Kei smiled at the idea of one
of her creations being lifted above the big waterhole in the
village, and how the children would love it. “Perhaps I could come
and visit you again one day.”

“Would you?” she asked, turning
to him with a hopeful expression. “Oh, that would be wonderful. And
Reis wouldn’t be so sad—but do you mean years and years away?”

“I hope not,” he said, not sure
when he would ever come back to the city. “But I’ve just been gone
for over half a year. My sister is sad too.”

“She would be. If I had you as
a brother,” she said, putting her arm through Kei’s, “I would never
let you out of my sight.”

“She didn’t have a lot of
choice in the matter.”

She looked at him, big eyes
assessing him critically. “No. But then you wouldn’t have met
Arman. I like him too. Not as much as you because he’s a bit gruff
sometimes. You’re always sweet.”

“I’m not,” he said with a grin.
“Talk to Reji.”

“Reji’s sweet too. You
must all be lovely in your village. No wonder you miss it. Maybe
Meki could invite everyone to visit Darshek and we could see them,”
she said, a little playfully.

“That wouldn’t be very
practical now, would it?” Kei pointed out. “And many of them have
also just been away for months, so I think they wouldn’t be eager
to leave again.”

She sighed, acknowledging the
point. “But it’s so dull in Darshek sometimes, Kei. People are
scared of us, and they treat us like freaks, or they only want to
know how to use us. We’re really just like everyone else.”

Watching the amazing
waterspouts amusing the dolphins, Kei hardly thought they were
‘just like’ anyone at all. “You have a wonderful Gift. I’ve always
wanted to be able to do something like that, or even like Reji’s
fire-shaping. Something beautiful.”

“You have something beautiful,”
she said, touching her palm to her chest. “Wyma said you glow. So
does Arman.”

“Wyma?” But the soul-toucher
hadn’t even come near him, which hadn’t surprised Kei after what
had happened to Diza.

She nodded. “He said you and he
were like this big ball of light when you came together. Pretty, he
said. I wish I could see it. You can’t see emotions like that, can
you?”

“No—I didn’t know he could. It
must get confusing.”

She shrugged. “He’s used to it
and he hardly ever goes out anyway. He said most people are too
ugly to look at. But you and Arman are beautiful, he said. Arman’s
handsome in a funny way. Does that beard prickle when you kiss
him?”

“A bit,” Kei said, amused by
her curiosity. “Not as much as you think and it feels good when he
rubs it on your—”

“Kei!”

“Stomach, Meda. You started
it.”

She poked him in the side as a
reprimand. “Well, anyway, he’s pretty too. I like you better,
though.”

“Thank you,” he said with a
little bow. “I’d like the lovely women to prefer me to him.”

She poked him again. “You’re
not supposed to prefer women at all now.”

“And who’s the one telling me
how beautiful I am? I can look—I’m just not going to do anything
about it.”

“Then so am I,” she said.
“Looking, I mean.” She sighed. “I should go and find Neris. Reis
will be all right, won’t he?”

“Completely, I promise. Have
him drink some more tea when he wakes and let him eat whatever he
fancies—perhaps keep it to something light, like soup—but he should
be fine. If there’s any more rough weather, then we’ll just have to
get through it.”

“I hope it’s not rough before
we get to Utuk,” she said seriously. “If he and Jera are sick, we
might not be able to do what Arman wants.”

Kei had worried about this too.
“Let me speak to Arman about it. Don’t worry. He’s a very clever
man—he’s probably got a plan all worked out.”

“What’s he going to do in
Ai-Albon? You don’t need a general there, do you?”

He looked at her suspiciously.
“Meki didn’t put you up to this, did he?”

She was utterly bewildered. “I
don’t know what you mean. I just wondered what he’s going to
do—will you teach him to be a healer? I can’t see him doing
that.”

“He was talking about farming,
actually.”

“Oh. Well, as long as it’s not
war, I’m happy. I don’t want us to be at war,” she said, shaking
her head. “It’s not like there isn’t plenty for everyone, and lots
of room in Darshian. I’m sure once Meki and Peika point that out to
this woman in Utuk, she’ll understand.”

Kei was rather less sanguine
about the reasonableness of the Prijian sovereign. “Possibly. Are
you going to see Neris?”

With a guilty squeak, she
rushed off and abandoned him, leaving him with much to consider as
he looked out at the dolphins, now deprived of their toy, but still
leaping joyfully in the wake of the ship sailing ahead of Kei’s
boat. So he and Arman were beautiful together? That didn’t surprise
him as much as discovering the Gifted soul-touchers could see
emotions, and not just feel them. Perhaps when his own gift had
recovered, he might have a chance to talk to Wyma about what it was
like. He was truly glad he himself didn’t have that Gift. It would
make every day existence very uncomfortable, and he already had
enough difficulty with that.

He sighed. Time to find Reji
for lunch and then he would tell Arman he could take a cautious
walk on deck. Then Kei could claim his reward for his
generosity—Arman might possibly even like that as much as the
walk.

~~~~~~~~

There was no more rough weather
for the next two days, and Reis and the other victims of
seasickness had a chance to restore both strength and spirits.
However, it wasn’t the fine sailing putting a spring in everyone’s
step. Five days after they left Darshek, in the late morning, Neka
made her first contact with mind-speakers in south Darshian. Arman
immediately abandoned his language lessons, and was then locked
away with the Gifted woman for the rest of the day as she used his
more recent knowledge of the south to contact key figures of the
population, alerting them to events and the Rulers’ plans. Kei
could only fret, wearing out his anxiety working with the animals,
or letting Reis and Meda amuse him with their games on the ocean.
There was only one thought in his mind, only one thing he wanted to
know, and he wasn’t alone in that desire.

It wasn’t until late that
evening, as he and Neris and Reji—who had become friendly with the
Gifted fire-shaper—were on deck, leaning on the rail, watching the
phosphorescence of the wake and using one of Reji’s fire sprites to
give them a little light, that more news came. Neka let all the
ships know at the same time.

Everyone, I’ve spoken to Jena
in Utuk. She says as far as she knows, all the hostages are still
alive.

Kei looked at Reji, and was
already throwing his arms around him in joy as Reji came towards
him to pull him close. He couldn’t speak as tears flowed down his
face, tears of relief and happiness. Reji snagged Neris into the
hug too, and the three men held each other, crying and laughing, so
much worry and tension gone. Around the ship, cheers could be heard
rising, and on the ships ahead of and behind them, happy sailors
and soldiers were waving lamps on deck.

“Gods, they’re alive. I didn’t
want to hope,” Kei said, burying his face in Reji’s shoulder.

“We still have to get them
out,” Neris said, pulling away from their embrace.

Kei wiped his eyes, but let
Reji kept his arm around him. “I know—but at least they’re still
alive to get out.”

Kei? Jena wants to talk to you.
Come to our cabin. Arman’s waiting for you.

“Neka wants me,” he told them,
but still had to give Reji a last celebratory hug. “I just know
everything will be all right now.”

Reji tugged his braid gently.
“Still a long way to go, little brother. Don’t get your hopes too
high.”

His worried eyes did a little
to dampen Kei’s mood, but only a little. “I won’t—but forgive me
being joyful just for now.”

“We’re all joyful, and you
deserve your happiness. Go on,” Reji said.

Everyone Kei met on his way to
the lower decks wanted to shake his hand or hug him, and by the
time he got to Jera and Neka’s cabin, he was dizzy not only with
his own happiness but the combined joy of the entire crew and
passengers. Arman greeting him at the door and pulling him into a
crushing embrace was welcome not only so Kei could share his
feelings, but also balance them too. “Gods, Arman, it’s true,
they’re alive, Jena’s alive.”

Arman kissed him. “Not only
alive but impatient to speak to you. Come and sit.”

Jera was sitting with his
arm around his lover, Neka. She looked a little tired—she’d been
working hard all day and even though her Gift didn’t cause her the
strain the minor gifted suffered, just concentrating so intensely
for so long would have to have been hard. Kei kissed her cheek, and
then took a seat. She reached for his hand, and then he heard
Jena’s voice in his head. Kei?

Yes, it’s me. You’re made a lot
of Darshianese very happy.

Well, I’m sitting here crying
and trying not to make any noise. Are you well, truly well?

Yes, I am now I know you’re
still alive. Arman’s with me.

Neka said. You realise I’m
going to grill you for a week when I see you.

Kei grinned, and Arman
was smiling too. Neka had let him listen in. You can do whatever you want with me, if I can
get you out of there. Aldik is well, or was when I saw him a few
weeks ago. Everyone is safe.

Thank you. Neka’s told me what
you’re planning—if you put yourself in danger and get yourself
killed, young man, I’ll dig up your corpse and piss on it, I
swear.

Even used to her
colourful way of expressing herself, Kei still blinked, and Neka
laughed. Then I’ll avoid
that. Are you well? Has anything happened since I left?

Not a thing—people are starting
to get anxious because Arman and his troops haven’t returned, but
that only just in the last couple of weeks. So far, it hasn’t
affected us. Of course, Karus lives a very quiet life and doesn’t
hear the gossip.

Arman took Kei’s free
hand. Jena,
Arman asked, is Karus all right?

A slight hesitation, and
Kei felt Arman’s hand tighten a little. He’s frail. But desperately hoping to see you
again.

If...you think it safe, tell
him...I’m coming back, but not to stay...and that I found my joy.
Please tell him that, if you can.

I will. I can trust him, I
know. He just wants us to go home—he thinks it’s terrible we’ve
been kept here for so long, and after... the Ai-Vinri deaths...he
doesn’t believe the war is just anymore.

Nor I,
Arman said grimly. Then tell him and send him my love. I would consider
it a great favour.

I’d do it for him regardless.
He just wants you to be happy. And Kei, you too.

Then you can
tell him I am, Kei said.
Give him my love. Tell him I’ll
always remember my time with you both with affection.

I will. How long, Arman?

Three days—we should be there
for the equinoctial ceremony. If you and the other hostages are
summoned to attend, then get everyone to stay together. Neka will
contact as many as she can between now and then. The main thing is
not to worry when the soldiers come. We won’t let them hurt
you.

No, I know that. Arman, are you
not coming back to Utuk?

Arman looked at Kei, and
squeezed his fingers. No—I’m
going home. That isn’t in Utuk.

I understand. I still don’t
like you, you know.

Kei grinned.
Yes, you sound very convincing.
Listen, Neka’s tired, and she’s going to be busy for the next two
days, so we better let her go. I will see you in three
days.

As will
I, Arman told her. Neka will be able to hear you if you call, she
says. If you find yourself at the ceremony, let us know, we could
use someone on the ground.

I understand. Sleep well, Kei.
And I’ll give your message to Karus now, Arman. He’s gone to bed,
but I think he’s awake. He won’t want to wait.

You know his
situation, and I know you’ll care for his health. Thank you for
looking after him, Arman said, with a
suspicious gleam in his eyes that was probably unshed tears.
Tell him...he won’t have to watch me
being bitter. He’ll know what I mean.

Yes, I will.

Neka raised her hand. “I’ve
told her to get off and do what she needs to. Did that make you
happy?” she asked with an earnest frown.

Kei kissed her forehead. “More
than you can possibly imagine. Thank you. She’s alive—I can’t
believe it.”

“Believe it,” Arman said. “And
now we will bring her and the others out, I promise it on my love
for Karus and for you. There is no stronger oath I can swear.”

Kei pulled him close. “And so I
know you will keep it,” he said quietly, kissing him. “Three
days.”

“Two and a half. We still have
much to do.”

“Yes, I know. Do you need to
speak to the Rulers?”

“I’d better—I’ll see you in the
cabin soon.”

Kei nodded, and Arman got up
and left. He wouldn’t be long. Kei sensed his longing for comfort,
and the sadness of knowing that even if he saw Karus, it would be
for the last time. He hoped the kind, elderly man would get some
pleasure from Arman’s message—hoped he would forgive Kei taking his
friend away from him. He would spare Karus that pain, if he could,
but there was no answer for it. Somehow, he thought Karus in his
wisdom and his love for Arman, would understand and be glad Arman
had escaped his deadening duty. Jena would help him accept it, he
hoped. But then Karus was going to lose Jena too.

“What’s wrong?” Jera asked.
“You were so happy a moment ago.”

“Yes, I was—I am, truly. It’s
just...a dear person is going to be sad, and I wish I could spare
him that.”

Neka took his hand again.
“You’re kind. I’m sure they’ll understand you don’t mean them to
suffer.”

“Yes, he will.” He made himself
smile. “Thank you—your Gift was a gift to me also.”

“I like to make people happy,”
she said shyly.

Jera smiled at her. “Yes, you
do, don’t you, my love. I’ll do my part, I hope, when we get to
Utuk.”

“Yes, I hope you will. Have you
and Reis decided who’s to be on the ground?”

“I will. He says he’ll be
happier if he doesn’t have to threaten anyone. I don’t have any
conscience where these people are concerned, short of killing them.
I’m more than happy to scare them quite thoroughly,” he said with a
wicked smile.

“Good,” Kei said. “I don’t want
them dead but they could do with a good fright. If they shit
themselves with fear, I won’t be crying into my pillow over
it.”

Neka laughed. Kei squeezed her
hand and stood up. “See you tomorrow. The weather still looks
promising.”

Jera waved his hand
dismissively. “They’ll let me or Reis know if it looks as if it’s
going to blow up again. I’d rather miss sleep than go through all
that again.”

“Same here,” Neka said. “You’re
horrible when you’re sick, Jerichi.”

“Most people are,” Kei said.
“I’m the worst patient I know. Worse than Arman, and that’s saying
something. Goodnight.”

He left the cabin, feeling a
mixture of joy and fear and some sadness. He needed to talk quietly
to Arman to untangle all these emotions and make some sense of
them, and help Arman with his own mess of feelings. Three
days—three days and Jena would be safe and he could, truly and
finally, go home. And this time, he wouldn’t have to take Arman
away again.

~~~~~~~~

They ran into more bad weather,
but this time, between their mind-movers and Kira, their
wind-shaper, and with enough warning this time, no one had to
suffer any seasickness. Reis and Jera kept the ships steady, and
Kira managed to blow the worst of the storm away. Arman welcomed
not having the distraction of the unpleasant motion of the ship, or
of Kei having to spend long periods away ministering to the sick.
Selfish of him, but he found it less worrying when Kei was working
quietly in their cabin on his text and not having people imposing
on his still healing gift. Not that Arman ever expressed this to
his lover, because he knew what his reaction would be—but it still
gave him some peace of mind.

After the joy of discovering
the hostages were still alive, tension mounted again on the ships
as their destination grew closer. Lords Meki and Peika had had all
the language lessons they were going to get—now, they and Arman
spent all their time with Neka, speaking to the clan leaders in
south Darshian and making plans. They wanted no nasty surprises
when they confronted Kita.

Kei grew quieter as the time
drew closer. He was worried, Arman well knew, for Arman’s safety.
The risk was lower than in many battles he’d engaged in, but Arman
couldn’t lie and pretend it was non-existent. He was, after all,
relying on people who’d never used their abilities for any
non-peaceful purpose, and who were completely untried. They would
do their best—but this was a new and enormously dangerous task he’d
set for them. The Rulers were worried too—not on their own behalf,
but like any good leader, on the behalf of those they were leading
into conflict. Ultimately, it all depended on Arman’s planning, and
his knowledge of the ground and of Kita. He’d never had this level
of responsibility resting on him before—never had so much to lose
either. Kei’s fate if he himself died, gnawed at his gut like a
starving hisk.

Finally, his head pounding
furiously with a severe headache, he called a halt. “My lords,
we’ve done as much as we can,” he said finally. “We should all make
sure we rest tonight.”

“Agreed,” Lord Peika said.
“You’re rather pale, general.”

“A headache, nothing more, my
lord. Kei will treat it.”

Lord Peika smiled. “Ah, the
joys of one’s own personal healer. Meki, you and I should have
insisted on one ourselves.”

“Kei’s done well enough for
us,” Lord Meki said gruffly. “Goodnight, general. You’ve done good
work.”

“Thank you,” Arman said, bowing
a little, and collecting a lamp to see his way out. “Don’t forget,
we need to be ready at dawn for the transfer.”

He closed the door, and then
stretched his back. His ribs hurt and so did his leg, from being
squeezed into a cramped and uncomfortable chair for days. He needed
a walk—and then he needed to find Reji before returning to his
cabin.

The storms of the morning had
long since blown away, and the sky was moonless, the stars
sparkling clearly in a completely cloudless sky of perfect
darkness. All the brighter lights on the ship were dimmed in case
any Prijian patrol boat were lurking—they were still a hundred
miles at least from the tip of Kuplik, and a patrol this far from
the main island was unlikely, but couldn’t be ruled out. Even
Arman’s lamp was guarded so the light spilled downward, not out to
the gaze of any ship lookouts. He took a moment or two to adjust
his vision before walking carefully toward the rail, not wanting to
deal with a broken leg or Kei’s lecture on the subject. To his
surprise, there was someone there, lit only by a small flame
sitting above the rail. “Reji?”

“Oh...Arman...sorry, I was lost
in thought.” The other man turned to him. “I thought you’d still be
with the Rulers.”

“No, we’ve done enough and my
head’s about to explode. Actually, it’s you I was coming to
see.”

“Oh? Something wrong? Nothing
to do with Kei?”

“Yes, to do with him, but
nothing wrong. Not yet.” He drew a sealed letter out of his breast
pocket where he’d had it all day, waiting to speak to Reji. “You
know as well as I do I might not come back alive from this.”

He handed the letter to Reji,
who frowned. “Is this your will?”

“Not...exactly. Reji, you’re
the only person I can really talk to about this, because Kei means
as much to you as he does to me, and you’ll understand my reasoning
here. Has Kei explained what Bikel told him about the injury to his
gift? How it happened, how I help him and so on?”

“Yes, as much as he knows, I
think.”

“So you understand what my
death might do to him if it occurs at this time.”

Reji grimaced. “Yes, I do.
Which is why I wanted to come on this mission and keep your sorry
Prijian arse in one piece.”

Arman smiled, even though it
was hardly a joking matter. “Yes, I know. But there’s a limit to
what you or I or anyone can do, whatever else we want for him. I
just wanted you to be the one.... He has to do whatever he needs to
do to survive...but if he chooses not to survive...that’s a letter
for him, saying if he can’t bear the pain, I don’t want him to
linger where he has no will to live.”

“You’re telling him to
suicide?” Reji drew himself up to his full height and glared. “You
don’t have that right.”

“I’m not telling him to do a
damn thing. I’m telling him that if I’ve gone, he needs to do what
he needs to do. And you need to let him, damn it! Please, I’m
asking you not to tether him to this world if he can’t stand it,
and I’m asking you to help him if he wants to try.”

“You forget,” Reji said coldly,
“you don’t need to ask me to help Kei.”

Arman sighed. This was going so
badly. “No, I know...I’ve just been trying to think how to make
sure my death doesn’t destroy him.... I suppose you’ll hate me for
this suggestion too, but I need to make it. Bikel told me there’s
another option. Should the worst happen to me, and Kei breaks down
as we fear, then you should drug him for the entire return journey
and get him back to Bikel. If Jena has come back, ask her to assist
you.”

“But Master Bikel said he
couldn’t help,” Reji said, still holding the letter as if it was a
thurl poised to strike.

“He can’t, no. But Neka can—if
she consents and Kei truly wishes it. He said it’s possible for a
Gifted mind-speaker to completely erase a mind—take a person back
to infancy, in fact. Destroy every memory, every pain.... It would
take away Kei’s injury as if it had never been, possibly even
eradicate his gift, although Bikel wasn’t sure. It’s never been
done on a gifted person—and the last time it was done at all was
nearly two hundred years ago, during the civil wars.”

Reji drew in a sharp breath.
“Wipe away Kei’s mind? Are you serious?”

“If it were a choice between
that and him killing himself, which would you want for him?” Arman
asked. “It’s only something a young person might contemplate
because it would take years for them to be remotely normal
again...but do you see? It could give Kei that second chance.” He
rubbed his forehead, wishing the pounding in his head would stop.
“It would be a last resort. And if you were there, at least he
would have someone who loved him to bring him back.”

Reji stared at him. “He would
forget you...forget he loved you.”

“Yes. But as I would be dead,
it wouldn’t matter.” He gave Reji a half-smile. “And perhaps we
could try again in the next life.”

“You’ve known about this since
Utuk and you still brought him with you?”

“He would never consent—”

The man raised his hand. “No,
not that...you’ve had this in your heart, this burden...Arman, no
lover should have to contemplate letting the one they love forget
them this way.” He clenched his fist and his face contorted in
distress. “Our memories...it’s what carries us from one life to the
next...it comforts the spirits to know those behind them recall
them with love. If Kei forgot you...your spirit would be lonely,
lost...crying in pain....”

“Better that than Kei crying in
pain,” Arman snapped, unnerved by Reji’s reaction. “You know him,
you love him—do what you can to help him if I can’t. You said you
loved him enough to send him away—I love him enough to send him
home. Take him home, Reji, if I can’t be there.”

Reji put the letter in his
breast pocket. “I’ll do what it takes,” he said solemnly. “But the
best solution is for you to come back alive so, much as I dislike
you, I’d prefer you to do that. Don’t ever mention any of this to
him if you do. It’d upset him.”

“Yes, I know, which is why I’m
talking to you, not him,” Arman said, his headache and the subject
making him irritable. “But the same goes for you—your death would
bring him almost as much pain as my own, so keep your damn head,
and his, down and out of sight tomorrow until it’s safe. I don’t
want him to have to cut your braid.”

“Nor I his. “ Reji gave him a
humourless smile. “Guess you’ll have to live a while longer if
we’re to have one of yours to cut.”

“I was planning on doing so.
I’m going to him now and I’ll see you at dawn—the beasts need to be
ready by then.”

“Wonderful, I’ll need to be up
an hour before. But as you command, general,” Reji said with a
mocking bow. “And get some sleep, you look like urs shit.”

“One would imagine you were
concerned for my well-being,” Arman said sardonically, “but I fancy
you’re only thinking about the hostages.”

“Yes, of course. And Kei.
Besides, funerals at sea are an unpleasant business.”

Arman gave the other man a
knowing tilt of his head. “Goodnight, then.”

Reji only nodded as Arman
walked away, but as he got to the stairs and looked back, Reji was
staring out to sea again, the little flame still dancing on the
rail. He would keep his word—Arman just hoped he wouldn’t need
to.

The ship was quiet—no sailors
calling out to each other, no passengers talking in the corridors,
not even the roar of a bored or angry urs beast to break the
stillness. It was if everyone and everything was on tenterhooks,
waiting for the dawn. In less than twelve hours, he would be back
in Utuk and then they would see if all the planning, all the fears,
all the effort, would bear fruit.

Kei was working at the desk and
turned as he came in. “I felt your headache from outside the
door—come here and let me mend it for you.”

Arman went to him
gratefully—the headache was now affecting his vision. In the past,
once it got that bad, all he could do was lie on his bed with a
cloth over his eyes and wait for the pain to stop. Now he had only
to sit on the bed, bow his head and let Kei’s gentle, clever
fingers work on his neck and forehead. As it always did, it took
mere seconds for the pain to start to ease, and in a minute or two,
all that was left was a kind of dull, slight ache where the pain
had been. “Gods, thank you. I was close to screaming with it.”

“And why did you let it get so
bad before coming to see me?” Kei asked, kissing his forehead. “I
could have let you work in peace if you’d come to me when it
started.”

“Sorry—we were in the middle of
an intense discussion and I could hardly excuse myself on such
trivial grounds.”

“Your health isn’t trivial,”
Kei muttered. “Are you back for good now, or do you have to run
away again?”

“No, all yours. Have you
eaten?”

Kei nodded. “A hour ago at
least. You?”

“We had something brought to
us. I can’t say I was hungry.”

Kei leaned over, blew out
Arman’s lamp and turned the desk light down low. “Are you tired?
You still seem to be in pain—what’s hurting you?”

“Everything—I’ll be fine. I’ve
missed you,” he said, kissing Kei under his ear. “How goes the
text?”

“To be honest,” he said,
sighing heavily, “I’ve been staring at the same words for the last
four hours and wondering when you would come back.” He let his lips
touch Arman’s gently, but didn’t deepen the kiss. “I don’t know
that I’ll sleep too well tonight.”

“You must—we both must,” he
said, sliding his hand up into Kei’s hair. “Will you do me a
favour?”

“Anything. What do you
need?”

“You—let me love you
tonight?”

Kei laid his cheek against
Arman’s, and cupped the back of his head. “Do what you wish,” he
said in a low voice.

“You don’t really feel like
sex, do you,” Arman said, looking into his eyes.

Kei stared, then shook his
head. “No. I’m sorry.”

Arman held him close, burying
his nose in Kei’s hair. “Don’t apologise. Why don’t we go to bed?
We really do need to get some sleep.”

“I don’t think I can. My gut’s
in a knot and I keep thinking....” He took a deep breath and tried
to smile. “You know what I keep thinking.”

“I know. Just come to bed. I
want you in my arms. I need it.”

Kei nodded and pulled away so
he could stand and strip, folding his clothes with care. Arman
waited until he was nude before pulling him back into his arms.
“You’re not undressed,” Kei said with a little pout.

“Because I’m waiting for you to
do it for me.”

Kei raised an eyebrow, even as
he unlaced Arman’s shirt. “This is the man who prides himself on
doing everything for himself?”

“Can I help it if I love the
feel of your hands on me?”

Kei smiled. “Ah, an ulterior
motive. I knew there had to be one.” He drew Arman’s shirt over his
head. “Does your leg hurt very badly?”

“It aches, but it always aches.
It’s strong enough for tomorrow.”

Kei’s expression shuttered as
he helped Arman get out of his trousers, and then removed his
loincloth. Arman could guess what thoughts were plaguing him, but
there wasn’t much comfort he could offer. Arman lay back on the
bunk—they’d had to arrange things very carefully so Kei didn’t keep
knocking his bad side, but they had managed it eventually—and Kei
lay down beside him, resting in Arman’s loose embrace, and pulling
the blankets over them. It was a warm night, and the covers weren’t
that necessary, but Arman sensed Kei was making a more symbolic
gesture, shutting the world out. He kissed Kei’s temple. “You taste
salty.”

“I had a wash earlier—can’t
waste too much fresh water rinsing everything off. Just the
important bits.”

“Hmmm.” Arman licked a little
more of the saltiness away from Kei’s face, as his hand stole over
his chest, trailing up and down gently. Kei’s smooth skin was a
wonder to him, a perpetual delight, and Kei loved to be touched.
Now Kei was back in a semi-normal environment, Arman had noted how
often Kei patted or hugged or kissed his friends, and how they did
the same to him. He thrived on it. What it would have been like for
Kei if they had not found a good reason for Arman to touch and hold
him during his imprisonment? He suspected his lover would have
suffered very badly from the deprivation.

Kei was still rather tense and
if they were both to sleep, he would have to do what Kei often did
for him, and help him relax. He settled him a little more
comfortably in his arms, and brought his hand up to one of Kei’s
nipples, rolling it a little, less firmly than if they had been
making love, but more than just a caress. Immediately Kei tensed,
but then relaxed, a little sigh of pleasure puffing from his lips.
Arman kept up the movement as he kissed Kei’s jaw, licking under it
in the little hollow there, and feeling Kei shiver a little. He
responded readily to certain stimuli, and Arman was making a
careful study of all his sensitive areas, working as carefully as
he would plan any battle, memorising the lay of the land, where the
vulnerabilities were, and where a sneak attack would be most
successful.

But that tactic was for when he
wanted to arouse rather than to soothe, and he wanted to gentle Kei
now, ease his fears for a little while, so he concentrated on
small, slow pleasure, rather than large jolts of sensation, moving
his hand lightly over Kei’s chest and stomach, stroking and playing
a little.

After a little of his, Kei
calmed, tension lessening in that long, lean body, his breathing
slowing and deepening. Would he sleep now, or should Arman continue
the exploration he had begun? If he asked, he might break the
spell, and Kei might wake up too much to ever have a chance of
sleeping this night, when they both had so many worries to grind on
them. He let his hand drift lower, casually, without apparent
destination, but as he reached the crisp hair at the base of Kei’s
stomach, he found his lover was erect—so not quite as sleepy and
relaxed as Arman thought. He could ignore it, he supposed, let
Kei’s body take the path of least resistance, continuing the
stroking and touching. But at the same time, they were new lovers,
and the ability to make Kei respond to his touch was an almost
irresistible temptation.

“May I?” he whispered, wrapping
his hand around Kei’s cock. “Or do you want to sleep?”

Kei tilted his head so he could
kiss Arman. “Please,” he breathed.

They’d never done it in this
position, or without the cream to help. But this was as familiar to
Arman as walking, since his teenage years and married life had
offered but this one means of release, the only guiltless pleasure
he could take. Certainly it was odd to have his hand on another
man’s cock, and to be at a different angle, but he found himself
finding an easy rhythm soon enough, taking it gentle and slow,
always waiting for a sign he was hurting Kei or that his lover was
weary of the touch. Kei was only too happy to let him continue, one
arm slung over Arman’s body, his face buried in Arman’s neck, his
breath coming in short, hot, gasps against Arman’s skin as his
arousal grew.

It was all over rather quickly,
Kei stiffening and then coming in complete silence, his semen hot
against Arman’s hand. Arman threw the blankets back and collected
the mess, wondering what to do with it—but Kei drew his hand up to
his mouth and lapped at it.

“I should do that,” Arman
murmured, leaning over to help, licking his hand, and Kei’s mouth,
and his chin and his slightly salty face. It didn’t taste so bad
this time—maybe because he’d grown used to it, or maybe because
kissing Kei made everything more pleasurable.

Kei settled again, and reached
down for him. Arman brushed his hand aside. “I’m fine. I just want
to sleep.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m tired and I need to
hold you.” He stroked a few stray hairs back from Kei’s face,
regretting he hadn’t been able to play with Kei’s loosed braid as
he loved to, and hoping he would get the chance to do so again.
“Sleep. Give me all your worries for this night.”

It was all he could do. To
speak of the coming day would be to awaken all their fears and
anxieties. To talk of the past...? No, nor of the future. To get
through this night, they could only think of the now, being with
each other, safe for the moment. The world could wait a few hours,
Arman thought, drawing the blankets back over them both, and
keeping it at bay.


Chapter : Darshek 8

It was still dark when there
came a quiet knock on the cabin door. Arman was already awake, and
from the way Kei immediately tensed up, he’d not been asleep
either. Arman called to the sailor to come in. The man did,
bringing a tray and a lamp, and telling them it was half an hour to
dawn. Arman thanked him and he left.

He kissed Kei, then urged him
to sit, since there was no way of escaping the bunk without his
cooperation. Kei got up, not looking at him and not speaking, and
the hunched way he moved as he found his clothes told Arman how
upset he was. He came over and took Kei into his arms. “I’m sorry.
I wish there was another way.”

Kei turned to him with reddened
eyes, but a calm expression. “You have to do this. Just do your
job, I’ll do mine. Then come home to me.”

Arman stroked his hand down
Kei’s braid. “Neka will moderate things for you. Let her and Reji
help you.”

“I will, because I want you
concentrating on one thing—doing this successfully. That means
getting out alive too. Don’t let them ask for you in exchange for
anything.”

“Not even Jena and the
others?”

Kei went very still, and closed
his eyes. “Gods, Arman,” he whispered. “Please...don’t let it come
to that. Please.”

“I’ll do my best, but
ultimately, if one is to be sacrificed to save sixty-nine, and one
is me.... I can’t refuse.” Kei clutched at his shirt, but said
nothing. Arman kissed him and held him, but then set him free. “I
have to go.”

“Yes, I know. Do you want me to
rub your leg before you go? Loosen it up?”

Arman stretched it. “If you can
do it while I eat, yes, it would help. I don’t want it failing at a
crucial moment.”

“Jera told me he’d make sure
you were all right.” Now Kei was firmly in his professional role,
dressing quickly and fetching the pot of massage ointment,
pretending Arman’s weak limb was his only concern. Arman ate the
hard bread and drank the fresh jombeker milk had been sent down as
his breakfast, while Kei briskly massaged and rubbed his right leg.
Arman’s body was still stiff all over—the bunk didn’t offer much
room—but there wasn’t a lot to be done about it. At least he’d
slept all the way through the night. He wasn’t sure Kei had.

Kei was done in a few minutes,
and then Arman finished dressing. This morning he took particular
care over his appearance, and Kei groomed his hair carefully for
him, even combing his beard, which really needed trimming but there
was no time for that now. “I suppose it’s a shame we didn’t bring
your armour from the fort,” Kei said in an all too obvious attempt
to appear good-humoured.

“It might send the wrong
signal—that we’re afraid of them.”

“You should be afraid of them.
I am,” Kei said, clenching the comb in his hand.

“So am I. But damned if I’m
going to let those bastards know that. I have to get moving.”

“Yes. Let’s go.”

But he didn’t move to follow
Arman, and when Arman turned to find out why, he saw Kei standing
still, trembling, his hands clenching and unclenching. As Arman
approached him, he backed away. “It’s funny...last time I was
scared like this was...when you came...took me...took me
hostage....” He wrapped his arms around himself and looked at
Arman, his eyes dark with desperation.

“Gods,” Arman whispered, his
heart breaking to see his lover in such agony. He pulled him close,
and laid his cheek against Kei’s. “I wish there was an answer, some
surety...I can’t give it to you. It’ll be over in a few hours.”

Kei clutched at him, but only a
few moments, he pushed Arman back. “I’m sorry. I’m being
stupid.”

“You’re being a perfectly
decent human being. Now come.”

“Wait—let me say goodbye here.
If I do it on deck, I’ll fall apart.” He kissed Arman, trembling
hands combing gently through his hair. “Whatever happens this day,
know that I’m yours, in this life and the next.”

He took Kei’s hand and kissed
it. “I’ll be back before night.”

Kei nodded. “Yes, you’d better
be.”

Arman held his hand as he
limped out into the corridor and up the stairs to the deck. Lord
Meki was there, looking impatient. “I was just coming to get you,
general.” In fact, dawn had barely broken, the sky gorgeously
coloured in pink and gold, so Arman wasn’t really late at all. Lord
Meki was just anxious, his sharp face tight with worry. It wasn’t
on his own behalf.

The crew were all assembled,
waiting for the departure of their leaders. Arman led Kei to Neka,
who’d stay with this ship for her own protection. The mind-speaker
was far too valuable for them to risk, not that any of the Gifted
would be anything less than a terrible loss. The hostages would be
returned to this vessel too and kept away from any battle on shore.
She slid her arms around Kei’s waist. “Don’t be sad,” she said
gently. “I’ll watch over him, Arman.”

“Thank you.” He turned to
Reji, standing with the waiting beasts. The trader nodded—there was
no need to say more to him. Reji knew what was needed.
Neka, if anything appears to be
going wrong, make sure you don’t let Kei link to you, and keep him
numb until you get help for him.

Of
course, she said calmly.
I know what needs to be
done.

Kei looked at him, his heart in
his eyes, but making every effort to be composed. Arman nodded to
him also, and then resolutely turned towards the Rulers. The Gifted
were there too—all but Neka were transferring over to one of the
two troop vessels now taking the lead position as they sailed
towards Utuk. She would keep everyone linked all day, and any of
them would be able to mind-speak to anyone else as a result. Arman
still couldn’t get over how easily this was done, and what an
enormous advantage it gave the Darshianese in any battle.

Once they gathered into a
group, Reis and Jera transferred Arman, the Rulers and the Gifted.
Even having experienced the phenomenon several times as he and the
Gifted rehearsed their plans for this day, Arman could never get
used to the sensation of flying—the effortlessness of it was
astonishing, and Jera and Reis never seemed to have to even think
about what they were doing.

He and the others landed on the
deck softly as a kiss. “There you go, Arman—I promised Kei I’d mind
your leg,” Jera said with a wink.

“So you did. Right, Kira,
you’re our power, go to it.”

They were still some forty
miles from Utuk, and they couldn’t afford to be becalmed or lose
any speed. Kira brought up the wind to keep them advancing at a
steady pace which should see them there in three hours. But Reis
and Jera would be needed before that. Between their current
position and Utuk lay two small islands, both forming part of the
network of signal beacons which would alert Kuplik of any attack.
These had to be disabled without causing any suspicion on the main
island itself.

The two Rulers joined Arman at
the rail, watching as the beacon islands appeared on the horizon.
Even the cheerful Lord Peika was subdued. To pass the time, Arman
had them speak to him in Prijian, making them pretend he was Kita.
It wouldn’t do for them to use the wrong title or word—better to
let him translate than unintentionally designate her by a lowly
honorific. Fortunately, that was one aspect of the language the two
Rulers had readily picked up

They sailed on uninterrupted
for nearly an hour and then there was a shout from the crows nest.
“Patrol, starboard!” the lookout called, then gave the signal
whistle which would be heard on the other ships—but their look outs
were already waving that they had seen the Prijian boat.

The crew came to attention.
“Your lordships, please go below,” Arman ordered. “Everyone, behave
normally, you’ll look like a Prijian vessel until they get closer.
Jera?”

The mind-mover came closer.
“How long before I do it?”

“Let them get a mile or so
closer, so you can see better what you’re doing.”

Reis came up silently next to
them, as if to ask if he could help, but Arman had asked Jera to do
this for a reason. Reis was still hesitant about risking sailors,
even though what they were planning should, if there were no
unexpected problems, only cause the approaching boat a lot of
inconvenience and not much else.

The sailors on the Darshianese
boats continued to work as usual, their borrowed uniforms and caps
hiding the distinctive long dark hair of the men. Arman watched the
smaller patrol vessel getting closer. “Right, now, if you
please.”

Nothing happened for a moment
or two, but then the mainsail of the patrol ship tumble from the
rigging, falling to the deck in a graceful heap of canvas. Across
the water came the distant shouts of astonished sailors suddenly
trying to deal with this and the descent of all their other sails
as well. Arman saw them scrabbling about, preparing to get the
sails back in position, but it would be futile—because Jera was
about to, and now did, snap the top off the main mast and cast it
into the ocean a mile from them. “Cannons,” Arman reminded him.

“Oh yes.” From out the side of
the ships shot six large guns, bursting through the gun ports and
flying into the ocean, to the consternation of the crew. The
sailors rushed to the other side of their boat as the action was
repeated. “That’s the lot?”

“Yes. Just disable the
launches and then we’re safe.” The two launches were lifted off
their booms, dropped to the surface of the ocean, and left to float
away. The crew was now completely marooned. Neka, let me speak to them.

Go ahead.

“This is Sei General Arman of
Her Serenity’s Army. Your ship has been disabled by the
Darshianese. Do not panic. You will be rescued later today by
another vessel.” He repeated the message twice more, then let it
go. The sailors would be utterly bewildered, but as long as they
did nothing stupid, they would come to no harm—the important thing
was that they wouldn’t raise any warning. This would be the only
patrol ship in this sector, Arman knew—for he was the one who’d
drawn up the defence plans.

Their first engagement had gone
easily and would be good for raising everyone’s confidence, as
evidenced by the smiles and cheers of the crews on the three
Darshianese boats. A relief to Arman too, certainly. But they had a
long way to go yet.

~~~~~~~~

As soon as Arman had gone to
the other ship, Neka turned and placed her hands on either side of
Kei’s head. “Now, let me block your gift as we discussed.”

Kei nodded, knowing it was the
only way to ensure he got through this without breaking down. She
didn’t seem to do anything, and he felt nothing at all—until he
realised he could no longer sense the other people on the ship. It
felt strange, as if part of him was dead or missing, but it was
better than experiencing the terrible loss of control which had
afflicted him when Arman had been taken from him in Darshek just a
few days earlier. Bikel had warned him not to let himself
experience another such blow, and Arman leaving as he had and going
into danger, was exactly what Kei did not need to feel in his
present unhealed state.

It didn’t take away his
weariness, or the grinding anxiety, but these were normal, easily
handled by comparison. It wasn’t like feeling his soul being sliced
into slivers.

“Thank you,” he said, bending
and placing a kiss on her forehead. “Now we’d better go below.”
Arman had left strict orders for all civilians left on their
boat—all three of them—to stay off the deck. It wouldn’t protect
them against a cannon shot, but it would lessen the risk of being
hit by shrapnel or a stray arrow. Kei had no desire to die so
stupidly either, so he ushered Neka down the stairs, Reji on their
heels.

She kissed him again as she
headed towards her cabin. “I need to concentrate, but if you want
me, just ‘call’.”

“I will. Don’t give yourself a
headache.”

She gave him a shy smile. “It’s
no effort, and I’m glad to help. Arman is trying so hard for
us.”

“Yes, he is,” Kei said, feeling
proud even as his heart tightened at the mention of his lover’s
name.

He turned and Reji was there,
looking at him. “Let’s go milk the jombekers,” Kei said. He needed
to do something manual.

Reji kept a hand on his
shoulder as they moved to the lower deck. “Did you sleep?” he asked
Kei.

“Not much. I’m tired, but I
won’t sleep a wink until he...until they come back.”

Reji pulled him into a hug, and
Kei couldn’t help but be comforted by his familiar warmth. “He’ll
come back,” Reji said. “He’s made it this far, and so have
you.”

“Too many things can go
wrong.”

“Yes, but a lot of them will
probably never happen. Don’t torture yourself.” He led them into
the animal hold. “Come and look at this female and tell me if her
teats look all right to you.”

Kei crouched by the jombeker
and look at her udder. “Hmmm, I think this one could do with being
rested—you have that ointment, haven’t you?”

“Yes, but I’d like some more,
if you’re making it.”

Kei nodded and took the pot
from Reji. It was an antiseptic, with an unpalatable herb added to
deter the kid from suckling on that teat until the inflammation
went down. “Milk her by the other teat today. I can bottle feed her
kid,” he said as he smeared the green ointment gently on the
reddened teat.

Reji fetched the milking pot,
and while he milked the animal, Kei sat on a stool out of his way,
the baby jombeker in his arms, crying a little for its mother, but
not being too hysterical. Kei kept it where it could see and smell
her, and lick her face if it wanted to. The kid was only days old,
born on the journey. It was so small and fragile, and yet it would
grow into a great, hairy smelly animal like its mother and all its
kin. It reminded Kei of Fedor’s story about Kei’s mother. “You know
Fedor thinks Arman is my pet jombeker?”

“Eh?” Reji sat up in surprise.
“He said that?” Kei smiled a little and explained. Reji threw his
head back and laughed. “Gods, and what did the general say about
that?”

“Not much. He was trying not to
annoy Fedor, and not upset me. I don’t suppose he was pleased. It’s
not what I’m doing with him, you know.”

“No, it’s not. If I can say it,
then Fedor needs to accept it too. Besides, I’d like to see someone
try to take Arman’s balls off to make him behave.”

Kei had to chuckle at that.
Reji fetched the hand-feeding bottle and washed the supple leather
teat, before filling the bottle with some of the fresh milk. He
gave it to Kei and then poured the rest of the milk into a mug.
“Here, breakfast.”

“Thanks.” He’d been too upset
to have anything earlier, but now he was hungry, and the warm milk
was delicious—a treat for travellers, and good for those who’d been
ill or needed strengthening after injury. Arman had drunk gallons
of the stuff once they’d changed the travel plans after Ai-Darbin,
and the hostages would probably appreciate it too. The Prij had
jombekers, but the milk was little seen in its natural state, being
made into either cheese or butter. Most of the animals were kept
for their meat, apparently. The Prij user other domesticated
animals for meat and wool, but they weren’t kept for their milk
either.

As Kei fed the kid, Reji milked
the rest of the flock, reserved a little for his own breakfast, and
then took the two buckets out to the galley where it would be
distributed to the sailors, or used in food preparation. He
returned with some hard bread, which he broke and shared with Kei.
It was peaceful, this, almost like being back in the village. Kei’s
family hadn’t kept jombekers, but there were several who did,
supplying the village with milk and meat. He’d spent many hours
helping friends look after them, and he’d done his share of
physicking sick animals too.

The kid in his lap suckled
noisily but steadily, its mother watching the goings on with
concern, but not being too upset. Female jombekers were placid, the
domesticated ones bred over many generations to be more so,
although the mature males, as Fedor had discovered, could be damn
nuisances. The one Kei was holding was a male. Its future wouldn’t
be a long one, sadly, but hopefully a happy one.

It finished its meal and Kei
set it on the ground where it instantly joined its mother. It
sniffed at her teats and was put off by the smell, just as
intended, and then settled down as she licked it, re-anointing it
with her own scent.

Kei got up and stretched. “We—”
He stopped as he heard a sharp whistle and then the lookout
shouted. “What’s happening?”

Reji moved to the porthole.
“Can’t see...oh, there’s a ship!” Kei crowded close to him at the
little window and saw a strange boat sailing towards them—and then
watched as the sails tumbled to the ground and the mast was
destroyed. The sailors were running around the deck in a panic, but
it was clear their ship was immobilised completely. “Got them!”
Reji crowed. “Look at that, perfectly done!”

“Good,” Kei said quietly. Their
view was lost as their ship changed direction slightly, and he came
away from the porthole. “So it begins.”

“It began when we left
Darshek,” Reji said, putting his hand on Kei’s shoulder and making
him look at him. “Really, it began when the Prij invaded.”

“Do you think we will really
get peace from this?” Kei asked. “The Prij have no imagination
about other peoples, no respect—I fear a peace won by force.”

“If that’s the only peace we
can get, at least in the beginning, that’s all we can have,” Reji
said, sighing. “You think too hard about these things. Let’s just
get through this day, and our people back. Let the Rulers worry
about the larger issues. Come on, I want to muck out the
beasts—it’s hard to ponder diplomacy with a shovel full of
shit.”

“Funny—it’s the time when I
think it’s most appropriate,” Kei said, forcing a grin on his face.
But Reji was right—the urgent issue was getting the hostages out.
The rest of it was for later.

~~~~~~~~

The signal beacons were
destroyed with elegant efficiency—Reis and Jera broke the
mechanisms of the signalling arms, forcing them into the ‘Situation
normal’ position, and sunk the boats the watch-keeping crews might
use to row to the next island and raise concerns. By the time the
mess was sorted out, Arman and the little fleet would be in Utuk.
Their borrowed colours and ships would keep them safe until they
were in the harbour, but the very reappearance of three of the
siege ships would cause surprise and suspicion. He knew exactly
what the response would be, and they would have to deal with it and
still get to the waterside amphitheatre, set at the back of the
harbour close to the docks. He glanced back at the third ship—he
hoped Kei wasn’t spending his time moping. Reji would keep him
busy.

Twenty minutes later and the
narrow mouth of the long harbour at Utuk came into view. They had
chosen the longer southern approach to the island to avoid the main
fleet stationed at Garok—there were gun boats in the south, but
they were concentrated closer to the harbour itself, and in fact,
one was already sailing towards them. It was dealt with swiftly by
the two mind-movers, who were gaining confidence with every
success—Reis was even smiling again, although Jera still took the
lead in their plans.

“All right, everyone! They know
we’re here,” Arman shouted. “Heads up, and keep your caps on at all
times!”

They sailed past the disabled
boat, hearing the angry shouts of the sailors as they did so,
seeing clenched fists shaken at them too. They’d be even angrier
when they realised what the Darshianese were up to—and who was
helping them. Even though he had long since grown used to the idea
of how his actions would be interpreted, it still made him a little
ill to know that after this day, he would be irrevocably and justly
labelled a traitor—peace maker or not.

The wind dropped now as they
came closer to the island and the harbour, but their progress
slowed not at all, thanks to Kira. The cannons at the harbour mouth
toppled gracefully into the sea as the three Darshianese ships
approached, and Meda sent a waterspout to drench the armouries and
thoroughly soak all the explosives and powder. Archers lined up on
the cliff tops, but Kira blew up dust clouds, forcing the soldiers
to drop their weapons to protect their eyes, then she calmly blew
their bows off the cliff. Neris incinerated them in mid-air, along
with the spears hurled with angry shouts of frustration. The
soldiers stood at the edge of the cliff, shaking their fists and
screaming abuse at their assailants. Some of them even threw rocks,
which fell harmlessly a long way short of the ship. Arman would
have chastised them for a needless waste of their weapons and
energy if he’d been commanding them, though he commended their
devotion to their task.

Hundreds of troops ran along
the cliff edge, and a few arrows and spears came down sporadically,
but they were of little concern now the Darshianese vessels were
safely in the harbour. The third ship—Kei’s ship—was left behind a
little as the two vessels carrying Arman and the soldiers advanced.
They came under sustained fire almost immediately, and the Gifted
had to coordinate things carefully to ensure not a single cannon
ball hit the ships, nor an arrow. The air was now full of deafening
gunfire, laden with the bitter smell of gunpowder, and becoming
thick with smoke, spray, and light falls of ash following dazzling
flashes of flame as Neris set weapons on fire. Men were busy in the
rigging, the Darshianese soldiers standing ready to repel any
attempt to board the ships. Small boats were being launched from
bays set low in the cliffs, but the craft were easily tipped over
by Kira’s winds. The strident sounds of Prijian cursing were loud
even against the cannon.

Colonel Jiv bellowed commands
as did Arman, trying to anticipate where the attacks were coming
from, as their own soldiers stood at the ready on deck. Meda sent
water spouts to knock troops away from their positions, and weapons
were tugged from moorings, dropped into the sea or burned. Arman
was happy to have the more showy Gifts on the display—he wanted it
made clear from the start that the Prij had no hope of beating the
Darshianese. The sooner they accepted it, the better for all
concerned.

Reis moved the two troop
ships at a frightening pace towards the place where the ceremony
was being held, and the Rulers came on deck, ready to go.
The sovereign is leaving,
Neka warned.

“Jera, stop them and get us
over there. Neris, provide the cover. Meda, Kira, Reis, keep up the
defence as we discussed. Colonel Jiv? Bring your troops in at your
discretion.” The colonel signalled he had it in hand. “Any
questions?”

There were none, and the five
of them who were to confront the sovereign stood together. Jera
floated them up in the air, and then Neris wrapped them in a huge
ball of heatless flame. For a few moments, Arman was blinded to all
but the dazzling brightness, and he could well imagine the terror
this apparition caused on the ground. He wished he was more
sanguine the Prijian defence at the harbour was completely quelled,
but they needed to tackle Kita and the Senate while they were out
in the open. Once they were at the palace, it would be nightmarish
trying to get through the defences there without loss of life.

He heard the panicked screams
of the people in the amphitheatre as they were brought to the
ground in their fiery chariot. Neris opened a door through the ball
of flame, and Arman led the other four through it. He found they
were on the amphitheatre stage, a little distance from the royal
viewing platform. The ritual pyre had been abandoned, and the
priests had fled. The sacrificial black jesig was still tethered to
one side, its eyes rolling in terror, straining at the rope holding
it in place. Everywhere terrified people were shrieking and trying
to escape the arena. “Jera, calm this,” Arman ordered quickly.

Jera did so simply by freezing
everyone where they stood, sat or were trying to run out of the
structure. “People of Utuk!” Arman shouted. “Be calm—no one is
going to be hurt. Your highness! We just want to speak to you.”

Kita stood and came to the edge
of the platform. “What have you done, Arman? Let them go this
instant!”

“I can’t do that, your
highness.” Neka, let me speak
to them all. “People of Utuk, the
Darshianese have come to negotiate the end of the war. No one will
be harmed. Your presence is requested as a witness to the
negotiations. No one will be harmed. Please be calm.”

Jera lifted the Darshianese
party high above the ball of flame and floated them close to the
official dais. Only Kita had the freedom to move—her guard and the
senators were all frozen. “Your highness, you can address your
people through me,” Arman said. He had to give Kita credit—she was
clearly alarmed, but she retreated not an inch from these strangers
floating in the air in front of her. “Please—ask people to calm
down or there will be a tragedy.”

“I’ll see you
hanged,”
she spat.

“Possibly, your highness, but
right now, you’re in no position to do that. Please—order your
subjects to calm down. We only want them to watch and listen. Not
to be hurt in any way.”

She glared, but drew herself up
to her full five feet. “And how is this charade to work?”

“Address the people as if they
were all as close as I am. Never mind how.”

She came closer, still revolted
by Arman’s mere presence, but did as he said. “People of the Prij,
we are your sovereign, Kita Ruj Kemi. You are ordered to remain in
your seats and to stay calm. The perpetrators of this outrage will
be punished in short order. There is no danger. Your sovereign is
safe. Lord Niko will protect you all. Remain in your seats.”

Arman nodded, and Jera relaxed
the hold on all but the Palace guards. There was still a bit of
unrest, but the panicking had stopped. “Jera, keep an eye on things
there,” he ordered quietly before turning back to his sovereign.
“Thank you, your highness. May our party speak to you and the
senators?”

“We do not speak to traitors,
Arman, nor to invaders.”

She turned but found her path
blocked by a wall of flame. She backed hastily away from it. “Your
highness, I think you’ll find you have very little choice in this
matter,” Arman said politely.

She turned back to him
furiously. “You threaten us? Your sovereign?”

“No, your highness. I merely
advise you that you would do well to allow my companions to speak
to you. The harbour is under Darshianese control—you won’t receive
relief from the army, and no one can leave or enter this place
without our permission. Please—the Rulers just want to speak to
you.”

“Very well. But once we are
done, you will be arrested for treason and your companions put to
death!”

Like the other Darshianese,
Jera could rely on Neka to ‘translate’ the words via Arman
mentally, and he smirked. “She’ll have to catch us first,” he said
as an aside to Arman. Kita glared at him but only on general
principles—she spoke no Darshianese, a lack for which Arman was now
grateful.

“As you say, your highness.
Please allow me to introduce Lord Meki and Lord Peika, two of the
Rulers of Darshek.”

The two Rulers came forward and
bowed with scrupulous politeness, which she ignored. “You bring me
clerks to speak to me? Elected officials before an absolute
sovereign? Unless they are here to surrender, I have no business
with them.”

“Your highness, they’re not
here to surrender but to bring their people home, and to negotiate
an end to the war.”

“Tell her we want the hostages
brought here,” Lord Meki said with a baring of teeth.

Arman repeated the request in
the politest terms. “I shall have to insist on this, your highness,
as our minimum demand.”

“You make demands on us, Arman?
Have you forgotten your position?”

Arman gestured to the guards,
still frozen in position, their faces contorted with anger. “Have
you forgotten yours?” He was only prepared to listen to so much
bombast before he showed her the naked steel. “Your highness, the
Rulers want to retrieve their people with as little loss of life as
possible, as do I. Don’t imagine that is the only way they can do
it.”

“You are threatening
us.”

Arman shook his head a little
at her obtuseness. “Yes, now I am. Call Senator Mekus forward and
send him to collect the Darshianese hostages. We can stand here all
day—or my friend Jera can simply destroy every single structure in
Utuk, and send every non-civilian into the sea. We won’t have
problems cremating them,” he said, waving his hand at the ball of
flame, still burning brightly on the amphitheatre stage, making a
threat he knew perfectly well Neris would never carry out. “I
should tell you that every word we speak now, can be heard by every
person in this arena.”

He thought she would
explode with rage. “You traitor, you filthy, deceitful
traitor!”

“The hostages, your highness?”
He kept looking at her calmly, letting her know she could
expostulate all she wanted but in the end, he, Arman, would have
his way and that was an end to it.

Finally she narrowed her eyes.
“Very well, set the senator free.”

Mekus was released
immediately on Arman’s order, and he stormed towards them, spitting
oaths and obscenities. Jera immediately paralysed him again.
Tut tut, Arman, he’s a bad-tempered
little creature, isn’t he? Can I annoy him a little?

Not yet, but
we can frighten him in a bit. He’s too stupid to get it the first
time. Arman turned to the immobilised
man. “Senator, Her Serenity has orders for you.”

“Mekus, round up those
worthless Darshianese and have them brought here,” she said with
ill grace, “and hurry up about it.”

Jera let Mekus go again
and the senator began immediately to protest. “Your highness,
you’re not serious! To give into these...these animals!”

“We share your disgust,
senator. Now do as I order.”

Mekus spat at Arman. “Showing
your true colours at last, Arman? Your father will be so
pleased.”

Arman had been wondering where
his distinguished parent was. He wasn’t among the senators, but to
miss this ceremony was considered a major social faux pas, although
he wasn’t the only one missing. Blikus wasn’t there for a start.
“You make free with my family again at your peril, senator,” he
said with a polite smile. “Now run and do your mistress’s bidding.
Take the guards with you.” Jera released the soldiers, who stood
warily, waiting for Kita’s command. Mekus straightened up and
turned to walk away. “Oh, one more thing.”

Mekus turned back to look at
him. Arman nodded to Jera and then drew his dagger. He tossed it,
caught it by the blade tip and then threw it with deadly intent at
Mekus—where it came to rest in the air a mere half inch from his
right eyeball. All the colour drained out of Mekus’s face as he
stared in horror at the knife. “Your thoughts and actions are being
monitored. If I suspect for a moment you plan something, oh like,
having the hostages killed and bringing their corpses here to mock
the Rulers, which I’m sure would be just the kind of stupid,
bloodthirsty thing you would do, you will find yourself very, very
dead. We don’t need you, senator, just your list, and none of us
would be sorry to see you die. You can have all the hostages here
in under two hours. You have that long.” He gave Kita a significant
look. “You don’t need me to be dramatic about the consequences, do
you?”

Mekus clutched at his
chest in fear, but at an impatient wave of his sovereign’s hand, he
scurried off, followed by the guards. Neka, you need to watch that little shit.

I will. Right now, all he’s
thinking about is finding a way to kill you painfully.

The man needs
a hobby. Jera sent Arman’s dagger back to
him and he sheathed it as if it was perfectly normal to threaten a
senator in that way. “Your highness, while the senator runs his
errand, would you be gracious enough to listen to these gentlemen?
They’ve come a long way to meet you.”

Arman made a surreptitious
signal. “Your highness, I am Lord Meki,” the Ruler said in
carefully learned Prijian. “I wish to negotiate a peace with
you.”

“I do not deal with those
employing traitors.”

That was pretty much the limit
of what Lord Meki could handle without warning, so Arman took over.
“Jera, please free the senators. Senator Kizus, would you kindly
act as translator for Her Serenity?”

The senior senator came forward
with a sneer on his lips. “You imagine you can do this with
impunity,” he said in Darshianese. “But the Prij will exact revenge
for this outrage.”

Lord Peika gave him a charming
smile. “I hope you will see it less as an outrage and more of an
opportunity. Senator, would you be kind enough to ask Her Serenity
if we may sit?”

Kita granted the request,
evicting two of the younger senators from their chairs. Arman was
pointedly not offered a seat and he hoped his leg could take the
strain. It was going to be a long day.

He took a position behind the
rulers, and Kizus stood at Kita’s side. Kizus was completely fluent
in Darshianese, and would be fair in his translation, but Arman was
there as a countercheck. The Rulers were, of course, getting a
direct translation from Neka as well. Arman passed on their words,
trying to imitate their patterns of speech and present the words of
the Rulers as if they were speaking directly. “Your highness,” Lord
Peika said, “the siege at Darshek is broken. We have captured your
ships and all the sailors. In addition, we have over a thousand
soldiers imprisoned as well. I regret your General Jozo was killed
at Kislik.”

“Better dead than dishonoured,”
Kizus said, and though the words were Kita’s, the added venom was
his alone.

“He died with honour, indeed
and was buried as a brave soldier, but now we wish to return your
people to you.”

“And the price for this?”

“All Prijian military presence
out of south Darshek, and all the territories returned to
Darshianese control,” Lord Meki said curtly.

“Impossible!” The exclamation
came from one of the senators behind Kita, and his fellows were
also muttering. “Give up south Darshian? Let the soldiers rot, I
say, rather than that.”

“Senator Vilkus,” Arman said
mildly, “bear in mind you can be heard by everyone in this
arena—some of them have relatives in the northern camps.” Secretly
he was pleased—the populace had to be won over to this plan if it
were to truly succeed, and knowing the Darshianese were more
concerned for the welfare of sons, brothers and husbands than their
senators were, would only be to the Rulers’ benefit.

“Be quiet, Vilkus, you damn
fool.” Kita snapped. “We shall discuss this matter and no one
else.”

“Your soldiers will not rot,
your highness,” Lord Peika said. “We have treated them with great
care. We regret those who have died in battle, but not a single
soldier has been lost through illness or neglect. I’m rather proud
of that.”

Kita looked less than
impressed, but kept her views to herself. “We will not give up
those territories.”

“Your highness, once again, you
have very little choice in the matter. We could remove every
soldier and Prijian citizen from there in a matter of days.
However, we do not wish to be at war with your people. We wish,
instead, to offer a number of tangible reasons why such a
withdrawal would be of considerable benefit to both sides.”

“Go on,” she said.

“We want the soldiers removed,
but we have no wish to deprive your honest citizens of the homes
they have held for twenty years. Nor do we wish to unfairly tax or
oppress them. We propose that in exchange for south Darshian being
returned to our control, we will take on the cost of defending and
administering that territory, and we will re-open Kurlik Pass and
the other trade routes. Furthermore—”

“Re-open Kurlik Pass? You’re
insane,” Kizus snapped.

Arman sighed and turned to
Jera. “There’s a statue up on the hill behind us—big, white marble
thing. Bring it down so we can see it, will you?”

There was a great screeching of
rocks being scraped against each other, then soil and pebbles
rained down the hill as a dark shadow fell across the viewing
platform. The statue of Lord Niko was approximately fifteen times
the size of the one Reis had used to demonstrate his powers to
Arman, and yet Arman knew it was well within Jera’s ability to
move. People screamed helplessly, still held in their seats, as the
huge object descended towards the stage, its base nearly as big as
the entire semi-circle. Jera left it hovering above the stage as he
turned nonchalantly to Arman. “How big are the rocks in Kurlik Pass
again?”

Arman passed his question on to
Kizus, who was staring bug-eyed at the statue. His question went
unanswered, so he turned back to Jera. “I think we can assume
they’re not as big as this,” he assured him solemnly.

“Oh well then, there’s no
problem. Shall I put it away?”

“If you would.” Arman turned to
the senator as the statue rose in the air again, and was floated
back to its original position high above them. “Do you still think
it insane?”

“I....” Kizus turned to Kita.
“Your highness,” he muttered. “We have no answer to this.”

Kita, too, was utterly taken
aback by Jera’s action, but she collected herself. “What do we care
if Kurlik Pass is opened or not?”

“Your people are traders and
farmers too, are they not? Sea routes are all very well but in the
storm seasons, you need a reliable land route too, not just to us,
but to trade with the Andonese. I know you’ve lacked just such a
route since the pass was closed. You need a northern harbour port,
and I also know the Andonese have recently closed off all access to
their docks and trade routes. The Andonese and the Darshianese are
allies, your highness. I am authorised to tell you that such access
and their routes will be reopened if you agree to our conditions.
You would of course be able to trade freely with north Darshian as
well.”

She stared at Lord Peika as
Arman translated his words. “We have other options,” she said
dismissively. “We have no need of your trade routes. We control
other markets.”

“Indeed,” Lord Meki said
coldly. “But if your ships are sunk, your harbours and docks
destroyed and you are isolated by a trade embargo enforced not just
by us but by the Andonese, how long will your overburdened island
survive without the lifeblood of imports? Your choice, your
highness, is to live in cooperation with your neighbours who only
seek peace—or to starve to death. We will no longer allow a rogue
nation to dominate our peoples as you have done, like thugs and
bullies, for the last twenty years.”

Lord Peika gave the stunned
sovereign a wide smile. “Your highness, if you can end this war in
this way, you’ll be seen as the peacemaker of your people, the one
who brought prosperity and opportunity to your land. And you can do
it without a single death, without any destruction of property—and
at very little financial cost, for what you lose in taxes from
Darshian, you will gain in trade receipts and in the savings of
maintaining a large and expensive military force.”

Kita folded her hands. “I wish
to speak to my senators in private. Remove yourselves, please.”

The ‘please’ was significant,
even if the Rulers didn’t realise it. “Certainly, your highness.
Jera, take us up so I can see what’s happening in the harbour.”

Jera obliged, and now
Arman saw the battle was dying off. Colonel Jiv, if you want to bring your troops up to the
amphitheatre, I think you’ll shortly be receiving hostages to take
under control. Neka, what’s that little rodent doing?

He’s given orders, no messing
about either. They’re rounding people up in some kind of vehicle—a
‘calash’?

Yes, that’s right. Good. Reis,
be on standby to transfer everyone when they get here. Are you and
the others all right?

We’re fine, Arman. Meda’s just
hosing off a few people, and Kira and I have blown their boats away
out of the harbour. There’s no fighting at all.

Arman sighed with relief. So
far, so good. “Do you think she’ll go for it?” Lord Meki said. “I
really don’t want to have to put a cordon around this damn
island.”

“I can’t tell yet, my lord.
We’re getting the hostages back. Any more than that is a bonus, as
you know. The Prij have never suffered a serious defeat—at least,
not in over a hundred years—but then they’ve hardly attempted to
take over a nation so committed to peace before.”

“She’s going to ask for you,
isn’t she?” Lord Peika said. “But she’ll be disappointed,” he added
with a grin. “Now the hostages are being returned, she hasn’t a
single thing to hold over our heads.”

“No. But let’s not be
complacent, my lord. Mekus is a stupid man but a sadistic one, and
he really has no limits on his behaviour. When your people are on
the boat and safe, then we can be smug.”

Lord Peika nodded. “How long do
you think we’ll have to hang in the air like this? It’s damn
undignified.”

“Want to go on a tour instead?”
Jera asked, raising his hand.

“Er, no, Jera, please.
We’ve alarmed the masses enough for one day,” Arman said.
“Look—Reis is bringing the soldiers over.” Below them, soldiers and
urs beasts floated from the ships and landed at the docks. Arman
couldn’t see any signs of resistance from the Prijian military—Utuk
was overstretched because of the siege, but he hadn’t expected such
an easy victory. Jiv, watch
your back. It’s suspiciously quiet.

I think it’s all right, Arman.
There are soldiers here but we’ve removed their weapons. Right now,
they’re just standing here with their mouths hanging open. But we
won’t be careless.

The Darshianese troops were now
marching along the esplanade up the hill to the amphitheatre. Neris
pointed to the road that ran north from the shore. “Someone’s
coming—is it our people?”

At this height, it was
hard to see. It could just be an ordinary calash, but with most of
Utuk’s finest citizens sitting pinned to their seats, it was
unlikely. Nor would most calashes have soldiers riding beside and
behind them. And it was definitely heading for the amphitheatre.
The Darshianese troops were nearly there too. Jiv, who’s that in the vehicle being drawn up
now?

There was silence while
the vehicle was stopped and Darshianese soldiers conversed with the
driver. It’s some of our
people, Jiv reported and there was no
missing the jubilation in his voice. Four, from Ai-Vinri.

The four Darshianese with Arman
grinned at him. “Jera, send them to the ship—coordinate with Reis,”
Lord Meki ordered. “Four brought home,” he said with grim
satisfaction.

“And here come more,” Neris
said. Sure enough, there were more calashes arriving. The one just
emptied left, hopefully to pick up more hostages.

It was amazing what the human
mind could get used to, Arman thought. Here he was, hundreds of
feet in the air, casually directing events below him, while out to
sea, people were flown back and forth like birds from the ships,
and he wasn’t the least bit shocked by it. He felt rather sorry for
the Utuk citizens watching all this. Some of them would probably
have nightmares as a result.

Lord Peika was keeping
count—the hostages were coming back at an agonisingly slow rate,
but they were up to twenty-three already. Below them, Kita and the
senators were still locked in negotiations. Jiv, have you seen any soldiers with red plumes
yet?

The palace guard? No, we’re
watching for them.

“Jera, can you get Neris closer
to our soldiers?”

Jera nodded and floated Neris
lower and outside the amphitheatre to hover over the Darshianese
troops. Arman didn’t want him on the ground—but he would be a
powerful deterrent if Mekus decided to use the palace guards
against the Darshianese.

Anxiously they waited as the
hostage count grew in increments of three and four at a time. He
judged they had waited like this for an hour or more, and whatever
Neka said, he didn’t trust Mekus not to pull some idiotic
trick.

“Sixty-seven, eight—nine!
That’s everyone. Get them out, Jera,” Lord Peika ordered. “Then get
the troops back on their ships too—we don’t need them for this
bit.”

The transfers took another ten
minutes or so, then Lord Meki looked at Arman. “I don’t know about
you, but I’m sick of hanging up here. Shall we see if that blasted
woman has seen sense?”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Jera took them back down to the
platform, where Kita glared at them. “We do not yet require your
presence,” she said frostily.

“Unfortunately, your highness,
we don’t have endless time,” Arman said, just as coldly.

Lord Peika laid his hand on
Arman’s arm. “Let’s not be impatient, general. I’m sure Her
Serenity is using her famed wisdom to make a sound judgement in the
matter.”

Arman refrained from rolling
his eyes at the flattery, while Kizus carefully translated
everything Lord Peika said. Kita seemed a little mollified by the
compliment. “These are grave matters. Not to be decided under
duress,” she said. Arman thought he detected a slight note of
appeal in her voice. This was a good sign. Even if she would never
admit it, she could see who was really in charge.

“Of course, your highness. We
don’t wish to be rude, or to imply you should give them less than
due consideration. Perhaps we could retire to a more...private
venue, for further discussions.”

There was a hasty, whispered
conference. “Very well, Her Serenity invites you to the palace for
talks,” Kizus reported.

“But the traitor does not
come,” Kita added, glaring at Arman. “We demand he is handed over
immediately to be tried for his treason.”

“I can’t allow that,” Lord
Peika said politely. “For one thing, Arman is our translator. For
another, we have granted him Darshianese citizenship, and I’m
afraid I can’t hand over a fellow citizen to you. If he’s committed
a crime, he’ll be tried in our courts.”

Arman kept a carefully
blank expression on his face. When did I become a Darshianese citizen?

About half a
minute ago, Lord Peika said, still
smiling amiably. “You have your own people to assure you that he’s
not deceiving you, or placing anyone in danger. It would be
a...wise...and most appreciated gesture, if you were to forgive his
assistance to our cause.”

She continued to glare at
Arman. “Our own cousin. How could you betray us?”

“Forgive me, your highness, but
I have tried to act in the best interests of the Prij.”

“Our
interests?” Kizus said sarcastically. “You bring
an enemy force to subdue ours and you call that acting in our
interests?”

“Yes, senator, I do. You’ve
seen what power the Darshianese have, and the Andonese are their
allies. Already the siege has cost us hundreds of lives, and more
funds than we can easily spare. When I reached Darshek, I realised
the war was not only unjust, it was one we could never win. We’ve
gained nothing for this—I wanted to see the Prij get some benefit,
rather than suffer an ignominious failure which would have brought
shame on our nation and on your person. It is my belief this day
will be seen not as a surrender, but the start of a glorious period
for the Prij.”

“You think you are wiser than
we are, Arman?” Kita snapped. “To make such decisions?”

“Your highness, I was in a
position where I had to decide for myself. I wanted all the people
of both sides of this conflict to return safely to their homes,” he
added, playing shamelessly to the waiting crowd. Always a good idea
to remind them they were now the ones who’d had hostages taken from
their homes.

More hasty, whispered
discussions. “Very well. We are a merciful sovereign, and since you
have served us well before this, and it seems you have acted in
good faith, although with a total disregard for our authority, you
shall be spared our wrath. But it would be wise for you to remove
yourself to your adopted home along with your fellows. Naturally,
you lose your position, and you will no longer be a Prijian
subject, though it pains me to say it.”

Arman bowed low. “It pains me
to hear it, but I thank you for your mercy.” Which was less mercy
than recognising she had no choice, but Kita always excelled at
portraying herself in the best possible light to the masses.

Kita stood and Arman bowed
again, feeling almost giddy with relief. Was this all going to
work?

“Your highness, would you care
to try our Darshianese transport?” Lord Peika said, offering his
arm as Arman translated.

She hesitated—and then took his
arm. “Senator Kizus, attend us.” She named five others to come with
her, and then told the rest to go to the palace by more normal
means. “Are you going to set our people free now?”

“Yes, your highness. Of course.
Jera?”

At once, the audience began to
move about freely, and it was clear most of them wanted nothing but
to get out of the amphitheatre as quickly as possible. “We wish to
address them,” Kita ordered. “Perform that trick again, so I may do
so.”

“Speak when you’re ready, your
highness,” Arman said.

She turned to the crowd.
“People of Utuk, we will be continuing our conversation with the
representatives from Darshian at the palace.” The audience stopped
moving, and looked up at the platform. “Your sovereign and your
senate remain unharmed and continue to rule this nation. We order
you to return to your homes and carry on as normal. Any civil
unrest or disobedience will be dealt with as usual. This goes for
the Darshianese as well—we will not tolerate lawlessness,” she
added, turning to the Rulers.

“Of course not, your highness,”
Lord Peika said, as if she had the slightest hope of enforcing her
bold words. Now they had the main part of their demand, he could
afford to be gracious. “Shall we go?”

She lifted her head. “Yes, you
may do so,” she said imperiously.

The palace was about a mile
away and should have taken only a couple of minutes to reach, but
Lord Peika instructed Jera to take his time as Arman showed Kita
what her city looked like from above. Two of the senators looked
about ready to puke, Kizus was impassive—but Kita was delighted as
Arman had rarely seen her, and demanded to be allowed to see the
palace and gardens from a series of angles.

Her curiosity was quite poorly
timed—but that was often the case with Kita. It was her worst
failing, other than her viciously cruel streak, of course.

At last they were landed at the
back of the palace in the gardens, just near the large doors which
led into the private offices. Jera bowed low. “I hope you enjoyed
that, your highness.”

She looked rather flushed and
excited. “We did, and would like to do it again once we have
finished today.”

“Yes, your highness,”
Jera said, giving Arman a sly wink. Jilki would have her for lunch.

Yes, I know. Play along—she
likes to be amused.

Less amusing were the twenty or
so guards who came rushing at them—Jera immobilised them on the
spot. “Your highness? Would you advise them that we’re here by your
consent?”

She waved at the guards
impatiently. “It’s all right. We’re in no danger.”

Jera released the guard, and
they moved instinctively forward before coming to a halt and
snapping to attention. “What are your orders concerning the
Darshianese, your highness?”

“Treat them as guests, of
course,” she said. “And have someone send for the Lord Commander
from Garok. Gentlemen, please do come inside so we can continue our
discussions.”

Kita was being gracious. This
was not necessarily a good sign, Arman thought, as he followed his
former sovereign into the palace.
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Lord Peika finally asked for a
halt in proceedings in the late afternoon, pleading a headache, but
really to allow the Gifted, especially Neka, to rest. It was a good
time to stop. Kita needed to consult with Blikus and the Senate in
privacy, and the Lord Commander would not return from Garok until
the following evening. Some agreements had been reached,
tentatively, but they needed the approval of the full senate, and
the fine details needed to be worked out and documents drawn up
once that was done.

Kita invited the Rulers to
dinner at the palace the next night, which was readily agreed to,
although an invitation to stay at the palace was politely refused.
Arman had warned them Prijian hospitality, at least as interpreted
by Kita, was not subject to the same unbreakable law as that of the
Darshianese. It was certainly possible she would order the Rulers
slaughtered in their sleep, and Jera and Neris could not guard them
all the time.

However, after Jera had given
her another little flying excursion, and Neris had put on a show
for all the attending senators, Kita declared the Darshianese,
including Arman, could visit the city freely the following day,
provided they did not engage in violent disorder. She even offered
to arrange transport from the docks for any of them that needed it.
Arman had to come back to settle his affairs—he would find out, he
supposed, what Kita’s word was worth then. He would take an escort
with him, just in case.

Kita bid them farewell with all
appearance of politeness, but Arman knew her well enough not to
trust that any more than her hospitality. He was more heartened by
the progress they’d made with men like Kizus, who’d accepted the
inevitable, and had, indeed, reined in Kita’s tendency to get
carried away with her own majesty. When she had begun to make a
series of really quite outrageous demands, it was Kizus who had
reminded her the Darshianese didn’t have to do a thing they didn’t
want to, and that the Prij were in the position of requiring
concessions, not making conditions.

That had not pleased Her
Serenity, but Lord Peika’s charm did much to smooth her ruffled
feathers. He was deft at making every loss of ground appear like
the greatest advance for the Prij, and while Kizus probably wasn’t
fooled, anything that gave Kita ammunition to present a defeat as a
triumph only helped their cause.

All his companions were glad to
escape the palace, as was he. Lord Peika may not have a headache,
but Arman did. “Good work, general,” Lord Meki said as they
approached the ships.

“Thank you—but I’m not a
general any more, my lord,” Arman reminded him.

“No, indeed, you are not,” he
said dryly. “Congratulations on acquiring Darshianese citizenship.
I must get documents drawn up on that when we get back. Never done
it before—Peika, we’ll have to make something up that sounds
convincing.” Lord Peika grinned at that.

Arman was pleased in a
distant sort of way, but all his thoughts now were on returning to
Kei. He didn’t give a damn whether Kei’s lover was Prijian or
Darshianese, so long as it was him.

They were landed on the ship
deck with the same care as he’d come to expect from Jera all day,
and greeted by the massed crew and hostages, celebrating their
triumphant return in fine style. The roar of the shouting,
whistling, feet-stamping and clapping was almost shocking loud to
his ears, for all he’d been half-deafened in the battle earlier in
the day.

Sailors hung off the rigging,
waving their borrowed hats, and ships’ bells were rung in an
extravagant manner, but for all the exuberance and real joy of his
companions, Arman found it hard to join in the jubilation—it felt
somehow unreal to him—but perhaps because he was tired, and sick of
political machinations.

He searched the sea of faces,
and found Kei—but, to his surprise Kei looked rather solemn. Then
Arman saw who Kei had his arm around, and one look at Jena’s face
told him what had happened.

Karus.

Lord Meki began to address the
assembly, but ignoring all protocol, Jena broke free, tears
streaming down her face, running to Arman and flinging her arms
around him. Arman caught her as his own vision blurred. “When?” he
finally managed to ask.

She pulled back a little.
“Yesterday morning,” she whispered. “Gods, Arman, I’m so sorry.” He
saw Kei approach but then decide to let Arman and Jena have their
privacy.

He embraced her, but refused to
weep with everyone watching. Kei came closer as Arman held out his
hand to his lover, pulling him to his side. “Can we go
somewhere?”

Kei nodded and tugged Jena.
“Come back to our cabin, Jena.” Then he kissed Arman gently. “At
least you’re safe.”

Arman’s heart felt about to
burst through his chest. The pain of his sudden grief rose in his
throat, choking him, making it impossible to answer his lover’s
concern. It was too much. So close, too late. He’d tried not to
hope too hard he would see Karus, but he’d begun to think he just
might do so—to have missed the chance to say goodbye by just a day
was more cruel than he imagined fate could be. Was this the real
price he’d had to pay for his treachery?

He followed Kei and Jena down
to the cabin, ignored by the other passengers and crew who were
still listening to Lord Meki. Kei closed the door behind them, and
drew Arman to him. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

Arman let Kei hold him, and
shed a silent tear or two on Kei’s shoulder, before straightening
and turning to Jena. “Please tell me what happened,” he said,
taking her to sit on the bunk.

She sniffled hard, and wiped
her face on her sleeve. “I gave him your message. He was so happy
to get it. We talked about you for an hour or more that night, and
he was so at peace the next day—so well, full of energy, wanting to
talk about all sorts of things. We...we worked on your
dictionary...he said you’d need it for your new life.”

Her voice caught on a little
sob. “We were going to work on it again yesterday, so we went into
the garden, but he wanted to talk a little more about you, and
Loke. And Kei,” she said with a damp smile, looking at her friend.
“He missed you.”

“I missed him,” Kei said
quietly. “And?”

“And...I just got up to get him
some tea, came back and thought he’d fallen asleep. But he
wasn’t...it was that quick, Arman. No pain, no warning. His last
words were about you and how he loved you.” She began to cry again.
“I miss him so much now. I loved him.”

“We all did,” Arman did,
succeeding in keeping his composure only until Kei stood and
wrapped his arms around him. Then he lost all control, burying his
face against Kei’s stomach and weeping out his grief. Was he always
to lose those he loved before he was ready to say goodbye?

He felt Jena hugging him from
the back, and wondered when she would remember she was supposed to
hate him.

Kei knelt so he could look at
Arman directly, brushing back his hair off his face. “I know you’re
not thinking about it now, but everyone is deliriously happy at
being back. Thank you.”

“I made a promise. Perhaps I
should have promised to return to Karus and he would still be
alive,” he said, his voice harsh with grief, fresh tears falling
down his face as he spoke.

Kei shook his head and kissed
Arman’s cheek. “Don’t say that. Karus’s time had come, that’s all.
He was with you in spirit.”

“He was,” Jena said, making
Arman turn. “He loved you as a son and he was so proud of you, of
what a good man you had grown up to be. When I told him you were
going to rescue all of us, he was so pleased. He thought it took so
much courage to go against your breeding like that. And when I told
him about you and Kei, it was like it was his birthday and I’d
given him a treasured gift.”

Arman clutched her hand, too
overcome to speak. Coming so soon after Loke’s death...and even now
that he had Kei.... “I feel so alone,” he whispered.

“I know,” Kei said, and Arman
appreciated him not trying to argue him out of his sadness. Kei
knew what it was like to lose those he loved.

Jena stood up. “Maybe I should
let you two be on your own.”

But Arman put out his
hand to stop her. “Please don’t. Please...just tell me more about
what happened while I was gone...and just....” Mourn with me, he
wanted to say, but didn’t feel he had the right. “The
funeral?”

“Last night. His sister
organised it.”

Arman nodded. It was the
Prijian custom not to let the sun set on a death if it was at all
possible. “Did you...did anyone speak for him?”

“We didn’t go—we servants, I
mean. It was very quiet, his sister told me, but I don’t know who
came or what was said. Cook and Matez and Siza and I cried in the
kitchen for him and....” She twisted her hands. “I suppose we had
our own little funeral there.” She wiped her nose again. “Anyway,
his sister said I could stay for a few days before she let Mekus
know to have me moved, and as I knew you were coming....” She
smiled, even as more tears fell. “I couldn’t tell her, of course.
But I don’t think she’ll be angry. She’s very nice.”

“Yes, she is,” Arman agreed,
having met the woman a number of times. He wished he could have
spoken at Karus’s funeral. It was wrong that such an important
person, who had educated so many of the elite, should have had such
a small and uninspiring farewell. But perhaps it didn’t matter.
Those who knew Karus and loved him didn’t need to prove that fact
to others.

“She also said he left
everything to you in his will. All he wanted was his servants to be
looked after.”

“But his sister....”

But she was elderly, and not in
need of funds. Karus had wanted someone to care for his faithful
assistants—but Arman was leaving too. He would have to settle that
too, before he left.

Arman got Kei to sit with
them on the bunk, so he was squashed between his lover and his
lover’s friend. Jena seemed to have forgotten her animosity for the
moment. No, I haven’t, Arman.
I think I’ve just forgotten how
to hate you.

Arman smiled despite his pain
and Kei kissed him. “And the rest? Will they agree to peace?”

“It’s looking hopeful. They
don’t have a lot of choice, but I wouldn’t rule out Kita waking up
tomorrow and deciding agreeing to the terms is too humiliating. She
likes Peika, as I hoped she would. Meki thinks she’s a waste of
time.”

“Hardly surprising,” Kei
murmured.

“And the hostages? How are they
holding up?”

Jena sat up straight and glared
at them both. “I want to kill someone, I really do. We have three
women pregnant—three! Raped as prisoners, when they were supposed
to receiving ‘hospitality’! And others, even some of the men have
been molested, some beaten. I tell you, Arman, the Prij are all
bastards.”

Kei smiled a little, as Arman
did, no doubt remembering another young woman stating this
emphatically. “Then it’s as well that from this day, I am no longer
a Prij. Two separate sets of rulers have declared it. I am
apparently a Darshianese citizen, so you have to be nice to me
now.”

“What?”

They both looked at him
in surprise. “It’s true, ask the Rulers. Kita stripped me of my
Prijian status in front of most of the senators. So if you cast me
out, I really have no home to go to. “ And I would have no home at all, if it weren’t for
Kei.

“No need to fear that.
Congratulations,” Kei said, kissing him. “Are you sad about
that?”

“A little. It hardly matters in
the scheme of things. Jena, I’m most sorry for the hostages, and
sorry we couldn’t get here sooner. Has Kei told you all that’s
happened since we left?”

“Yes. Everything,” she said
with a significant glance at Kei. “I know you moved as fast as you
were able. The fault is theirs who carried out the
abuse.”

Arman leaned against Kei, glad
Neka’s help meant his lover could bear this contact when Arman was
so distressed. “Are you sure you shouldn’t be with them, helping
them?” he asked.

Kei stroked his hair. “In a
bit. There are medics with them now, Tiko too—the soldiers are out
of uniform.”

“And me? Should I absent
myself?”

Kei shook his head, as he
caressed Arman’s cheek. “Most of them have no strong feelings about
you, surprisingly, and now you’ve brought them back, and your role
in that is known, there’s no hostility personally. However, we all
need to avoid shouting, speaking Prijian, any military discussions.
Treat them as you treat me, pretty much. Except for the sex,” he
added with a slight smile.

Arman turned and found Jena
grinning at him. “You Darshianese,” he said, shaking his head.

“No, you Darshianese,” she
said, poking him. “Better learn our ways properly and that includes
losing all the stupid prudishness.”

“I intend to,” he said
solemnly. “Kei, I could do with something to drink and some fresh
air. I’ve been locked in with politicians all day and my nose is
full of the smell of shit.”

“I take it you haven’t said
this to Lord Meki,” Kei said dryly, before standing and pulling him
upright. “Come on, let’s find Reji.”

~~~~~~~~

Kei had been desperate for, and
dreading, Arman’s return. He’d known perfectly well what a blow
Jena’s news would be, yet there was nothing he could do to soften
it, or make Arman’s pain any less. Arman aged ten years as he
realised what had happened. Kei felt almost as sad as Arman. He
certainly understood why Jena grieved as if for her father. Karus
was the kind of person one might meet only once in a lifetime, and
only if one was very fortunate. He hoped Karus’s loving, gentle
spirit would find a suitable home in his next life, and be blessed
by happiness as he deserved, but this hope would only be of cold
comfort to Arman as he mourned his beloved teacher.

Reji was still up on deck as
were many of the hostages, no doubt enjoying the freedom to walk
where they pleased, among their own people. Arman’s appearance
brought a few glances, a few smiles, which pleased Kei—he’d hoped
his fellow hostages would understand the enormity of Arman’s
sacrifice, and it seemed they did for the most part.

It wasn’t, naturally, the most
important thing on their minds. Many had suffered abuse, perhaps
not as severely as Kei had at Mykis’s hands, but enough to cause
emotional damage, and the women who were pregnant were in despair
over their condition. All of them would need a lot of love and
understanding. Once the euphoria of being rescued died away, the
reality of their situation would need to be dealt with. It would
not be quick, Kei knew that from his own experience.

He was stopped several times as
they walked across to where Reji stood near the quarterdeck, but
while he was happy to answer questions for a little while, Arman
needed him now. He tugged Arman along, Jena on his other side,
until they reached Reji, talking to Peit. Peit was a little uneasy
at Arman’s presence, but stayed nonetheless.

Reji put his hand out to Arman.
“I’m very sorry for your loss,” he said solemnly. “I hope your
friend’s spirit finds a happy home in the next life.”

Arman shook his hand with
obvious surprise that Reji cared at all. “Thank you. So do I.”

“What’s the news on Kurlik
Pass?”

“I think the chances are good.
It will take the best part of a week though, to clear. We can’t
just have Jera and Reis throwing rocks around like pebbles. Army
engineers will have to work with them.” Arman turned to Kei. “Have
people decided what they want to do about getting home?”

“I’ve only started to talk to
them, but those at Ai-Rutej and Ai-Vinri are happy to wait for the
pass to be cleared. I think those at Ai-Darbin and Ai-Tuek might go
the overland route too, as a lot of their people suffer from
seasickness. Our pregnant women are not so far gone that it makes
much difference either way—two are from Ai-Tuek, and one is from
Ai-Rutej.” Kei took Arman’s hand. “I want to go with those
travelling by land, Arman. They need a healer, and someone who
understands...and I’d like to see Jena home safely,” he added,
hugging her a little.

“Of course,” Arman said calmly.
“I told you, I’m with you wherever you wish to be. So long as your
clan is happy, then so am I.”

Kei squeezed his hand
gratefully. “Reji, will you lead the caravan if the pass is
cleared?” he asked. “I know you must want to get back.”

“Of course, Kei. Arman brought
me along to manage the animals and take people home. The village
can manage for a few weeks,” Rei said cheerfully. “Stop looking so
worried, little brother.”

“I’ll try,” Kei said with a
smile, and considerable relief. He wanted the longer return to
Ai-Albon for selfish reasons, needing more time to heal, and to be
with Arman in their new relationship before facing the clan again.
Reji’s support made him feel less like he was letting his village
down. Myka would still be furious.

“If some of us want to go the
long way back, you won’t mind?” Peit asked.

“No—but why would you?”

Peit looked at his feet.
“I...we might....”

Kei, you’re
not the only one in no hurry to face your clan, Jena said. People
need time to adjust, and Peit knows you. Others will ask the same
thing.

Oh.
Even with the thought he’d put into it, this
hadn’t occurred to him. He’d just assumed everyone would want to be
home as soon as possible. “It’s all right, Peit. We could use a
hunter anyway, right, Reji?” The big man’s expression immediately
looked less strained, and he even smiled a little. Kei cursed
himself—he’d got too used to relying on his gift, when Peit’s
unhappiness was obvious to anyone who just looked.

“Gods, yes. We’ll keep you
busy,” Rei said, clapping his friend on the back. “Anyone who wants
to come, can come.”

Arman listened politely to all
this, but he was looking rather weary, and obviously sad. Even this
friendly interaction was clearly more than he could bear just now.
Kei needed to get him somewhere private.

Jena, can you stay with Reji?
Maybe you and he could find our supper and bring it up on deck in a
little while.

She nodded, and then gave him a
push. “Go and say hello to each other properly. Honestly, Kei, you
have no idea how to treat your lovers.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Reji
said, waggling his eyebrows suggestively at her. She blushed
beautifully, to Reji’s obvious amusement.

That was Kei’s cue to pull
Arman away and lead him over to a quieter part of the deck. He
grabbed a bucket and overturned it. “Sit,” he ordered. Arman was
limping worse than ever. “Did that pissing woman have you standing
up all day?”

“Most of it.” Arman ignored the
bucket and sat on the deck, tugging Kei down beside him and then
burying his face in Kei’s shoulder.

Kei held him, wishing there was
more he could do, knowing there wasn’t, stroking Arman’s hair and
trying to show his love by his touch. The sun was getting low in
the sky, but it was still warm—winter was over for Kuprij, and the
early spring was nothing like what it was in north Darshian. It
felt almost balmy here on deck.

“How do you feel?” he finally
asked.

“Funny, usually you don’t need
to ask,” he said, his voice hitching.

“No, I know. But I’d have never
got through today without that block on my gift, even without
Jena’s news. People were pretty overwhelmed when they got back on
the boat. It was a very emotional couple of hours.”

“I can imagine.” Arman heaved a
heavy sigh. “Mostly I’m just tired. We’ve worked so hard for this,
and now it’s nearly over. I think we’ve succeeded, but all I feel
is sad.”

“Because of Karus? Or because
you’re leaving Kuprij?”

“Both. I don’t regret leaving,”
he said gently, raising his head to kiss Kei. “It’s just....”

“Another loss, yes, I know. A
big leap of faith too. Were they very rude to you?”

“Very. Kita is very
disappointed in me. I’m heartbroken over that as you can imagine,”
he said dryly and Kei smiled. “At least my father wasn’t there. And
we got Mekus to shit himself more or less. That was fun.”

“Oh, I wish I’d seen that. Reis
was all for dunking him upside down in the harbour a few times. I
said we could do that as we leave.”

“No argument from me. I have to
return to Utuk tomorrow, Kei. I’ll need to see to Karus’s
affairs.”

At this announcement, Kei
looked at him anxiously. “Is that safe?”

“Probably. Lord Meki will let
me take Reis or Jera and some soldiers. It’s unavoidable and I owe
it to Karus to make sure his servants are looked after.”

“And...Mayl?”

Arman grimaced. “I owe her too,
but not in the same way.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“No, you damn well are not,
Kei! Not to my house, never again—”

Kei shushed him. “No, not
there, but at least to Karus’s house. Jena will want to go too, I
know that. It’s no more risky for us than for you, and I want to be
with you to support you.”

Arman shook his head with a
rueful grin. “You’re going to be a stubborn brat all our days,
aren’t you?”

“Yes, completely impossible.
Want to hand me back to Reji?”

“Not in this lifetime,” Arman
said, holding him close. “Or the next.” His voice caught on the
words. “Do you believe Karus and Loke are together now?”

“I believe we’re tied together
in our lives by those we loved in the previous ones, so yes, I do.
It’s odd—Loke might be older than him when they’re reborn. Maybe
they might even be brothers or playmates. That’s a nice idea, don’t
you think?”

“I miss them,” Arman said,
burying his face again. “I thought Loke...Loke would be there when
Karus died...but Loke died first.... Why do I have to lose
everyone? Is it because of my sins? Would they be alive if I hadn’t
killed so many, if I hadn’t gone into the army? “

“No, my love,” Kei said, his
soul cut to the quick by Arman’s broken voice. “Karus died because
he reached his span of years, no more. Loke...well, yes, he might
not have died as he did if you’d not been in the army, but he could
have died anyway. Look at my father, living a peaceful life in the
village and yet he was struck down by bej fever. We don’t even know
what causes it, or why. Anything could have killed Loke. Who’s to
say he might not have died sooner, if you had not had him with you?
Don’t torture yourself.”

But his lover would not be
comforted, and all Kei could do was let him grieve silently and
hold him as he did. Arman had to go through the same sorrow as he
had for Loke, as Kei had done for his parents, and it would hurt,
the worse because of it coming hard on the heels of another great
loss.

But at least Arman wasn’t
alone, as he was when Loke died. Karus, I’ll look after him for you, as you did. I will make
him happy again, I swear.

~~~~~~~~

He’d expected a troubled night,
but in Kei’s arms, he’d slept dreamlessly, waking with a sense of
heaviness and grief in his chest, and itchy eyes from all the
tears. Seeing Kei there, and having him wake and kiss him tenderly,
his dark eyes full of loving concern, helped a little, reminding
him that while he had lost so much, he had gained a treasure too,
and for this great mercy, he had to be grateful.

They breakfasted in their
cabin, but when they came on deck they found it busy again, people
wanting to experience the fresh air of freedom. Now he wasn’t so
absorbed in his own pain, he saw the signs of the strain the long
imprisonment and abuse had caused the hostages. All looked tired,
and thinner, and smiles were fleeting. Kei had put a lot of thought
into providing comfortable, welcoming accommodation for the
sixty-nine hostages, and had handpicked soldiers to act as
companions, people from the same villages and clans, men with kind
faces and hearts to listen and talk. Arman felt a deep pang of
guilt every time he saw a worn face, or caught sight of the women,
wondering which had been raped, and how they would cope with their
unwanted children. Even in the depths of his hate for this race, he
would never have consented to hand people over to rape and assault.
He would have this matter raised with Kita, even if he had to do it
himself.

The Rulers were on deck too,
and Arman approached them. “My lords, Kei and Jena wish to go with
me to Utuk, with your permission. Do you mind?”

“You’re best able to judge the
wisdom of that,” Lord Meki said. “I heard of your sorrow. Please
accept my condolences.”

Arman bowed, wondering who’d
informed him, and surprised Lord Meki had mentioned it. “Thank you.
I believe they’ll be safe, if you can lend me Jera. He’s willing to
come, he said.”

“Yes, of course. Reis did a
splendid job for us yesterday, but if they didn’t attack last
night, then I don’t expect it today.” Lord Meki sighed. “I wish I
was dealing with a stronger mind, Arman. Your...excuse me,
their...sovereign is too damn full of herself.”

“I won’t defend her, my lord.
The Prij have done surprisingly well with rulers who have had
stronger opinions than intellects, but that’s because they prefer
others to make decisions for them. There are a few good heads in
the senate, but not enough. I think we managed to get through to
them, if that’s any consolation.”

“Yes, I believe we did, but
it’s depressing we’ve let the south be dominated by such a woeful
bunch for so long. Please return to the ship before the dinner—we
should arrive together. I trust your business won’t take long?’

“I have no idea, but I’ll
return nonetheless. I have no desire to prolong my stay.”

Lord Meki eyed him
sympathetically. “No, I imagine you don’t, after what they said
yesterday. Whatever the Prij think of you, our people will honour
you, never fear.”

“Thank you, but all I want is
to get these people home and to live with Kei in peace,” he said,
taking his lover’s hand.

Lord Meki gave Kei an odd look,
but Kei gave nothing away in his expression. “A full and happy life
is all anyone wants,” Lord Meki said. “And to serve those with whom
we live.”

“Yes. Service at any level is
worthy,” Kei replied, staring back unsmilingly at his Ruler.

Arman frowned. What was going
on between these two? Lord Meki gave Kei another unreadable look,
then turned to Arman. “I won’t detain you then. I’ve been informed
you’ve decided to return to Ai-Albon overland?”

“Yes, my lord. It allows me to
make my excuses at Ai-Darbin, and to discuss when it will be
convenient to carry out the sentence set upon.”

“Ah yes. I’d forgotten. I’m
sure they’ll be flexible about that.”

“Yes, my lord.” Arman didn’t
want to discuss this, not in front of Kei. He didn’t want to be
seen to pressuring him in any way. “Kei? Shall we find the
others?”

Jena and Jera were in the
passenger hold, talking to Reji, Neka and some of the others. “Are
you leaving now?” Jera asked, getting to his feet.

“If you don’t mind,” Arman
said. “Neka, would you be kind enough to tell Captain Tiko we’re
ready?”

“Tiko?” Kei asked. “You never
mentioned him,” he said with a reproachful look.

Arman shrugged. “You didn’t
ask. He’ll behave. I’m in no mood for lectures today, but in any
event, the worst of it is over.” To be frank, if Kei and Jena were
coming, there was no one Arman would trust more than Tiko to keep
them safe.

Reji clapped his hand on
Arman’s shoulder. “I’d like to come along too, if you don’t
mind.”

“Why?” Arman asked, looking at
the trader in surprise.

“Oh, I fancy seeing Utuk, to
find out if it really is as grand as it sounds. Someone needs to
keep an eye on these two as well,” he said, winking at Jena, who
nudged him hard in the ribs in response. He grinned at her as he
rubbed his side. “Maybe we should let Jena guard everyone
instead.”

“I’m not running a sight-seeing
tour,” Arman snapped, but Kei turned to him.

“There’s no harm,” he said
quietly. “We all want to make sure you’re all right.”

“I don’t need keepers,” he
said, embarrassed at the attention.

“No, you don’t. You need
friends,” Jena said, taking his hand. “You’re one of us now. And we
Darshianese like to stick together, or haven’t you noticed?”

Arman thought he might break
down again, but instead he placed a stern expression on his face.
“All right, you can come. But no messing around. Don’t forget,
you’re in hostile territory and very obviously alien—not to mention
the fact you’re consorting with a traitor to the Prij.”

“No one will lay a hand on
you,” Jera promised. “And if anyone tries when I’m not there, you
yell, and Neka will get someone to you faster than they can blink,
won’t you, love?”

“You bet,” she said, looking
determined. “I’ll monitor you all day, I promise.”

“There’s no—”

“Arman? Shut up,” Reji said,
grinning broadly. “You’re not a general any more. You’re just a
humble Darshianese, out for a stroll with friends. If Neka wants to
monitor you, she will. You don’t give any of us orders now.”

Out-numbered and out-argued,
Arman gave up. Kei took his arm. “It’ll be fine,” he said as he led
Arman out ahead of the others.

“We’ll look like a travelling
show,” he grumbled.

“So what? You told Tiko you
were used to the attention.” Kei kissed him. “Now, smile and be
nice. This is going to be a rotten enough day without you scowling
yourself into a headache before we start.” Which made Arman scowl
anyway, but Kei kissed his frown until he stopped.

Jera moved six urs beasts over
to Tiko’s ship, landing them with exquisite care so not to frighten
the animals. Soldiers immediately took them in charge and calmed
them. Then it was the turn of the others, and as soon as they
touched the deck, Tiko came up and shook Kei’s hand. “Ah, now,
there you are. I thought he was hiding you from me for a
reason.”

“Yes, Tiko, Arman was surely
going to butcher me in my sleep and hide the parts just to annoy
you,” Kei said, rolling his eyes, which made Arman smile. “Now, no
more insults—Arman is now officially Darshianese. He’s just the
same as you and me, only with blond hair.”

“Really?” The captain gave
Arman a long look. “Well, wonders never cease. Congratulations,
gen...Arman,” he said, shaking Arman’s hand enthusiastically.

“Thank you. Could we get
moving, please? I don’t have a lot of time.”

“As you wish.” Tiko whistled up
the five other soldiers who would go with Arman’s group. “Jera,
down to the docks. That damn Serenity woman better have those funny
cart things ready.”

“Calashes,” Arman murmured.

The urs beasts were flown, this
time with their riders, across the water and down to the docks.
Arman and the rest followed. They were met by one of Arman’s former
captains, who saluted with correctness but a noticeable lack of
warmth. “Your calash is ready, Sei general.”

“Thank you, Captain Pevus.
However, I’m no longer a general, and since we don’t use titles in
Darshian, please call me Arman in future.”

“As you wish. Do you require a
driver?”

Arman could have driven it
himself, but there was a matter of appearances to maintain. “If you
please. But no attendant—I have my own escort.”

“Yes, Sei...Arman. However, Her
Serenity ordered at least two of us to attend you at all times.
I’ll be coming with you.”

“Then ride with the driver, but
don’t interfere with our business. Reji, if you could help Jena and
the others in?”

Tiko helped Arman into the
calash, which was rather crowded with five of them, but bearable,
then he and his men mounted their beasts. It really would attract a
lot of attention, Arman thought with regret—urs beasts were hardly
ever seen in Utuk itself other than at the docks, and never ridden
through the streets like this. “Tarkus, the banker,” he ordered the
driver, then sat back.

Reji was curious both about the
jesigs and the vehicle. “I really want to get some of these animals
up to Darshek,” he said. “Are they fast?”

“Very. Not tremendously strong,
but they have a lot of stamina. I think you’ll find any number of
Prijian breeders interested in trading them, and they’re much more
convenient for the city streets than the beasts.”

“People only ride them?” Jena
asked. “You don’t milk them or eat them?”

“No, although there’s no real
reason not to. The wild ones are hunted up in the mountains,
although there’s probably not many of them left. They live in
abundance on the smaller islands, and they’ve been taken to Ursinzo
and Sel successfully.”

Reji had a gleam in his eye
which, Arman suspected, meant he saw a future as a jesig breeder
for himself. He suspected the man could do it, even in the
desert—he had a real gift with animals, and understood their minds.
Jesigs were smarter than urs beasts—they would appreciate a clever
hand.

They were indeed attracting a
good deal of attention, and not all of it friendly—there was a
certain amount of booing and shouting, and someone threw a rock
which Jera simply shot up into the air. It could have been much
worse, but he wished again Kei and the others had stayed
behind.

It took twenty minutes to reach
the street where the bankers and lawyers had their offices. Arman
caused quite a stir, walking in with two Darshianese soldiers and a
Prijian army captain, but he ignored the stares of the clerks,
asking to see Tarkus himself. The elderly banker handled the matter
with aplomb—he had been Arman’s banker since he’d reached his
majority, and handled all his family’s financial affairs for forty
years. He’d probably seen far worse scandals than a defecting
Prijian general. Arman gave instructions and waited while letters
were drawn up—after today, he would be officially penniless, save
for a very small amount he was keeping aside for contingencies.
Curiously, the thought gave him not a jot of concern. It was rather
freeing, in fact, to lose the tether of position and property.

Then it was on to Karus’s
house. As they drew up to the familiar gate, Arman felt tears come
into his eyes again, and Kei squeezed his hand. Across from them,
Reji was doing the same for Jena. He ordered all the soldiers to
stay outside, and when the captain protested, he turned on him
sharply. “This is a house in mourning, you damn fool. Do you truly
expect me to be attacked by three servants and a
seventy-two-year-old woman?”

Tiko took up a position in
front of the man, and although he spoke no Prijian and the captain
only indifferent Darshianese, his meaning was clear. No one was
going into the house without Arman’s permission. Captain Pevus
backed down without further argument, much to Arman’s relief.

At the door, Matez bowed
formally, but it was obvious he’d been weeping not long before.
Jena hugged him warmly, as did Kei. Cook and Siza were almost
overcome with joy at seeing her again, and with relief that Arman
had returned. Their joy dimmed somewhat as he explained he wouldn’t
be staying, but that he would make arrangements which would secure
their future in his absence. Karus’s sister wasn’t there, but was
to return later. Arman would see her then.

He went into the library,
and as he stood before the desk where he had had so many happy and
fascinating conversations, the teeth of his grief ate at him from
the inside out, leaving him weak-legged with the agony. He had to
clutch the desk for support. Karus, old friend, just a couple more days. Could you not
have waited for me?

Kei came up behind him. “I feel
him,” he said quietly. “As if his spirit watches us. Perhaps he’s
waiting to say goodbye to you before he leaves.”

Arman turned to Kei, tears
filling his eyes. “Do you really think so?”

“If not here, where else would
he wait for you?” Kei said. Then he bowed low. “Karus-pei, I thank
you for your love and kindness, and all you did for Jena and me.
Have a safe journey to your next life and be well.”

Arman looked at his
lover. Did Kei really believe Karus could hear this? Did
he? “I
don’t know what to say,” he whispered.

“Say what is in your
heart.”

Arman turned back to the desk.
It really did feel as if Karus still sat there, smiling benignly at
him, waiting for the latest news and gossip. “I...I miss you,
Karus. I’m sorry to have not...been here. I hope...you are
watching, safe, with Loke. I hope...I hope....” He couldn’t
continue, and covered his mouth with his hand, trying to hold in
his grief for fear it would overwhelm him.

Kei put his arm around his
waist. “Do you hope he’ll be happy?”

“Yes,” he forced out from a
throat tight with pain. “And that he knows I love him, and will
always honour him.”

“I’m sure he does. He knew that
when he lived, how could he not know it now?” Kei made him turn,
and kissed him. “In his next life, he’ll find your spirit too. I
believe that. Love and kindness this strong can’t just be for one
lifetime.”

Arman could only nod, and try
to get some composure back. He couldn’t stand around weeping like a
child—he had people’s lives to secure. “Kei, I have to see my
father and Loke’s mother. Then I have to go to my house. I can’t
let you go with me.”

“I understand. Will you take
Jera?”

“Yes, and the Prij soldiers.
Remember Neka is listening and if there’s any trouble, get out of
here. I think there won’t be, but....”

“I’ll be careful. You do what
you need to.” Kei took his hand and looked deep into his eyes.
“Will you be all right? Seeing them?”

“I have to be. Just don’t
expect me to return all glad smiles.”

“I won’t. Well, come on. The
sooner you go, the sooner you’ll come back,” he said with a
smile.

Arman let Kei led him out, but
at the door, he turned and looked back at the desk. “Farewell,
Karus-pei,” he whispered. “Be at peace, my old friend.”


Chapter : Darshek 10

Arman could hardly have liked
any task less than what was next on his agenda, but it was
inevitable. At least this would be the last time, he thought, as
the calash drew up to his father’s house. “Stay here,” he told
Captain Pevus. “My father, the senator, won’t appreciate soldiers
traipsing through his garden. Jera?”

Arman walked in silence up the
long drive. “Don’t like your father much?” Jera asked.

“No. This is going to be very
unpleasant, I’m sorry.”

Jera clasped his shoulder.
“Never mind. At least I don’t speak Prijian. I’ve been rather glad
of that over the last day.”

Arman rather wished he didn’t
speak it either. He was kept waiting like a common tradesmen for an
unnecessarily long time before being summoned to the drawing room.
“Ah, I wondered when you’d dare show your face,” his father said
without any pretence of welcome. “And who in hells is this?”

“This, father, is Jera, my
protection, and the principle reason I dare show my face anywhere.
I’ve come to see Tir Mari, and to inform you of how I intend to
dispose of my affairs here in Utuk.”

“So it’s true—you’re really
going to run off and live with the savages. Gods, when I heard
that, I thought Vilkus had gone mad. What’s possessed you to throw
away everything of importance to yourself?”

“Discovering they weren’t
important at all, actually. And discovering the ‘savages’ offer a
damn sight more than I could ever have in Kuprij. You have no
reason to regret it, surely. I’m just the second son,” he said with
some venom, his sorrow over losing Karus transmuting into bitter
anger that even at this last moment, his own father couldn’t summon
up a shred of politeness at the departure of his child.

“A second son and ever a
disappointment,” his father spat back. “The very image of your
mother with none of her sweet nature. Gods, how she must be
watching you with sorrow, seeing how you grew into such a sullen,
sour child, and now a cursed traitor. Why you couldn’t have been
more like Tijus, I’ll never know.”

“No, I don’t suppose you ever
will, father, if you can’t understand how a child of eight might
want more than to be shoved aside as an unwanted distraction.
Please have Tir Mari sent for, and do me the courtesy of listening
to what I have to say, so I don’t waste our time more than we need
to.”

His father glared, but rang a
bell for a servant to find Loke’s mother. “And what will you do in
Darshek? Plot more treason?”

“I’m not going to Darshek. I’m
going to live in a tiny little village in the middle of nowhere to
work a farm with my handsome male lover, and not regret leaving
this island, or you, for an instant.”

His father laughed mockingly.
“Oh, marvellous. When you make a fool of yourself, you do it in
style, don’t you. You surely don’t really believe the Darshianese
can hold us at bay. If Kita agrees to this nonsense, it will only
be until we properly plan the destruction of Darshek.”

“Oh, yes?” He turned to Jera.
“My honoured parent would like a closer view of the ceiling.”

Jera grinned. “Right you
are.”

Arman watched his father rise
from the floor and listened to his outraged expostulations,
completely unmoved. “Careful, father. Jera could just as easily
send you through the ceiling as float you near it—or simply bring
the entire house down around your ears.” He looked at the
mind-mover. “Put him down. Be gentle if you can be bothered.”

“As you wish.”

Jera dumped Arman’s father into
a chair and smiled politely. “I hope you enjoyed the ride,” he said
with a cheeky smile.

Arman’s father spoke
Darshianese quite well, and the remark infuriated him even more.
“You damned, insolent...I should have you flogged!”

“I don’t advise you to try it,”
Arman warned.

The door opened, and Mari came
in. Arman and his father hastily stopped glaring at each other, and
he made the effort to smile at her.

“Arman! How wonderful to see
you—but I heard...I thought you were leaving.”

Arman took her hand and led her
to a chair. “Yes, Tir Mari, I am. I’ve come to deliver a message,
and to ask a great favour of you. You know Karus died?”

“Yes, I was so sorry to hear
about that,” she said quietly.

“I went to his funeral,” his
father said. “Where you should have been. You should have spoken
for him. The gods know what you owed that man.”

Arman gritted his teeth. “Since
I was technically a prisoner of war at that point, and since even
you could hardly pretend I arranged Her Serenity to send me to
Darshian merely to avoid Karus-pei’s funeral, I don’t think your
point carries any validity, father. Kindly allow me to
continue.”

Mari looked rather shocked at
the display of ill-feeling, something Arman and his father had
always managed to keep from her. He was sorry she had to see it
now. “Tir Mari, Karus left me all his possessions, including the
house, and asked me to look after his servants, but I can’t do that
living in Darshek. I’ve arranged the house to be put in your name,
and I’ve withdrawn my personal funds, also placing them in your
name.” He drew the documents out of his pocket. “If you want to
live in the house, or sell it, that’s up to you, but I would ask
you to ensure that the three people listed here never want for
anything. I’d also like some books sent up from his library to the
Rulers’ collection in Darshek, if you can manage it. If you run out
of money, or need help, you can contact me via the Rulers in
Darshek. I’m sure my father will assist you in finding me.”

His father glared. “Are you,
now. Why are you depriving me of the only company left to me,
Arman? Is it not bad enough that my son is deserting Utuk, but you
must take Mari away too?”

Arman blinked at the genuine
anguish in his father voice. “Father, there’s no reason why Tir
Mari can’t remain with you if she chooses. This simply gives her
some property of her own again.”

“And why would she stay as a
servant when she owns a house, hmmm?” His father stood and walked
to the window. “But of course, you must go, Mari. It’s always been
wrong someone of your rank had to work in a household like a
maid.”

She got up from her chair and
came to his side. “Sei Armis, I’ve always considered it an honour
to be allowed to serve you, just as my son did. You’ve both given
us so much joy over the years. I would never leave your house while
you wanted me to stay—but if you want me to leave, I shall.”

He turned to her, and Arman was
utterly shocked to see his father—he who never showed a weakness or
a gentle emotion to anyone—was on the verge of tears. “Mari...we
took your son from you. I should have given you a house of your own
years ago, the gods know you deserved it...but forgive me, I wanted
your presence too much. You remind me of Elda...and it meant I
could think of her when I spoke to you. I’ve been selfish. I’m so
sorry.”

She took his hand. “You
didn’t take Loke from me. It was the war, and that boy with a bomb.
It wasn’t you or
Arman. I’ve never blamed either of you, and nor
would he. May I stay, please, Sei Armis?”

His father’s face contorted
with sadness. “I would be deeply honoured if you would,” he said in
a gruff, quiet tone. “You’ve a home here as long as you wish it, I
swear that on Elda’s memory.”

“Thank you.” She turned to
Arman, still holding his father’s hand. “I won’t live in the house
then, but I’ll make sure Karus’s people are well looked after. Loke
was very fond of him, and his servants. He always had such happy
stories to tell me about him.”

“Yes, I know.” Arman had to
grip his walking stick hard to keep from losing control. “Then the
other thing I need to tell you concerns Loke himself.”

His father led Mari back to her
chair and sat down himself, although he stared towards the window,
pretending a lack of interest in Arman’s words. His eyes still
looked rather red.

Arman continued. “After I was
taken prisoner, I was brought north through the villages, one of
which was Ai-Darbin, where...well, where Loke died. I won’t
distress you with the details, but the matter was discussed at some
length by the village while I was there. It was recognised by the
clan leaders that Loke’s death was a grave wrong, and they’re going
to put a little memorial up to him there. I thought you would be
pleased to know that.”

She made a little sound and
covered her mouth, her eyes glistening with tears. “Really?”

“Yes. They said...that on the
day when they honour their own dead, he would be honoured too. I
could see no offence in such a gesture. They also offered to
compensate you in some way for his loss, but I knew my father was
caring for you with great generosity, so I took the liberty of
refusing.” His father glanced at him for that remark, but Arman
couldn’t interpret his expression. “Are you happy with this? They
would do more, if you wished it. Their regret was very deep, as was
mine for my actions that day.”

She shook her head, as tears
trickled down her face. “No,” she whispered. “Thank you. And thank
them...Loke would be touched, I know. I don’t blame them, Arman. It
was a war we brought to them.”

“Yes. I bear all blame for
Loke’s death, Mari. For the rest of my days, I will carry that
guilt, and I can only say again how sorry I am.”

“I forgive you,” she said. “Not
that it’s really your fault, but I forgive you anyway. Loke loved
you, and so do I. You’re so like Elda. I know she would be proud of
you.” There was a noise from Arman’s father. He didn’t dare look at
him. “And will you be happy now? What of your family, your wife and
son?”

“I plan to be happy, but as for
them, I need to speak to my father in private about them. Could you
excuse me now while I do that? My time is short, I’m sorry to
say.”

“Of course,” she said, standing
and holding out her hand to him. “I may never see you again, I
suppose. Will you write?”

“Yes, of course. I should like
to hear from you too, and about Karus’s servants.”

“Then I shall say goodbye now.
Thank you, Arman,” she said, squeezing his hand and looking up at
him with the same lovely green eyes as her son, and with the same
openhearted kindness. “You and your family have been so kind to me
and Loke. Even now, though I grieve for him, I rejoice you will be
happy, and I’m glad also to remain with your father. Elda always
said she had the kindest husband and the two most wonderful sons in
Kuprij. She loved you all so very much. I feel close to her when
I’m with you.”

“And I to her, through you,”
Arman said, bowing over her hand, and kissing it. “Farewell, Mari.
Thank you.”

She smiled, bowed to him and to
his father, and then left the room. There was an uncomfortable
silence, which no one seemed inclined to break. Finally, Jera
coughed. “Why don’t I...have a look at the garden. Through those
doors?”

“Yes,” Arman said, rising and
letting him out. “I’ll call you when we’re done.”

He closed the doors behind
Jera. “He won’t disturb us,” he said to his father, sitting once
more.

His father cleared his throat.
“You wanted to tell me about Mayl and your son? Have you even seen
the child yet?”

“No, I’m going there after
this. Father, I’m sending Mayl back to her home. I’ve placed her
dowry back in her name, and you can take the house back. I want
nothing more to do with her or it again.”

His father stared at him in
perplexity. “Why? What of your son?”

“He’s not mine. She’s been
sleeping with one of your colleagues—I found out before I left for
north Darshian the first time.”

“Blessed gods. Are you sure?
That’s a dreadful accusation.”

“Yes, I’m sure and yes, it is.
But I don’t want a scandal. If I send her away, she can marry
again. It’s not like I care what she does.”

His father got up, and went
over to the window again. “And here I was, so happy that at last I
had a grandson. You’re depriving me of son and grandson in a single
day. I suppose you think this is a perfect revenge for your
childish grievances.”

Arman shook his head. “It’s not
intended as revenge of any kind, father. My future simply doesn’t
lie in Utuk. I thought you’d hardly care where I was.”

“What difference does my caring
or not make to you? You made it clear years ago I meant nothing to
you. I suppose you blamed me for your mother’s death. It would only
be natural.”

“I didn’t,” Arman said, rising
from his seat and going to stand near his father. “You set me
aside. I thought you blamed me in some way, felt that I wasn’t
sufficient comfort for losing her.”

“You look like her,” his father
said in a low, harsh voice. “Gods, Arman, you have her eyes
exactly, and her hair. After she died, you kept looking at me with
those eyes...and all I could see was her. I couldn’t bear it,
couldn’t bear to see them when I missed her...still miss her, every
day.... Every morning for years, when I woke, I was sorry I hadn’t
died in my sleep, because I wanted to be with her.”

“I didn’t know,” Arman
whispered. He’d had no idea...he’d thought his parents had an
arranged marriage, as most of their class had. He hadn’t realised
it was a love match, or that his father had been suffering a grief
as deep as any Arman had ever felt. “I didn’t understand at all.
I’m sorry.”

“Now you’re sorry,” his father
said gruffly, “but for years you were buried in your books,
ignoring us, offering nothing to us, to me. All you had to give me
were her eyes, when I wanted her, I wanted her joy and her
laughter, and her love. All I got in return was a disagreeable
little boy who would rather read than talk to any one.”

“But....” Had all these years
of animosity been caused by two different ways of dealing with
pain? “Father, I’m truly sorry. For my offence, I apologise. I
didn’t know you wanted more of me. I thought no one wanted anything
of me at all.”

“Of course I did, you stupid
fool. Any parent wants their son to love them. When I realised I
couldn’t have that, I at least wanted you to make me proud of you.
And now you’ve turned traitor.”

“I wanted the war to end,
father. It was sapping Kuprij, and would have destroyed her. Surely
you can see we would never have won it? If you’d been there
yesterday, you’d have seen it, had it all explained. Why were you
not?”

His father looked at him. “I’ve
had enough of it. I was about to announce my retirement, hand my
seat over to Tijus. I was only waiting until you were returned
safe...or we got news. We’ve been waiting for weeks for news of
whether you were dead or alive, heard nothing at all. I didn’t
realise—” He coughed. “I’ve had enough of Kita, and the war, and
the whole damn stupid business. Tired of dealing with fools like
Vilkus and Mekus. I was looking forward to my grandchildren. Now I
suppose I’ll never have those either.”

“But Temir...she and Tijus will
have children, surely.”

His father snorted. “The
woman’s barren—they’ve been married eight years, and she’s never
even been pregnant. Oh, he loves her, of course, and won’t set her
aside, but there won’t be a child there. I thought Mayl was barren
too, but she caught—only it turns out it was from the wrong stud.
What will you do with the boy? Send him away too?”

“I don’t know. Its wrong that
he should suffer for her sins, but I can’t find it in me to want
him for myself. Father, I’m sorry for your disappointment in me.
Had the war not happened, I wouldn’t be leaving. I....” Arman
didn’t know what to say. He wouldn’t stay for his father, and he
couldn’t offer him children where none existed. “At least you have
Mari. I honestly never intended her to leave your home. I’ve been
too overwhelmed by the news about Karus. I suppose I didn’t think
it through carefully....”

His father dismissed the words
with an impatient wave of his hand, but his eyes were rather red
again. “Never mind, never mind. You’d best be leaving and take the
trickster with you. I daresay you and I will not see each other
again. I’m not going to this damn banquet. I can plead the cold
that got me out of the ceremony.”

“Perhaps you should come and
meet the Darshianese, father. They’re entirely different from how
they’re portrayed.”

“I’m too old, Arman. Too old
and tired, and I have lost my taste for politics. Go and find your
new life. My dreams are dust—yours don’t have to be.”

Arman couldn’t just leave it at
that. “Father, you’ve a good twenty years or more left of life.
Karus told me to find some joy in mine before I died. I pass that
advice on to you, for what it’s worth.”

His father seemed not to hear
him, and there was nothing more Arman could think of to say to him.
“Farewell then, father.” He went to the garden door, intending to
find Jera and leave.

“Arman.” He turned and looked
at his father. “What I said before...about your mother. That was
wrong of me. Elda would never think you a disappointment. She loved
you dearly.”

“And I loved her. I loved you
too, until I believed you no longer wanted me. I regret my temper,
father. I regret the wasted years. At least I can wish you a long
life and a peaceful one.”

His father wiped his face
wearily. “Don’t waste your talents on a damn farm, Arman. Use your
mind. It’s a gift you have from your mother. At least be productive
up there—you have the ability.”

Arman bowed. “Thank you. Find
some joy again, father. I did, in the last place I would ever have
imagined.”

His father grimaced a little.
“Then you’re a fortunate man. Farewell, Arman.”

Arman wanted to say more,
something to ease the pain he saw in his father’s eyes, but it was
years too late for both of them. He had a different path to follow
now. He bowed again, and used the door to the garden to make his
exit.

He would never see his father
again, but rather than the relief he’d been anticipating, it caused
him more sorrow than he could have ever expected. He even wondered
if he should delay his departure, but he couldn’t do that to Kei.
No, both he and his father would have to live with their mistakes
and their misunderstanding, and find peace in their own separate
ways. He hoped Mari would offer his father the comfort her son had
brought him. If she did, then perhaps his father would find that
joy after all.

~~~~~~~~

At his next destination, Arman
brought the soldiers inside with him, and experienced a childish
delight at the consternation this caused. “Peri, call all the
servants to the kitchen. I’m going to speak to your mistress, and
then to you all.”

“Y-yes, Sei,” the boy stuttered
at them. Arman swept past him, glad this was the last time he would
need to interact with these people. He took Jera and the soldiers
to the library and instructed him to wait for him. “This won’t take
long.”

“Are you sure you don’t want
moral support?” Jera asked, his kind face showing his concern.

“Morals and my wife are
complete strangers. It would be a waste of time.”

He found Mayl out on the
southern verandah—she wasn’t alone. “Come to admire my father’s
grandchild, Mekus?” he said. “Or are you visiting your son?”

“I have no idea what you mean,”
Senator Mekus blustered, backing away from the chair where he’d
been sitting in a rather intimate position with Arman’s wife. Mayl
straightened her gown hastily and glared at him.

“Really? Then you’re even more
stupid than I thought you were. However, you can stay to hear this.
Mayl, I am sending you back to your father. We have the requisite
witness, I see,” he added, nodding at the woman sitting in
terrified silence off to one side, suckling a small infant. “Sei
Mayl, I repudiate you, I return your dowry and I return you to your
family, unwanted. Leave this house within the hour.” He drew out
the banker’s note and laid it on the long chair. “Take it and get
out.”

“You can’t send me away,
I’m divorcing you,” she said with smug malice.
“And I want more than my dowry, Sei Arman. Much more. Treason is a
very good ground on which to get rid of you and strip you of your
fortune.”

“My fortune is gone, you stupid
bitch. I signed it away this morning, all but this. But if you want
to go to court over it, please, by all means. Let’s expose your
tawdry affair with a man old enough to be your father—or is it
grandfather? I can never keep track of such matters,” he said,
looking Mekus up and down with disgust.

“You have no
proof! No
servant here will ever speak against me. It’s your word against
mine. The word of a traitor against a member of the aristocracy, a
virtuous woman with a new-born child.”

Arman snorted at the idea of
Mayl calling herself virtuous, with her dress still disordered from
Mekus’s hand up her skirt. “A child I see you can’t be bothered
even to feed yourself—what’s the matter, doesn’t Mekus like the
taste of milk?”

The senator made a disgusted
noise. “She’s right. You’ve not a shred of evidence, and once she’s
done with you, I’ll prosecute you for libel.”

“And get what, Mekus? My
money’s gone, the house isn’t mine—and besides, how will it look
when people learn you’ve used your own daughter to pimp for
you?”

Mayl gasped, then looked at her
lover in dismay. “How...you have no proof. You’re guessing.”

Arman shook his head. “Not a
bit of it—as for proof, did you think it amusing to send my wife
disgustingly detailed propositions through your daughter, with me
to deliver it? When I found that letter in my files I could hardly
believe even you could sink that low. Unfortunate for you I became
distracted that evening and forgot about it—I bet it caused you
some anxious moments when you realised it hadn’t arrived.”

“A forgery,” Mekus said, even
as he backed away from Mayl. “Still no proof.”

“Really? You know, Meke doesn’t
strike me as a particularly strong-minded or intelligent person.
How long do you think she will last under examination? Especially
when I remind her of the penalty for perjury—she’s nothing much to
look at now, but losing her nose, ears and tongue might ruin her
marriage prospects, don’t you think?”

“You wouldn’t,” Mayl shouted at
him. “You’d never go through with it, the scandal—”

“A traitor avoiding scandal?
Just try me, Mayl. I’m in a mood to wipe the floor with both your
pathetic hides. Now, get out. Take your money and leave. Your
servants are about to be turned away, their notices paid and the
house locked up. If you don’t leave, I’m sure the senator can tell
you about the gentleman who played so prettily with him yesterday.
He’s in the library right now, waiting for me.”

Mayl went white, and Mekus
gulped. “Come, my dear. I can protect you.”

“Oh, leave me alone, you fool,”
she snapped, picking up the banker’s letter. “Kesa, bring the
child.”

“No.”

“What?” Mayl said, turning to
Arman. “You surely don’t want him.”

“I don’t want you to have him
either, and certainly not to be raised by a pair of wanton thugs
like you two. The child is mine officially and I claim him by
right. Even if you divorce me, there’s nothing you can do. Take
yourself off, and don’t plead the sorrowful mother with me. You’ve
not even looked in the boy’s direction since I came in, so little
does he concern you—and no one decent would cavort with their lover
in front of a child this way. Just get out. Your belongings will be
sent to you, and if you linger, I’ll have you thrown into the
harbour along with this worthless creature. I have some very angry
Darshianese with me, Mekus—any one of whom would love to see you
die very painfully.”

The senator was almost purple
with anger. “Her Serenity will hear of this, Arman. Your father
too.”

“My father knows, and, please,
do tell Kita. It’ll save me the effort. Get out of my house now.
Both of you, before I lose what little control I have!”

His roar frightened them into
action and they scurried out, much to Arman’s relief. He turned to
the wet nurse, who, he now realised, was only a slip of a girl, no
more than seventeen or eighteen. “My apologies, madam,” he said in
a gentler tone. “Wait—I know you, do I not?”

He came over to her and
crouched down. He had to admire the way she protected the baby and
continuing to feed it, even though she was obviously nearly out of
her wits with fear. “I won’t hurt you or the child. You’re not to
blame for this business. Your face is familiar though—I do know
you, yes?”

“Yes, Sei,” she whispered. “I’m
Lieutenant Vikis’s wife. We were at your captain’s wedding last
year.”

“So you were. But what are you
doing here? Why are you working for Mayl?”

The child finished feeding at
that point, and he waited for her to wipe his mouth and arrange her
dress again. “My little girl died three weeks ago,” she said in a
quiet voice, “and at the funeral, an agent looking for a wet nurse
came and asked if I would work for your wife. I needed the money,
Sei Arman. My husband... Sei, is he lost? I’ve been waiting for
news for so long...and he doesn’t know about our baby.”

Her face was a mask of misery,
and under the terror, he saw the distinct marks of very recent
grief. What a disgusting practice wet-nursing was, preying on the
bereaved, and mostly just so aristocratic wives could regain their
figures sooner. “No, he’s not lost. He was injured in the same
battle where I hurt my leg, but the last report I had of him two
weeks ago said he was fit and well and waiting to return home.”

She gave a little cry of
astonishment. “He’s alive? Really?”

“Yes, he is.” The position was
killing his leg and he had to stand. “It’s Kesa, yes?” She nodded.
“Kesa, I need to get the boy away from here and he needs a nurse.
Would you be willing to look after him until I can find another?
It’ll mean some travelling, but I’ll make sure you and Vikis are
reunited. I’ll pay you well for your trouble. Do you have
dependents here?”

“No, Sei. My father died some
time ago, and left my mother a widow. But late last year she fell
ill with a lung disease, and she died a week after you left. It’s
just my brother and me now. There were so many bills to pay because
of my mother’s illness, and they’re only giving me half of Vikis’s
salary. That’s why I needed the work.”

“Then I will make sure you are
well compensated for your trouble, and when Vikis returns, his pay
will be reimbursed. Your brother? Can he spare you?”

“Can I see him before I go?”
she asked shyly.

“Of course you can. Come with
me. Where are the child’s things?”

She led him to the nursery, and
he asked Jera if he would help her pack up the baby clothing and
other items. He had no idea what he would do with an infant of this
age, but he knew one thing—he wouldn’t let another child be raised
in unhappiness. Karus had told him to raise his child to have an
open, honest heart, and by the gods, he would do that in Karus’s
memory, even if the child wasn’t his at all.

He left Kesa in Jera’s
protection, and summoned the soldiers to the kitchen where the
staff were assembled. Mayl hadn’t even bothered to tell them what
was happening before she and her decrepit lover slithered off. But
Arman didn’t mind—it gave him a lot of pleasure to tell Mykis in
person he was being sent away and that he shouldn’t expect a
reference. “None of you should,” Arman said heavily. “Colluding in
your mistress’s infidelity in that manner, you’re lucky to receive
any notice at all. You can apply to Tarkus, the banker, once the
Darshianese ships have left port. Now get out—take your own
belongings and nothing else, or you’ll be prosecuted for theft.
Captain Pevus, mind that they do as instructed.”

It only remained for him to
write some letters of instruction and pack a few precious books and
letters, his private seal and a few mementos. The rest of it could
go to his father, hopefully to be put to a better use than it had
been to now. He had a few personal items to remove from his
bedroom, but considering he’d lived there for four years, it was
surprising how little mark he had made, how little he’d
accumulated. Mayl had bought things but the house was not much
changed from when they’d taken it over. She’d obviously thought his
father had given it to him outright. Arman wondered how many charms
she would have for Mekus now she was a fortuneless ex-wife, the
dubious coin of her virginity long since wasted. It was customary
in such cases for the husband to compensate the wife for the years
of access to her bedroom—but since Arman had had so little use of
the facilities, he’d let the one who’d availed himself of her
expensive cunt do the compensating.

Kita would be furious if she
found out, and he wondered if Mekus would actually dare to complain
of his behaviour. Arman really didn’t care in the least.

He left the bundles of books
and papers in the library and went to find Jera and Kesa. They too
were ready, Kesa holding the child carefully and protectively. What
a damn shame the child was not her own—she was so obviously a far
more fit mother than Mayl. “Shall we go? We’ll call at your home
later.”

“Yes, Sei.”

“You understand you are not
obliged to come, don’t you, Kesa? I‘ll pay what you’ve been
promised for your wages regardless, I promise that.”

“Yes, Sei. I want to come. I
want to see him safe, and then see Vikis again. It’s been very
lonely since he left.”

With suffering two deaths so
close together, and her husband gone, it was a wonder she had
managed at all. Poor child. “Then come with me. The Darshianese are
a very kind people and they’ll care for you until you see your
husband again.”

“Darshianese?” she said, her
hand going to her mouth in a nervous gesture. “Will I be safe?”

“Quite safe,” he said, with a
smile in Jera’s direction. “He’s not so terrifying, is he?”

“No, Sei. He seems nice.”

“And so he is. Come on, there
are people I need you to meet.”

~~~~~~~~

Arman had been gone hours and
although it was wonderful to see Karus’s people again, and to spend
some time where Kei had a few happy memories, he was quite worried
about his lover. Arman had been so very sad that morning, so bowed
down by sorrow, and visiting his father and his wretched wife would
only place a further strain on him. So Kei fretted, finally giving
up all pretence of following Jena and Reji’s conversations with the
others. He wandered out to the front of the house, dismissing
Tiko’s warnings about keeping a low profile. As if Kei wasn’t
perfectly well aware of the danger they were in. It was he who’d
been the damn hostage, not Tiko.

Neka would alert him if there
was a problem, and if he desperately wanted to, he could contact
Arman in an instant, but he’d sworn not to violate his privacy.
Arman would be fine, he told himself, but he still waited, looking
along the road for any sign of the calash.

Finally, well after noon, the
vehicle arrived. To Kei’s shock, after Jera got out, he helped a
young woman carrying a baby down the calash’s steps. Arman
followed—limping badly once more, Kei noted in concern as he ran to
meet them. “Arman...who’s this?”

Arman allowed Kei to take his
arm. “Kei, this is Kesa,” he said in Prijian, speaking slowly so
Kei could understand it. “Kesa, this is my good friend, Kei of
Ai-Albon.”

She nodded, but looked very
uncertain. “And the child?” Kei asked.

“Mayl’s son.”

Kei made him stop.
“But...Arman, why...?”

Arman looked at him with weary,
almost desperate eyes. “I couldn’t leave a baby with her,” he said.
“No one deserves that...gods, I’ve made a mess, I wasn’t
thinking...I just wanted to get away from her, take the child and
get away from her stink. Now I don’t know what to do with him.”

Kei pulled him close and kissed
him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kesa’s eyes widen, but he
really didn’t care what she thought when Arman was this distressed.
“We’ll sort something out,” he said firmly. “Just come in and get
off your damn leg—what have you been doing, pulling the calash
yourself?”

“No. Just kicking a noble arse
or two,” he said with a painful-looking smile.

Jena came flying out of the
house then, and Kei repeated Arman’s explanation. “Jena, this is
Kesa,” Arman told her quickly. “She’s only recently lost her own
child, and her mother too. Can you take her in and look after her
for a little while?”

“Of course,” she said, and
introduced herself politely in Prijian. Hearing her own language
from a Darshianese clearly startled the girl, but she responded
with a timid smile. Jena led her into the house, Jera close behind
them. Kei and Arman followed more slowly, and Arman insisted on
resting at the front verandah before going inside.

“I need a moment.”

“Of course,” Kei said. Arman
looked dreadful, even more grief-stricken than when he’d departed
for his father’s house that morning. “Was it very bad?”

Arman nodded. “Yes, but
not...exactly...as I thought. It seems my father and I have been
estranged for nearly twenty years over—” He stopped and grimaced.
“Is it possible to suffocate under the burden of one’s
regrets?”

“I doubt it. What happened? Was
he cruel?”

“At first. But then it was
worse than that. He...I’ve done him a terrible wrong. And I’ve
given him more pain today, when I never meant to.... Gods, what a
bastard I am,” he said bitterly.

“You’re not, you’re a good,
decent man. What happened?”

Arman explained, his face
contorting with remembered sorrow. Kei listened, holding his hand,
and aching for Arman’s grief. “All these years, all I wanted was
his love. All these years I had it, and I didn’t know. The sheer
waste of it, the pain of it all...and now I’m abandoning him, not
even leaving him with the illusion of the grandson he wanted so
badly. I thought he just wanted an heir. All he really wanted
was my love, and I denied it to him.”

Kei stroked Arman’s hair back
from his face. “You were a child, and in need of understanding and
love too, as he was, but each of you were too hurt to offer it to
the other. He shares responsibility here, more than you, for he was
an adult. It’s not too late, you know. Even if you have to leave
Utuk, you can write, you can try to show him your love that way.
You could even visit, perhaps, once the peace has had a chance to
grow strong.”

“But it doesn’t undo the
damage.”

“No, it doesn’t. But at least
you want to try to mend things for the future. And Mayl?”

“Gone and good riddance to
her.” Arman looked at him. “I suppose it was cruel of me to take
her child, but she had no interest in it at all. I couldn’t...I
promised Karus...and the child is an innocent, no matter whose it
is.”

“Yes, it is, and I think you
did the right thing,” Kei said firmly. “But what’s to become of
it?”

“You said you wanted a
child—could you raise Mekus’s bastard?”

Kei drew in a sharp breath. To
raise a baby...to be a father, even by adoption.... He’d never
thought to have that chance. But then he looked at Arman’s face
again. “You can’t, can you? You could never forget who his father
was.”

“No. I know it’s wrong of
me—but I know myself too well. And to make a child suffer for
something not its fault...it would be better to let Mayl bring it
up than to do that.”

“Then better to acknowledge it
now, than to make the mistake of dismissing it. We’ll find a home
for him. What of this young woman? Who is she?”

Arman grimaced again. “Another
sad history, poor girl. Still grieving for her own baby and hired
to do what Mayl wouldn’t lower herself to. You don’t use wet nurses
in Darshian, do you?”

Kei shook his head. “No—I mean,
in theory, yes, but in reality, the chances of there being a
nursing mother available when a child needs a breast are so small,
we had to find other solutions. Most do well on jombeker milk, if
you can get them past the first week or so. How old is he?”

“I have no idea. At least three
weeks, that’s all I know.” Arman wiped his eyes. “I can’t think any
more. I’m so tired. I still have to sort out Kesa’s affairs—but you
can use jombeker milk? So we don’t need her, in fact?”

“Not strictly, no, but human
milk is better, and it would take a little while to wean him onto
it if you want to avoid colic and so forth. She’s willing to travel
to Darshian?”

“She’s Vikis’s wife, would you
believe? So yes, at least to Fort Trejk. After that, we need
another answer.”

Kei stood up and helped Arman
to stand too. “We’ll find one, then.”

Arman looked into his eyes.
“Are you sure you don’t want to raise him? I know you want to be a
parent.”

“Yes, I do, but I want to be
with you more, and if this will distress you, it’s not an option at
all,” he said firmly, and felt Arman’s relief, which only confirmed
he was right in his decision. “Come inside, Cook has our lunch, I
think.”

Kei led Arman inside to the
kitchen, which was full of people. Jena and Kesa were in the
corner, Reji holding the child as the women talked. Cook and Siza
were listening to their conversation intently. Matez and Jera were
just watching everything going on. “Where’s Tiko and the others?”
Kei asked.

“Garden,” Jera said. “Cook
chased them out a minute or so ago with their food. Our lunch is
ready too.”

It was a simple meal of
fresh-baked bread, butter and cheese, with cups of pijo which made
Arman go very quiet as he drank. Much as Kei loved this house, it
did Arman no good at all to be constantly reminded of his loss, and
he urged his lover to finish up and tell him what needed doing.
“Nothing,” Arman replied. “Other than the notes Karus was working
on, everything else can stay as it is. Mari can send me some books
from the library, or not, as she chooses, but there’s nothing else
I want disturbed.” He explained to the three servants what was to
happen to them, to the obvious relief of all. “Has his sister not
returned?”

“Not yet, Sei Arman,” Siza
said. “But we can pass on the message, if you have to leave.”

“I think I do—we have to return
to the ship. Kei, let me go to the library. I won’t be long.”

“Do you need...?” But Arman
shook his head. “All right.”

He watched Arman leave in some
concern, hoping he wasn’t about to do something which would cause
him more pain. Jera reached across him for more bread. “So, what’s
to happen to the boy?”

Kei looked at Jena, now holding
the baby with complete confidence. “Jena, how do you feel about
adoption?”

“What?” she said, startled.

“What?” Reji echoed. “Are you
serious, Kei? It’s Arman’s child.”

“He’s not, actually. Arman only
wants him to be raised happily, but he can’t do it himself.
Jena?”

She stared at him, and then
looked at the baby. “I never thought... Kei, the child is
Prijian.”

“So’s Arman, but that’s not
stopping him joining our people. Would you reject him simply
because of his race?”

“No! Gods, give me a moment to
think here....”

Kesa said something in a low
voice that Kei didn’t catch, but Jena did, and she replied,
smiling. “She just wants to know if there’s a problem. I told her
we’re sorting it out. Kei, I don’t know what my clan will say. Or
Aldik.”

“Do you want to raise a child
or not, Jena? The rest are things that can be discussed later.”

She looked down at the child
again. “He’s a beautiful boy. And the poor little thing is alone.
Better me than that bitch, don’t you think?”

Reji smiled at her and so did
Kei. “Absolutely better you than Mayl. If you can’t manage it, then
we’ll find him a family somewhere else. Kesa is prepared to travel
as far as Fort Trejk where her husband is, so you’ll have her for
that long.”

“Will Arman agree? I’ve been
damn rude to him,” she said dubiously.

Kei grinned. “I think he would
consider that a perfect qualification for the job.”

The decision made, there were
practical problems to be solved, and everyone had an opinion on how
best to get a small infant safely from Utuk to Ai-Rutej. “We can
take some of the jombekers with us,” Reji declared. “If you ride up
front on the wagons, it’s not so bumpy either. You can ride with
me, I’ll make sure you and the little one are safe.”

“What’s his name?” Jera
asked.

Kei blinked. He had no idea.
When Kesa was asked, she had no idea either. “How old is this
baby?” Reji asked.

He turned out to be six weeks
old, which scandalised the Darshianese. In Kei’s culture, parents
prepared names before the birth so the child could be named as soon
as it came into the world. “It’s like he was never wanted at all,”
Jena said sadly, cuddling the boy close to her in comfort.

“I think there might be a
practice of waiting among the nobility,” Kei guessed. “Arman said
something about a naming ceremony.”

“Why do you need a ceremony to
name a child?” Jera asked. “The Prij are very strange, don’t you
think?”

“Why are we strange?” Arman
asked as he came back into the kitchen, carrying a wallet of
documents and what Kei recognised as Karus’s kezi board. He took a
seat at the table. “What’s going on?”

Jena stood up. “Arman, will you
allow me to raise this boy for you?”

Arman sat back and stared in
surprise. “Are you sure? I’ll be what help I can, but I warn you,
I’m now penniless or I will be once I settle Kesa’s bills for
her.”

“I don’t need your damn money,
I just need your permission. Well?”

“Yes, I can’t think of anyone
more suitable, in fact. But what of your family, your village?
Ai-Rutej was very unfriendly when we passed through it.”

Kei had to admit this was true.
“Jena, are you really sure?”

She gave him a dirty look.
“Yes, of course I am, or I wouldn’t have offered. He needs a home,
and I would make a perfectly adequate mother. Unless you know
someone else who wants to do it?” She glared at everyone in the
room. “No, I thought not. So I’ll do it. But Arman has to name him.
It’s only right, son or no son.”

Arman shook his head. “No, if
you’re to raise him, you name him.” But all the Darshianese looked
at him—he was the one who had to do this. “Gods, I have no idea
what to call him. I would name him after my father normally, but
that seems inappropriate.”

Siza spoke up in a hesitant
voice. “Sei, what about Karus?”

As soon as she spoke, Kei knew
this was the perfect answer. “Karik,” he said. “Call him
Karik.”

Arman nodded. “Yes. Karus is
the reason I saved him, let him be called after him.”

Jena held the child up to them
all. “Then welcome, Karik,” she said with a smile, bestowing a
little kiss on the baby’s forehead. She was already to be falling
for the boy’s charms, and somehow Kei doubted they would have to
find him another home when the time came.

She gave the boy to Kesa to
hold and explained what they had just done. Kesa smiled and nodded.
“I like that,” she said shyly.

“Fine,” Arman said, getting to
his feet. “Now that’s settled, I need to see my bankers again and
then take Kesa to visit her brother. Jera, get everyone else back
to the ship, if you wouldn’t mind, and my books.”

Kei went to Arman’s side,
sensing that, despite his gruffly efficient tone, he was actually
deeply upset and exhausted. “Let me come with you,” he said, taking
his hand.

Arman was about to refuse, but
then he just nodded. “As you wish,” he said tiredly. “The sooner
this is over, the better.”

In the flurry of farewells, and
arranging who was going where when, Kei drew Arman aside and kissed
him. “It gets better,” he said quietly.

“I hope so,” Arman said, stark
desperation in his voice. “I don’t know that I have much more in
me.”

“You have enough, I know you
do, but you can lean on me for a bit too.”

“What would I do without you?”
Arman said, resting his head briefly on Kei’s shoulder. “I feel as
if I’m drowning.”

“No, you’re doing fine,
honestly. Just a little longer and then we can be alone for a
while. This will all be done soon, and then we can go home.”

Arman raised his head and
stared at him. “I’m home already.”

Kei hugged him tightly.
“Then be welcome and rest a while.” And try to find a little peace, my love.
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Arman hadn’t wanted Kei to come
with him as he finished his personal affairs, but he was very
quickly grateful that he had. Without Kei to see to Kesa, and to
take the strain of reassuring her and explaining things, even if
Arman had had to translate some of the time, he feared he’d have
lost all control over himself, so raw and weary and utterly sick of
things had he become. But Kei did more than that. Somehow, just
through his touch, he kept it bearable, so Arman could find the
energy to smile occasionally at the young woman, so timid and in
need of assurance. It left him free to deal with all the necessary
business which meant her family’s bills were settled—in the process
draining the very last of Arman’s funds—so she would have a future
to return to.

He visited his lawyer, left a
deposition about Mayl and submitted a formal ban of separation and
divorcement, which Kesa supported as a witness to his formal
declaration. If Mayl contested it vigorously, it probably would not
stand, but Arman had kept his powder dry and was fully prepared to
carry out his threat to reveal her perfidy. As even a cursory
examination of his affairs would prove he’d been telling her the
truth about his finances, he rather doubted she would have the
brass neck to try what she’d threatened—and Mekus was far too
cowardly to expose himself to scandal.

Kesa’s brother was rather
uncertain about the whole thing, not sure he should let his only
surviving relative go off with a bunch of heathens and a
discredited former general. Kei helped there too, as did Jera. The
man was a potter, and Jera had an interest in the craft. Kei knew
something of glazes, and with Arman’s assistance, a short but
spirited conversation about tableware eased the brother’s mind more
than any reassurance Arman had been able to give. Kei had a gift
with people he truly envied, and loved.

He sent a note to Mari asking
that if Kesa or her brother approached her in future, to give them
what assistance she thought fit, and in a note to his father he
asked if he would make sure Mari wasn’t taken advantage of. He also
confirmed the arrangements for the house and Karus’s library, and,
following Kei’s gentle urging, added warm thanks for his help over
this. Perhaps it would be possible to re-establish relations with
his father even if only by letter. He wanted to try. He was sick of
losing the people he loved—or those he wanted to love. He wasn’t
sure which category his father fell into just yet—but pity and
remorse might easily become true affection. Only time would
tell.

His head pounded after only a
very little of all this, but before he had a chance to really
become aware of it, Kei had slipped his hands behind his neck and
eased it. “I’ll rub your leg when we get back to the ship,” Kei
said quietly.

Jera grinned. “Now, if I tried
to give someone a massage using my gift, I’d probably just take
their leg right off.” Arman had to smile at that, but was rather
glad Kesa hadn’t understood.

Finally they were done and
Arman, having given both bankers and lawyer his future address as
care of Lord Meki in Darshek, felt he had made as full an
arrangement of his affairs as he could do, with minimum pain to
those who didn’t deserve it (and maximum inconvenience to those who
did). With relief, he took his leave of Captain Pevus at the docks,
and asked Jera to carry them across to the ship. By now, Kesa
clearly trusted Kei enough that when he told her to hold onto him,
she did. Jera gave her a little demonstration first of what he was
planning, but when he took them for real across the harbour, her
eyes grew wide with delight. “Look at the view!” she cried. “Oh, I
wish Vikis was here!”

“You can tell him about it,”
Kei said kindly, and Arman translated.

“There won’t be many people who
will have had this experience,” Arman told her. “It will be
something to tell your grandchildren.”

“Yes,” she said, with
only a hint of sadness. Brave
girl. He hoped she would have more
children to help ease her grief.

Jera took a slightly longer
route around the harbour to please her, but they were back on the
ship in good time. Jena and Reji came to meet them at once, and
took Kesa in hand. Arman was given a message that the Rulers wanted
to see Jera, Kei and himself as soon as they arrived. He hoped
there hadn’t been a problem while he was gone. He really didn’t
think he could deal with that right now.

Kei held his hand tight even as
they were admitted into Lord Meki’s cabin, where Lord Peika was
talking to him. “Sit, Arman—gods, were you limping that badly this
morning?” Lord Peika exclaimed.

“He’ll need a rest and a
massage, my lord, before you ask him to go anywhere else,” Kei
said.

“Yes, of course,” Lord Meki
said. “Arman, the child you’ve brought on board—that won’t be the
cause of a diplomatic incident, will it? I don’t want rumours of
dastardly Darshianese kidnapping children to get about.”

Arman took the chair Lord Peika
had vacated for him. “No, my lord. The child is, as far as anyone
knows, my own son, and by Prijian law, his disposal is entirely up
to me. Even if my wife contests our divorce, she has no rights in
this matter.”

“How uncivilised,” Jera
murmured.

“Yes,” Arman said. “But in this
case, beneficial. Was that all, my lord?”

“No, I wanted to tell you about
this evening. After talking to the hostages, and to Reis and Neris,
we’ve decided to make a show of it. Travel into the palace in
style, show them we mean business and that we’re not a bunch of
savages. What do you say to that?”

“I say that’s a wise thing to
do. They need to take Darshian seriously as an equal nation, and
pomp always impresses Kita.”

“Good, I hoped you would say
that. Kei, as the representative of your clan, would you be
prepared to join the others in a similar position at this meal?
You’ll be protected, I promise.”

“Yes, my lord. I’m always happy
to be with Arman. But I insist he’s not asked to walk.”

“None of us will be walking,”
Lord Peika said with a wink. “We just need to arrange things with
you, Jera, if you don’t mind and you’re not tired.”

“I haven’t exerted myself at
all today,” Jera said. “Anything you want, of course.”

“My lords, there is one matter
I want to raise with you,” Arman said. “Compensation for the
hostages who were killed, and the injuries and rape those who have
been returned have suffered. I tried to win something for Ai-Vinri
before, but Kita dismissed it as unnecessary. I think it’s
important they don’t get away with that—it wasn’t war, it was a
crime, and Kita knows it, as does that rodent, Mekus.”

Lord Meki frowned. “Do you
think that wise? I don’t want to antagonise them unduly, and all
the money in the world won’t bring those poor souls back to
life.”

“No, my lord. But it’s only
justice. I promised myself they would have it. Forgive me, but if
you won’t raise it, I will. If the clan representatives are going,
then it’s even more important this is raised.”

“Hmmm. And what do you see as
just compensation?”

“I don’t know, my lord. That’s
for the people who’ve suffered to determine. But those women should
have some support for their offspring at the very least.”

“Very well, Peika and I will
discuss that and put something to the clans people. You’ve not
given us much warning of this. We have to be there in three
hours.”

“I’m sorry, I’ve been rather
preoccupied,” he said, somewhat less politely than he should have
done. Damn, his leg ached.

Lord Peika touched his
shoulder. “Yes, of course you have, with your friend’s death and
everything else. Go and get some rest and this massage. Leave it to
us. You’ve done a great deal already, and neither of us mean to
sound ungrateful, do we, Meki?”

“Of course not,” Lord Meki said
impatiently. “Yes, please do take some time to rest. You don’t look
at your best at all. Kei, I trust you will have him in good shape
for this evening?”

“Of course, my lord. I wonder
you feel the need to ask.”

Again there was this slight
edge between Kei and Meki. Arman was too tired and in too much pain
to think about it. He got up. “I’ll be there when you call, my
lords. Come on, Kei.”

Kei led him out, still holding
his hand. “What’s going on between you and Meki?” Arman asked in a
low voice as they walked along the corridor.

“Nothing, he’s a bit pushy
sometimes. Come on, if you don’t get off that leg right now, I’m
going to ask Reis to carry you everywhere for a week.”

Arman arched an eyebrow at him.
“I bet you would too.”

“Just try me.” But Kei still
kissed him tenderly as they reached their cabin, and helped him
undress. “You should really be in better clothes for tonight, as
should I.” He made Arman sit on the bunk and wouldn’t let him lift
a finger.

“The only other clothes that
might fit me are at my house, and I refuse to wear Prijian style
again. In fact, I need a favour—is my hair long enough to
braid?”

Kei looked at him in surprise.
“Barely, I suppose. Are you serious?”

“Completely. I also want to get
rid of this beard.”

“But....” Kei shrugged. “All
right. I was getting used to it,” he said affectionately, rubbing
his hand over it. “It feels nice sometimes.”

“I know. But you don’t have
one, and nor does anyone else in your nation.”

“Want me to dye your hair with
gike bark too?” Kei asked, grinning. “The stain doesn’t come
out.”

“If you like.”

“I’m not serious. You’d look
like a jombeker. If you’re planning to grow that mop as long as
mine, we’ll have to hire Reji to wrangle it for you.”

Arman caught him around the
waist and pulled him to the bunk. “You’re the only one I want
playing with my hair.”

Kei looked at him with dark,
serious eyes. “You don’t have to become physically like us to be
accepted. No one will hold your colour against you.”

“They will, but that’s not the
point. My allegiances have changed, so I want to symbolise that.
You think it’s foolish?”

“No. I understand. I just don’t
want you to feel you have to fight for something already granted to
you.” He pulled Arman to him and kissed his forehead. “Now, I’m
going to do your leg, and you’re going to sleep for a couple of
hours. You look utterly worn out.”

“I feel it. I’m almost numb, I
think, I’ve had so many blows. I feel I should be feeling things
more deeply, but I’m so tired.”

“That’s part of the grief,” Kei
said, making him lie down, and moving so he could take Arman’s leg
in his lap. He didn’t bother with the cream.

“Are you going to use your
gift?”

“Yes, this time I am,
because you’ve really done some damage. You will
not walk
around tonight, do you hear me? I won’t allow you to be crippled to
be part of Meki’s damn display.”

“He’s really annoyed you,
hasn’t he?”

Kei leaned forward and poked
him on the nose. “You’ve annoyed me—at least your leg has. Now,
close your eyes and breathe the way I showed you. This may hurt a
little, but it will feel better in the end. You need to untense.
Your whole body is as tight as a bow.”

“Perhaps I’ve had good cause to
be tense,” he snapped, but regretted his ill-temper immediately.
“I’m sorry.”

Kei held his hand up. “I never
said you hadn’t good cause,” he said quietly. “My concern is the
effect on you. These are not small sorrows. They’re the most
painful things a person can experience, losing friends, family,
position—even property, though I know you don’t care. And then
there’s Karik.”

“The child means nothing to me
beyond my concern that he’s cared for properly and raised with the
love neither I nor Mayl could have given him.” But even as he
spoke, Arman felt his chest getting tight and his eyes were itching
again. He had no idea why.

“He’s another loss. He
represents...a family, your own real son. Things I can’t give you,”
Kei said quietly.

Arman tried to sit up but
was sternly ordered to lie back again. “You’re my family. I don’t
want a son, or a child. I just want you.”

“Yes, I know that. But perhaps
your heart doesn’t, not yet. I think part of you wishes you could
have a child of your own. It wouldn’t be natural if you didn’t, and
the two griefs...so close together, so new.... There’s nothing
wrong with feeling sad Karik isn’t your child, after all.”

Arman grimaced as Kei did
something that hurt his leg, but then it was followed by a pleasant
sense of warmth. He tried to obey Kei’s wish that he relax, but it
was difficult when Kei was talking about something so painful,
something he didn’t want to acknowledge to himself at all. He put
his arm over his eyes and Kei continued to massage his leg in
silence. But again, there was something more.... “Kei, are you
doing something to me?”

“I’m rubbing your leg, can’t
you feel it?”

“No, something...like
you’re taking away some of my mental pain....” He uncovered his
eyes and found Kei looking a little guilty. “You
are! You
damn idiot, stop it! You don’t need my feelings on top of your own!
Kei!”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not going
to stop. It’s not hurting me half as much as feeling your distress.
Calm down, will you?”

“No, damn it, I will not calm
down! Who gave you leave to harm yourself on my account!” He
struggled up and pulled his leg away from Kei’s grip. “You fool,
you’re injured yourself and look at the fuss you make at me walking
on a damaged leg, when you’re doing something which could send you
insane.”

Kei folded his arms, and his
expression closed off. “I know what I’m doing.”

“I forbid it. I won’t be the
cause of you damaging your gift even more. Gods, you’re the only
person left to me, how can you allow yourself to be hurt again?”
Kei grabbed his shoulders to stop him getting off the bunk and
Arman pushed back—only he misjudged the force and Kei stumbled,
falling off the bed and landing on his backside. Arman stared at
him in shock. “Gods,” he whispered. “Oh, gods.” He covered his
mouth, horrified at displaying violence to Kei in this way. “I’m
sorry....”

Kei scrambled up and came back
to the bunk. “Don’t be stupid, I know you didn’t mean that. Stop
it.... Arman? Please, don’t do this.” He wrapped his arms around
him. “I’m not hurt.”

But it was like a dam being
broken. Arman couldn’t stop shaking, or get his voice back under
control. If he couldn’t even protect the one he loved more than
life....

Kei was shaking him gently
“Arman! Stop it, you did nothing, it was simply an accident.”

Arman clutched at his shirt.
“I’d rather send you away than hurt you. I deserve all of this and
more—”

Kei shook him again, and this
time it wasn’t gentle. “Stop this now! Arman, look at me. Now, damn
you!” Startled by the fury in his words, Arman obeyed. “Listen to
me. No one deserves this. No one will send me away. You’ve not hurt
me and I know you never will. You’re just overwrought, not seeing
things in a reasoning way. This is why I was trying to take some of
your pain,” he added more quietly. “I wanted to help you. It’s what
I do, you know. I’m a healer. I know my limits better than you
think. Maybe you need to learn to trust me as much as I trust
you.”

“I do,” Arman said, muttering
against Kei’s shirt.

“Then trust me now. You really
do need to relax for an hour or two.”

“Stay with me...everyone else
has left me.”

“Of course I’ll stay, but I
won’t sleep so we’re not late. I’m not tired, but you are. Lie down
again. Put your head on my lap, if you like.”

Arman slid down, feeling like a
complete fool, but also a little wild and unable to settle down, as
if all his grief, all the pain in his heart was falling in on him
and he was helpless to stop it.

Kei stroked his hair. He didn’t
speak, but Arman felt himself easing with every moment. Kei was
doing it again. “Stop it,” he whispered.

“No. I won’t have you suffer
when I can help.”

“I can bear it.”

“You don’t have to, and I don’t
want you to. Close your eyes. I need you to do that for me.”

Arman could only obey the
gentle but firm command. “I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t. You’ve had a
very sad day, but I’m proud of being able to help, proud to be
loved by you and to love you.”

At those words, Arman turned
his face towards Kei’s leg and he had to fight the tears pressing
at his eyelids. He couldn’t handle another thing now. It all hurt
so much...it was just too much to bear...and he was too tired to
think....

~~~~~~~~

As Kei felt Arman drifting into
true sleep, he sighed with relief, rubbing his forehead to drive
his incipient headache away. Arman’s emotional tempests were
fortunately rare, but they were always overwhelming for both of
them—the price Arman paid for his powerful control and
determination to behave with honour. If it hadn’t been Arman
experiencing it, Kei could never had dealt with being so close to
his pain at all, just as Kesa’s sad little soul would have driven
him almost insane if Arman had not been in the calash with him.

He kept up the gentle stroking
of Arman’s hair, hoping to drive away any bad dreams. There wasn’t
time for a proper rest, but the man was so overburdened Kei
seriously considered begging the Rulers to excuse Arman from this
dinner. Only the fact Arman really was necessary, and more than
that, deserved to see the culmination of his efforts, made Kei
refrain from using Neka to contact Lord Peika. All Kei could do was
let Arman sleep for as long as he could now, and take what pain he
could from him.

Poor Arman. To have lost both
surrogate and real father, and even the illusion of a son, were
impossibly cruel blows to deal with in the space of a day, and to
have it on top of everything else.... He wasn’t thinking clearly,
and his emotions were all in a tangle, fighting to control him
rather than the other way around. Look at this stupid business of
Kei tripping. He’d seen the shame in Arman’s eyes, as if he had
suddenly become this disgusting thug—as if Kei would stay for a
minute with someone who would hurt him deliberately. Arman had
never even struck Mayl, so far as Kei knew. For such a powerful
man, Arman was actually very gentle.

He laid his head against the
bulkhead and resigned himself to two hours or more or inactivity,
not that he minded. If he’d asked Arman to lie the other way, he
could have kept up the massage on his leg, but Arman needed the
emotional comfort more. If Kei concentrated, he could do a little
good from where he was sitting, concentrating on overworked,
inflamed muscles, and aching bone. If Arman wasn’t careful, he’d
have to go back to using the crutches again. Hard, though, for
someone used to physical fitness, to bear a disability. Kei felt
that with his gift, always wanting to do more, be more carefree
than he could be—they both had to accept their limits.

He could reach the comb sitting
on the desk, so he fetched it and smooth Arman’s unruly hair,
trying to imagine it in a long braid and failing. It would look
like a wild vine, he thought, shaking his head at the idea. He
could just about manage to braid it in the position he was in, so
he did so, taking the tie from his own hair to tie the short tail
into position. It was only three inches long, less than any
respectable prepubescent Darshianese could boast. But it would
grow. Kei regretted the beard, but he couldn’t help be curious to
see Arman’s face without it. How he would shave it, Kei had no
idea. Razors for personal use were completely unknown in
Darshian—not much call for them one way or another. Some men who
had stray hairs on their chins plucked them out for tidiness, and
he had tweezers in his medical kit, but the thought of pulling out
a beard like Arman’s, one hair at a time, made his eyes water.

Arman’s decision to do this
made Kei glad, even as he ached for his sadness. Every move,
everything Arman had done today had been intended to cement his new
life, to break ties with his old one, no matter what the pain. It
was humbling Arman would do so much, give up so much to be with
him, and it shamed Kei that he had thought coming to Utuk to be
with him would be too great a sacrifice. If Arman had wished it,
Kei would stay and find a way to be happy. He wanted to give
everything to Arman. He was just scared of losing everything in the
process.

He could reach his
medical text off the desk, and spent two hours reading before
realising it must be coming up to when they needed to leave. Arman
was still soundly unconscious, and Kei really hated to wake
him. Neka, how long before
Lord Meki needs us?

A little over half an hour,
Kei. You really should be getting ready.

Damn. Thanks. Just waking Arman
now.

He shook Arman gently. Arman
came awake with a jolt, looking up at Kei with startled eyes.
“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, we just need
to get you ready for the dinner.”

Arman groaned and tried to push
himself up. “Gods, I ache all over.”

Kei helped him sit. “Because
you’ve been holding yourself so tight, I told you.” He kissed Arman
into a little more wakefulness, and sensed he was calmer, if still
very sad, and still guilty over the idiotic fall before. “It’s not
your fault there’s not enough room here,” he said, slipping his arm
around him. “If you’re going to torment yourself every time I fall
on my arse, I’ll have to borrow your walking stick to make sure I
don’t ever slip over.” He kissed his forehead again. “Do you really
mean to shave? We only have half an hour, and I don’t have a
razor.”

“I do,” he said quietly,
getting to his feet, and wincing as his bad leg touched down.

“Sit. Tell me where it is.”

Arman sat back on the bunk. “In
my pack there, the one from the house. No, that one.”

Kei rummaged through it,
finding a hairbrush and other grooming items. “This?”

“Yes and the whetstone. I’ll
need soap...maybe there isn’t time,” he muttered distractedly.

“No, you said you would be
shaven, and so you shall. I’ll fetch the soap.”

“Pass me the comb and the
scissors, and that little mirror.”

Kei did so and then fetched the
bar of soap, a cloth and the washbasin of water. He watched in
fascination as Arman carefully clipped the beard close, and then
lathered up his skin. “Never seen this done before?” Arman said as
he sharpened the razor, leaving the lather to soften the
bristles.

“Not on a human. I’ve seen
jombeker hides shaved before being cured.”

“Same principle.”

“Yes, but the jombeker hide
won’t bleed.”

“Neither will I if you don’t
distract me. Now you know why I don’t bother with it in the
field.”

Kei winced as Arman scraped the
bristles off his chin. “Does it hurt?”

“Not if you do it right.
Shush.”

Kei shushed, but he was glad
when Arman finished. Having that razor near his lover’s throat made
him uneasy. The basin was full of bristly suds and hair, and his
cheeks were as smooth as kidskin. Kei touched them in amazement.
“You look about fifteen.”

Arman smiled a little as he
patted his face dry. “Which was the other reason I grew a beard.
It’s hard being a twenty-two-year-old general when your lieutenants
are nearly twice your age.”

“You’re so handsome,” Kei said,
surprised at the fine features the beard had been covering. “I
mean, you were before, but....”

Arman shook his head. “Loke
said I looked better without it too. My father...my father says I
look like my mother. She was a great beauty apparently, although I
don’t remember her clearly. I remember her hands, how soft they
were on my face, and her voice. And her eyes. But I don’t remember
her face much at all.”

“If you resemble her, then she
must have been a beauty indeed.” Kei said, sighing in appreciation,
and then remembered they were in a hurry. “You’d better get
dressed, and I’d better change, I suppose.”

“Will you be all right?
There’ll be Prijian soldiers there, in full uniform too. If this is
going to distress you....”

“No, now I’ve been
warned, I’ll be fine. I just don’t like being surprised. I’m going
to stay by your side the entire time, protocol be damned.” He
passed Arman his clothes, and, deciding the braid was too untidy to
pass muster, quickly remade it. Then he had to find a tie for his
own hair and change. He was just lacing his shirt when Neka asked
them where they were. Coming,
give us a few moments.

Arman was sitting on the bunk
again, his eyes weary and lost-looking. “A few more hours,” Kei
said, stroking his hand down Arman’s cheek. Arman leaned into the
touch and looked at him. “And then no more, I insist on it.”

“You can’t insist. If the
negotiations continue, they continue.”

“They can find another
translator.”

“No, they can’t, not someone
they can trust, and no one who understands the Prij the way I do. I
just have to finish this. Darshian’s not going to suffer because
I’ve made the most appalling mess of my private life.”

Kei sat next to him. "The mess
wasn’t of your making, most of it. What can I do to help?”

Arman turned to him, and stared
at him. “Just be with me. I need you.”

“Then you have me. Now, try not
to put too much weight on that leg—use me as support, and once
we’re on deck, you let Jera or Reis do the work.”

Even with the rest and the
massage, Arman had trouble and Kei had to really support him on the
weak side. Once they got back, Kei swore he’d make Arman do the
exercises as they’d planned and keep off the leg otherwise—he’d had
entirely too much of the wrong kind of movement in the last two
days, and a broken leg took months to be completely strong again.
It hadn’t even been two since he’d broken it, and the inactivity
had badly weakened the muscles. Once these damn diplomatic
manoeuvres were over, he’d insist Arman gave himself the proper
time to recover.

~~~~~~~~

There was quite an assembly of
people on deck, and the hostage leaders attending the banquet were
dressed in the best clothes Kei had arranged to be brought down
from Darshek for them. Lords Meki and Peika were in their
ceremonial robes, and Colonel Jiv and the captains wore their
armour. But everyone was standing at the rail, looking towards the
land. “What’s going on?” Kei asked, helping Arman limp over to the
others.

Jera pointed. “Meda and the
others are putting on a show for the locals.”

Kei looked past the two other
Darshianese ships, and now he saw the amazing display close to the
shore, with water spouts and balls of bright flame, and small
rowing boats moved along on waves that danced in the air,
illuminated by Neris’ fires as the sunlight deserted the scene.
“Why?”

“So we have an audience when we
head to the palace, that’s why,” Lord Peika said. “Right,
everyone.” He clapped his hands. “We’re going to go right up this
Avenue of the Gods, and we’re going to be as obvious as we can
about it, so that means Jera and Neris will be really showing off.”
The two Gifted men smiled. “Everyone, remember you represent
Darshian, and don’t rise to any provocation—however, don’t let
insult pass either. Either I or Lord Meki want to know—we’re not
going to let the Prij use us as their playthings any more.”

He turned to Arman. “Are you
fit?”

“Fit enough.”

“Then let’s go. Neris?
Jera?”

Gonji moved closer to Kei. “You
done this before?” he asked out the side of his mouth.

“No. But I understand there’s
nothing to it. Just hold your head high and let’s show these
bastards who’s really in control here.”

Arman looked at Kei then, and
grimaced. “Let me speak to Lord Meki, Kei.” He tugged his arm free
from Kei’s and limped heavily over to the Ruler so he could speak
to him in privacy.

“What’s wrong with the golden
general?” Gonji asked.

“Don’t call him that,” Kei said
irritably. “He’s had rather a lot of bad news in the last day or
so, and he’s worried about this all going well. You don’t realise
how hard he’s worked, or what he’s giving up. Whatever you think
you sacrificed to be a hostage, he’s lost and more to get you all
home again.”

“Settle down, we do appreciate
it. It’s just rather strange to have a Prijian general walking
around as one of us—gods, you’ve even got him wearing a braid.”
Gonji chuckled. “He surely doesn’t mean to grow that mass out, does
he?”

“So he says. It’ll weigh as
much as he does, if it gets as long as mine. Please don’t tease
him. He’s really suffering.”

“Yes, I can see,” Gonji said
kindly. “We won’t hurt him. The people from Ai-Vinri are a bit wary
of him, but I don’t think anyone else is.”

“Good. Heads up, here we
go.”

Lord Peika made everyone stand
in a tidy group and then Neris waved his hand. At once, the
darkening sky was lit by a long row of dazzlingly bright balls of
light. From across the water, faint cries of astonishment drifted
across to the ships. “Our path is lit, and we have everyone’s
attention, so we should go,” Lord Peika said. “Arman? Lord Meki? If
you don’t mind.”

Arman came back to Kei’s side
and Lord Meki stood next to his fellow ruler. “Jera, if you please?
Reis, Meda, Kira, the ships are now entirely under your
protection.”

“We’ve got everything
under control, Peika. Run along and have fun,” Reis said, giving
Kei a little wave. Is Arman
all right? He looks so sad.

He is sad, thank you for the
concern. Once this is all over, he’ll feel better.

Tell him we’re all behind
him.

I
will, Kei said, smiling at Reis.
He tells me you and the others
aren’t missing anything, but I’ll try and bring you back some sweet
cakes.

Prijian food?
No thanks. Reis pulled a comically
disgusted face.

Arman looked at Kei curiously.
“Tell you later,” Kei murmured.

Lord Peika gave a signal, and
then they all rose in the air. Kei had had a little experience of
this, but had never been taken this high before—he squeezed Arman’s
hand and hoped he wouldn’t puke in fright.

Behind them, the massed
soldiers were also being lifted. Neris’s bright trail of lights
made it almost bright as noon—to the watching crowds, it must have
been like their gods coming to earth. Meda hadn’t been able to
resist a final flourish—their path was picked out on the water by a
series of pretty fountains which caught the light from the fire
balls, as if the Darshianese were flying along a road of glittering
gems.

Arman’s hand was cold around
Kei’s, but his lover wasn’t afraid. “It’s beautiful,” he said,
putting his arm around Arman’s waist.

“Yes, it is. Probably a waste
of effort, but it’ll give people something to chatter about.”

He sounded so bitter and sad.
Kei hugged him and tried to let Arman feel his love through his
touch.

They were landed at the docks,
and met by a large number of Prijian soldiers, including those
wearing red plumes who, Arman had told Kei, were the elite palace
guard. “Sei general,” one of the officers said, coming up and
saluting. “We have carriages for the guests.”

“They’re not needed, captain.
Have your men fall in behind our party, behind the Darshianese
troops.”

“But, Sei general—”

“Do as you’re told, damn it,”
Arman snapped. Kei looked at him in surprise—it was unlike Arman to
lose his temper dealing with minions.

“Yes, Sei,” the man said,
shouting orders and marshalling the Prijian soldiers behind
them.

Arman motioned to the Rulers.
“This way, my lords.”

Once again, Neris threw a trail
of lights above them, making the street shockingly bright. There
were dozens of people watching, just here at the docks and as Jera
lifted up all the Darshianese—all seven hundred or so people—a foot
above the ground to float down the street along which Kei have been
force-marched months before, gasps and cries filled the air. The
Rulers ignored it, looking somewhat bored as if this was their
normal way of moving about, while Neris played a little, sending
balls of flame to dance ahead of them, and over the crowds which
grew in number and more awestruck as they went along.

There was a little angry
shouting, and several times, people threw missiles, harmlessly
deflected by Jera—the Prijian guard rushed to deal with the
assailants, but the Darshianese affected disdain. Mostly people
seemed amazed, though the children thought the fireballs were
pretty. Arman’s face remained completely blank as he stared
straight ahead of him, but Kei sensed his emotions were nowhere
near as calm as he tried to appear. He felt the anxiety and
curiosity of the other former hostages, but everyone was taking it
all in their stride rather well. He himself couldn’t help feeling a
little grim satisfaction at being able to return with the upper
hand so decisively theirs, when he and his fellows had previously
been dragged along in bonds for the entertainment of these same
assembled masses. He doubted people would be saying how primitive
and unimportant the Darshianese were after this evening.

They took their time, floating
gracefully up the long street, letting the onlookers get a good
eyeful of the power of the Darshianese. By the time they arrived in
the large square where Kei had first encountered the Prijian
sovereign, there were thousands of people, and Prijian soldiers
everywhere trying to control them. At the gates of the palace, a
flustered-looking senator met them. “Arman, what in hells do you
think you’re doing, bringing all these soldiers here, and in this
manner?”

“You have a problem with the
correct ceremonial protocol for Darshianese Rulers attending
official functions in foreign countries, Senator Vilkus?” Arman
drawled. “You didn’t perhaps expect them to be tied up and dragged
along like criminals, did you? Not again. I don’t think the
Darshianese would consent to be treated that way twice.”

The man quailed a little as
Neris chose that moment to put an especially bright ball of flame
over their heads. “Come with me. But the soldiers stay
outside.”

“No, they come into the palace
grounds, Vilkus. The Rulers require a proper escort and retinue as
much as Her Serenity does. You wouldn’t want to cause any offence,
would you?”

The man scowled, but then
signalled for the Darshianese caravan to come inside the palace
grounds. After all, he could hardly have stopped people who could
float over the gates as easily as dried leaves. “You’re enjoying
this,” Kei muttered to his lover.

“Maybe a little,” Arman said, a
slight smile on his lips.

The Darshianese soldiers were
taken to a courtyard where, Arman was assured, they would receive a
good supper. “You trust the Prij not to poison them?” Lord Meki
asked quietly as they were escorted through the palace.

“No. But I trust Jiv and Tiko
to ask the food to be tasted before they touch it. I’ve warned
them. I warn you too—Jera, that’s especially in your case. You’ll
be a main target.”

“Got it,” the mind-mover said.
“Permission to dump poisoned food on people’s heads, Meki?”

Lord Meki seemed rather amused
at the idea. “With pleasure.” Now Kei hoped something would be
found, which was very wrong of him. He didn’t realise he had this
capacity for vindictiveness. He hoped he grew out of it, or that it
only applied to the Prij.

But he still wanted to see
Senator Mekus wearing a bowl of soup.

They were led to a large room,
and for a moment, Kei had a sudden painful memory of that day when
they had all been rounded up. Arman squeezed his hand. “It’s not
that room,” he said quietly. “They don’t use that for
banquets.”

Kei gulped down the sudden
nausea, grateful for Arman’s words. Footmen came to meet them, and
to escort them to their seats, the Rulers near where the sovereign
would sit and the other Darshianese down a long table near there.
All of them but Arman.

“What’s going on?” Kei asked as
footmen tried to usher him to a chair. “Why haven’t you got a
seat?”

“Ah. It seems as translator,
I’m a servant, and servants may not sit in front of Her Serenity at
a meal.”

“What?” But a blare of horns
and a beaten drum interrupted Kei’s outrage, and then the sovereign
and her senators swept into the room. Everyone bowed, the
Darshianese a beat behind, as the woman took her seat. Arman went
to take up position behind Lord Meki. Kei looked at him. “You need
to sit,” he hissed.

“Protocol,” Arman said. “Go and
be seated.”

“No.”

Lord Meki turned around. “Kei,
take a seat please.”

“No. Arman isn’t sitting,
I’m not sitting.” He’s not a
servant. None of us are.

Kei?
Kei turned to Gonji. What’s wrong?

Arman isn’t being given a seat
because they think he’s a servant.

Right.
Gonji got to his feet. A few moments later, the
other clan representatives did, as did Jera.

Lord Meki looked at Kei, then
at Arman, and then finally at Lord Peika. Then he got to his feet
too, and was joined by his fellow Ruler.

Their actions caused a ripple
of comment from the Prij, and the sovereign leaned towards her
translator to speak to him. “Her Serenity wants to know why you are
all standing?”

Lord Meki turned and bowed. “We
didn’t realise servants can’t sit in front of Her Serenity. Since I
and Lord Peika are servants of our people, we shouldn’t sit
either.” The translator spoke quickly.

“And I serve my clan,” Kei
said.

Kei! You’re
making a fool of yourself and of me! Arman gave him one of his fiercest glares. Kei grinned
back.

“I likewise serve my clan.”

“And I.”

“And I.”

Her Serenity turned redder and
redder as each Darshianese made a similar declaration. “Are you
trying to turn this meal into a farce?”

“No, your highness. We would
just like a chair for our good friend and colleague, Arman. If it
pleases your highness.”

She glared, and then snapped
her fingers, and a sharp command. A footman went scurrying off.
“Could you not have just asked?”

“We thought you already knew
Arman wasn’t a servant,” Lord Meki said politely.

She frowned. “He has a chair
now. Sit down, please.”

Lord Meki bowed. Arman’s face
was like thunder as he watched the table being hastily rearranged.
“Was any of that strictly necessary?” he growled at Kei and Lord
Meki, sitting down at last and glowering at them.

“No. It was just fun,” Kei
said.

“You would jeopardise the peace
to get me a damn chair?”

“No. I’d poke these pompous
fools for that.”

Now Kei could sit next to
Arman, which they both needed, and since he felt he had provoked
his lover enough, he sat with perfect politeness as the first
dishes were served. It was a quite acceptable vegetable soup, and
he was about to tuck in, when Arman shook his head.
Wait until the senators taste
it.

You’re serious.

Completely.

Kei looked at his plate, and
felt queasy. Suddenly this wasn’t fun any more. Not that it really
was at all, but he’d been trying to lighten the mood.

None of the senators dropped
dead, perhaps unfortunately, and so the Darshianese could eat.
Arman was still slightly cross, but mostly he was just tired and
rather anxious. Kei recognised some of the senators, including the
odious Mekus. The Lord Commander sitting next to Her Serenity, kept
glaring at Arman. Kei wanted to poke his tongue out at him, but
instead squeezed Arman’s leg under the table, which raised a little
smile from him. “Behave,” Arman whispered. Kei gave him an innocent
look.

They were barely halfway into
the soup when the sovereign began to ask Lord Meki questions, and
Arman had to translate. It seemed the Prij had actually agreed the
substantive part of the Darshianese demands and were quibbling over
minor details of tax, import duty and legal administration in south
Darshian. Kei had expected more resistance. Jera and Neris really
must have made an impression. But they had better watch what they
ate over the next few hours.

It was all stiflingly dull, and
for the Rulers and Arman, not even a respectable meal, as they were
constantly talking to both sovereign and senators. The Lord
Commander kept up his steady glare at Arman, but never spoke to
him, and hardly at all to anyone else. The rest of the Darshianese
were ignored, which suited Kei fine, and Arman could eat food he
probably preferred when they got back to the ship. Kei was just
glad he was now off his leg.

The courses were
interminable, and far too rich and extravagant. Kei, who had always
been taught not to waste food, struggled to finish everything on
every plate put in front of him, but finally had to admit
defeat. I’ll be sick if I eat
another thing, he thought at Arman, using
some of the water to wash the greasy taste away. The wine was too
heavy too, although it wasn’t unpleasant—he just distrusted the
fact it was so much stronger than beer. Being drunk here would be a
very bad idea.

You’re only supposed to pick at
each plate. No one eats everything.

Kei stared in
disbelief. What a dreadful
waste of food!

Yes. Another
reason I hate these things with a passion. Arman smiled politely as his mostly full plate was taken
away.

Kei was about to remonstrate
with him when Lord Meki cleared his throat. “Your highness, there’s
just one more matter before we finalise things.”

“Oh? We thought you were
done.”

“There’s the question of
compensation, your highness.”

“Compensation? For what,
pray?”

Lord Meki drew some papers out
of his inner pocket. “For the murdered hostages from Ai-Vinri, for
three women raped while in your custody, seven men who were
seriously assaulted, and for the theft of three hundred sacks of
grain and other stores from the villages. We’ve made a list of our
requirements in this regard.”

“You can’t possibly be
serious.” This from the Lord Commander.

“I regret that I am, sir.”

“Why was none of this mentioned
before?” Senator Mekus snapped.

“My omission, I’m afraid. But
I’m afraid we do have to insist on it.”

The sovereign signalled to
Mekus to sit down. “We were at war with your people. Acts of war
require no compensation.”

Arman didn’t wait for Lord Meki
to answer, getting to his feet and speaking in Darshianese, forcing
the sovereign’s own translators to work hard. “No, your highness,
the hostages at Ai-Vinri were murdered, the victims of a Prijian
crime and an injustice. No Prijian subject, as the hostages were at
that point, should be attacked while under your protection.
Besides, they were in receipt of your hospitality, as were all the
hostages—you proclaimed this yourself. No Prij should allow a guest
to be raped. As they have been, you should make reparation.”

“A gue—” She stopped as Kizus
whispered something in her ear. The Lord Commander also said
something to her. “You’re twisting our words.”

“No, your highness, those
are exactly
your words. You said they would receive Prijian
hospitality. And yet they were beaten, raped and killed while
receiving it.”

“You were the one who brought
them to us!”

Arman bowed. “Yes. A crime for
which I am making atonement. But I never expected them to be raped,
your highness. At the very least, you have a duty towards the
children, for they will be half Prijian.”

The woman was furious, but
Arman radiated cold anger, and not a little shame and guilt. Kei
put a surreptitious hand at the small of Arman’s back. “We shall
not,” the sovereign declared coldly.

Lord Meki got up. “Then I
regret the negotiations are finished. Your island will be blockaded
and you will not be able to trade with any other nation, nor with
your territories.” He signalled everyone to stand, and he began to
walk out. The guards blocked the doors—Jera picked them up and sent
them up to the ceiling. “Goodnight, your highness,” Lord Meki
said. Neka, put everyone on
alert. We’re returning and not on friendly terms.

They all moved to the
doorway, Lord Meki looking grim and Arman still angry.
Jiv, get your people ready,
Kei heard Arman tell the soldiers.
There could be a real fight in a
minute or two.

“Wait!”

The shout had come from Senator
Kizus, who then said something rapidly in Prijian to the sovereign.
There followed a quick fire exchange between the Prij which Arman
didn’t translate, at least out loud, but from the intent expression
on the Rulers’ faces, Kei guessed there was a mental dialogue being
carried out. The rest of them stood, waiting for a sign as to what
to do.

Finally one of the other
senators approached them. “Please, be seated, we will discuss
this.”

“No,” Lord Meki said
coldly. “We will not discuss anything. We have injured and murdered
people and we will not allow this to pass.” Huh, Kei thought to
himself. He hadn’t even wanted to bring it up earlier that
afternoon.

“But we wish to discuss the
terms.”

“We will dictate the terms.
Your soldiers marched into our villages and did the same. How does
it feel, senator, to be on the receiving end?”

The man turned to the sovereign
to explain and she barked back a command. “She bids you sit.”

“Tell her to jump off a cliff,”
Jera murmured.

“We don’t take orders from the
Prij any more,” Kei said loudly, and there was a quiet chorus of
assent from the others. At the same time, he did wonder if Meki and
Arman were pushing something far less important than the peace
itself. He wondered why Arman had suddenly stopped being
conciliatory.

More exchanges among the Prij.
Kei was beginning to be a little afraid, despite Arman’s determined
look and the Rulers’ hard expressions. The Rulers had never dealt
with the Prij before and Arman wasn’t a diplomat. What if they were
making a mistake?

The sovereign dismissed the
senators with a wave of her hand. “Please...gentlemen...would you
be kind enough to sit?”

It sounded like she was
stabbing a knife into her hand with every word, but it
was—technically—polite. “For what purpose, your highness?” Lord
Peika said, his voice as cold as Lord Meki’s had been.

“To...accept...your
request...and finish our meal, of course.”

Lord Meki bowed. “With
pleasure, your highness.”

The red-faced guards were
brought down from the ceiling to be placed back in position like
dolls and the Darshianese all trooped back to the tables as if
they’d merely stood to relieve themselves. “All Prij are bastards,”
Kei muttered, and Arman turned to look at him. There was the
faintest smile on his lips. “And you’re the biggest one,” he
added.

Arman squeezed his
fingers under the table. It
was an important point. It’s also important to reinforce her
subordination to us. It’s like training a jesig.

If she was a jesig, I’d have
her knocked on the head.

Yes, well, I
won’t argue with that. Then Arman had to
return to translating.

The Prij were in a hurry to
finish the meal after that, and a formal signing of treaties was
arranged for the following day. The clearing of Kurlik Pass would
begin as soon as Jera and Reis were taken to the mainland, and
troops would start to leave Darshian as soon as the Darshianese
arrived. Lord Peika and some of the Darshianese troops would remain
in Utuk to form a diplomatic mission until a permanent ambassador
could be appointed, and Lord Meki would establish temporary command
in the south until the local leaders could form their own Council
of Rulers—negotiations on that point had already begun, Arman had
told Kei.

The northern troops would take
control until the southerners had rebuilt their own army, and the
Prijian infrastructure was handed over to the Darshianese. The
north and south ends of Darshian had always had their own
governments, with a close affiliation between them. This would be
restored. The most important thing was to reopen the communication
between the two ends of the country, but they would also need to
reunite to keep the Prij under control. No one expected them to
accept peace this easily. Arman had told Kei there were Gifted in
the south, apparently, but they had long been in hiding, and as
yet, their cooperation had not been secured. The northern Gifted
would be important in gaining that, and it was possible some would
remain in the south for a month or two for that purpose.

It was all over. Kei could
hardly believe it. The Prijian senators weren’t thrilled, but there
was less hostility than Kei had expected. Some bright spots of
hate—Mekus was a notable source of that, and the Lord Commander
simmered with anger, directed most pointedly at Arman. At the end
of the meal, the sovereign bade the Darshianese a polite, if not
especially warm, farewell. “Blikus, you will escort our guests back
to the docks.” The man looked visibly revolted at the idea, but his
sovereign ignored his response entirely. Arman became very tense.
“Goodnight, gentlemen. The signing will take place in the square
tomorrow at noon. You shall attend us then.”

The Rulers bowed, and everyone
stood as the sovereign swept out, much to Kei’s relief. The Lord
Commander walked over to them, his expression showing his distaste.
“This way,” he said curtly, and then grimaced as Jera lifted the
Darshianese off their feet, and floated them along. Kei sent Jera a
grateful smile for that kindness to Arman.

Out in the courtyard, the
troops were assembled—thankfully, none of them looked poisoned.
“I’m going to ride my jesig,” Blikus said. “Do you intend to bring
everyone along in that outlandish fashion, Arman?”

Arman looked back at him
coolly. “Yes, I rather think I do. Do you have a problem with that,
my lord?”

“I have a problem with you, you
filthy traitor. You’re an absolute disgrace, and the deaths of our
men are on your hands!”

“My lord, those deaths occurred
before I ever encountered the Darshianese again.”

“And now you’re helping those
who killed them.”

“Yes. I am.”

The two men glared at
each other, and Kei felt sick at the powerful loathing coming from
Blikus, who suddenly turned to him. “This is your doing—you’ve put
a spell on him, stolen his mind! He would never have done this of
his own free will.”

Kei put his arm around Arman’s
waist. “It is I who is under a spell, my lord,” he said calmly.
“I’m as much a slave as I ever was, only this time, of love, not
the Prij.”

Lord Meki cleared his throat
loudly. “Lord Blikus, we’d like to return to the ship. If you
object to my colleague’s presence, perhaps you could ride at the
back, so the sight of him doesn’t offend you.”

“I’ll ride at the front, as is
my duty and my position. I haven’t forgotten all that I am, just to
fuck some pretty-arsed boy.”

“I’m sure. Although, I would
suggest you try it before dismissing it,” Lord Meki said politely.
Lord Peika hid a grin behind his hand. “But Arman’s personal habits
are hardly important. What is important is that you are displaying
a great deal of rudeness to the representatives of a sovereign
nation and causing embarrassment to Her Serenity. Shall we end this
unseemly discussion, or would you like me to take it up with
her?”

Blikus’s lips thinned in anger
and then shouted to his own men to mount up and get into position.
“Don’t try that kind of feeble threat on me, Lord Meki. I’m not one
of the senators to quake in my boots if you make a display of
temper. I don’t give a damn if you’re offended, and neither does
she. We just want you off our island. You’re a completely
dishonourable race—you had the means to defeat us and yet you still
stoop to subverting one of our finest officers.”

“I was trying to save Prijian
lives, you damn fool!” Arman snapped. “Yes, they could have
defeated you—and killed nearly everyone in Utuk, tearing the place
apart looking for their people!”

“You’re assisting the
enemy! What is wrong with you that you can’t see how wrong that is?
How can you betray your honour, your family, the trust we all
placed in you? It beggars belief that you—of all people,
you,
Arman—could do this. Your father, your brother, must be dying of
shame. How do you expect them to show their faces in the senate
after this?”

Arman tensed under Kei’s arm.
“The honour of my father and brother, and of any other person,
derives from their own actions, not mine. If the Prij had acted
with honour, I would not have needed to take this step. If the
hostages had been treated fairly, I would not have begun to
question the justness of the war. And if the Darshianese had not
been so determined to stop civilians on both sides from dying, you
would not be Lord Commander, Blikus—you would just be dead. Gods,
man, do you not realise what these people can do? The very palace
we’re standing in could be hurled into the harbour in the blink of
an eye. They could incinerate every living creature on Kuprij as
easily as breathing. They didn’t need me to win this war, they
needed me to win the peace. People are alive because of their mercy
and for no other reason.”

“Better to be dead than
dishonoured,” Blikus sneered.

“So you say. But it’s not a
decision you have a right to make for everyone else in the Prijian
nation. Dead is dead. There’s no honour in a grave. Better to live
decently, and serve one’s fellows, than to die uselessly and let
others die uselessly too.”

“You’ve lost your mind,
Arman.”

“Maybe, but I’ve found my soul.
Now, enough. You despise me and you despise the nation I serve.
You’ve made that clear. In twenty years, when the Prij prosper from
peace instead of war, maybe you’ll sing a new song. Until then,
I’ve made my choice. I’m proud to be part of this peace,
Blikus.”

“We’re proud to have you with
us too, “ Lord Meki said. “We’re leaving, Lord Blikus. We don’t
need an escort. If you come with us, keep your mouth shut. I’ve had
enough of Prijian pomposity this night.”

Kei blinked. That was about the
rudest thing he’d ever heard Lord Meki say.

Jera moved the Darshianese
forward, and Blikus had no choice but mount his jesig and follow.
By the time they’d reached the palace gates, a passable appearance
of an escort had been formed. There weren’t any crowds this time—it
had to be close to midnight, and most people would have long since
gone to bed. Neris lit their way again and Jera carried everyone
along, although at a notably faster pace than before. They were at
the docks in twenty minutes or so. Blikus stood and pointedly
waited for them to depart the shore before turning his troops
around and marching them back up to the palace.

Arman was rigid with stress as
Jera flew them over the harbour. “His opinion doesn’t matter,” Kei
said, kissing his cheek in comfort.

“He’s not a bad man or a stupid
one. His opinion does matter. And it hurts,” he added quietly.

“He’s wrong. Left to men like
him, we would do nothing but fight wars.”

“He’s been my commander for
nearly ten years, and a role model. His approval mattered. His
hatred matters now.”

Kei had no answer to this. He
suspected Arman’s reaction was bound up in what had happened with
his father earlier, and Karus’s death. Some things Arman just
needed time to work through himself.

As they landed on the ships,
Neris set a huge ball of flame over the harbour, lighting it as
bright as day. “That’ll let us see the bastards coming,” he said
with satisfaction. He came to Arman. “That man was wrong.”

Jera joined him. “Yes, he was.
You’re not like him at all, and you’re not a traitor. You’re our
friend,” he said simply.

Kei could have kissed Jera for
the words, and he sensed Arman’s sad heart lift ever so slightly.
“You haven’t lost everything, or everyone. See?” he murmured.

“Yes, I do. I’d just like some
fresh air before we turn in.”

“Want me to go below and
wait?”

Arman looked at him, hesitated.
“No,” he said finally. “But do you mind if I don’t talk for a
while?”

“Whatever you want.”

Arman limped heavily over to a
distant part of the rail. The Rulers looked about to approach him
as the clansmen and women went down to the passenger deck, but Kei
held his hand up. “No. He needs time to think.”

Lord Peika nodded. “We wanted
to offer him our gratitude, and our regret at the treatment he
received.”

“I’ll pass it on. My
lord...you’ll make sure people know what he’s done, won’t you? He’s
not a traitor to his people. He’s tried to behave with honour.”

“We know that, lad,” Lord Meki
said. “He also knew how people would react, although facing the
reality has probably been more unpleasant than anyone could have
imagined. Don’t insult him by assuming he didn’t go into this with
his eyes wide open. He knew the risk, he knew the cost. He did it
anyway. That’s what makes his actions brave. Of course we’ll make
sure people know this.”

“Thank you. I’d still
appreciate you leaving him be. Do you need him tomorrow?”

Lord Meki looked at his fellow
Ruler. “I think we still do. I’m sorry. The ceremony shouldn’t be a
long one, and once it’s over, we’ll get him out of here. I won’t
let him be subjected to any more nonsense like this evening. I’ll
have Jera or Reis toss that Blikus chap into the ocean before he
gets away with that again.”

“That chair business was a bit
of spite too—I wonder who was behind it?” Lord Peika said.

“One of the senators, I wager,”
Lord Meki said. “The sovereign knew nothing about it.”

Kei could imagine a couple of
likely suspects. “True. May I bid you goodnight, my lords? Arman
and I are very tired.”

“Of course. Get him to rest
that damn leg of his.”

Kei bowed and waited for them
to leave before going to where Arman was sitting on a hatch,
looking back at Utuk. The light over the harbour was eerie—below
it, daylight, above it, a golden reflection on the dense cloud
cover which made it even more surreal. He wondered how many
citizens were looking out their windows at the amazing sight. Even
knowing what caused it, it was still wondrous.

“Mind if I sit?”

Arman shook his head. Kei sat
next to him, not sure if Arman wanted physical contact or not, but
his question was answered as Arman reached for his hand and held it
in his lap. He didn’t look at Kei, or speak, so Kei just let him
hold his hand as he stared out over the harbour.

“I always thought the war was a
bad idea,” Arman said softly, after long minutes spent in silence.
“I told Karus the Prij would regret it. But I had to do my duty. I
wonder if all this could have been avoided if I’d been more
outspoken at the start.”

“Would they have listened?”

“Probably not. But I should
have tried. Like I should have tried to work out why my father was
so cold to me. Like I should have stopped Mekus that day, or at
least made sure you didn’t have to see it.” He freed Kei’s hand and
put his head in his own. “So tired,” he murmured.

Kei put his hand on Arman’s
neck and gave it a little massage—the muscles there were like
rocks. “Lie back. Just on the hatch. Lie back—I’ve got you.”

Looking a little puzzled, Arman
obeyed, and Kei made a pillow for his head with his arm. The air
was warm and still, sticky almost—perhaps there would be rain later
that night, but for now the cloudy skies held back. Kei untucked
Arman’s shirt so he could put his hand over Arman’s heart. It was
beating very fast. Too fast. He rolled a little and put a kiss on
Arman’s new-shaven jaw. “People can see,” Arman murmured.

“So? They’ve seen you kissing
me before. I notice Blikus thinks I have a pretty arse. Means he
must have been looking, don’t you think?”

That made Arman smile just a
little. “I disgust him.”

“So do I but he still thinks
I’ve got a pretty arse. Your arse is pretty too. Bet he’s looked at
that as well.”

“Thank you for that image. I
managed eight years under his command and never once considered the
man was interested in any of my body parts.”

“Glad to hear it,” he said,
letting his hand drift over one of Arman’s nipples, and feeling his
lover twitch a little.

Arman pushed his hand away.
“Don’t.”

Kei stopped because he didn’t
want Arman to be upset. He put his hand on the outside of the
shirt. “Do you mind that people know you have a male lover?”

“No.”

“Then why do you care if people
see me touching you?”

“Because I’m damn sick of
people presuming to know my affairs and what’s in my mind. Gods, do
you know what that’s like?”

“Yes, I do,” Kei said calmly.
“But I’ll leave you alone if you want.”

He moved to get up, but found
his hand caught by Arman who was looking at him with wide eyes.
“Don’t...I didn’t mean...don’t leave me because I’ve angered you.
Please.”

“I’m not,” he said, leaning
down for a kiss. “I’m trying to give you what you want. I don’t
want to hurt or embarrass you. I need to touch the people I care
about, that’s all. I like to make them feel good.”

“I can’t...I’m not ashamed of
you. To have you by my side, and claiming me...I feel like a
god.”

“You just don’t want to have
sex out in the open.”

Arman looked at him. “Not
really.”

“All right. There’s more
room here than on the bunk, even if it’s harder.”
And that’s just the
hatch. Lying next to Arman was doing all
sorts of things to him and giving him ideas Arman clearly wasn’t
ready for. “I’ll be good.”

“I doubt that,” Arman said with
a trace of a smile. Kei leaned down and kissed him again—it felt
strange without the beard, but it made Arman’s mouth even more
luxurious to explore. Despite his reservations, Kei felt Arman’s
desire springing into life, masking his sadness.

It wasn’t just his desire
springing up either. “I could touch you very, very quietly,” Kei
said softly, right under Arman’s ear, running his hand gently down
Arman’s body, to come to rest over his groin. “I can be discreet
when I want to be. I can even be...elegant.” He nibbled Arman’s
earlobe and Arman exhaled sharply. “I could just sit here driving
you quietly, discreetly and elegantly mad and all the sailors would
think we’re just sitting here talking. Would you like that?” He
took advantage of the beard’s removal to lick along Arman’s long,
square jaw.

“You talk too damn much,” Arman
said, dragging him close for an almost savage kiss. “You already
drive me mad. I want to mope and instead you’re making me wild with
need.”

Kei grinned. “We damn
Darshianese, we just don’t follow the rules. But if you don’t want
me to talk, I’ve got a better use for my mouth.”

He tugged at the lacings of
Arman’s trousers. Arman grabbed his wrist. “You would really do
that here?”

“Why not? No one’s looking.
It’s not causing offence or inconvenience.”

But Arman still gripped his
wrist and looked at him strangely. “No one thinks this is
wrong?”

“I wouldn’t do it in the middle
of Darshek square, no. But here? Look,” he said, pointing at the
sailors who were all watching the ocean. One or two had noticed
what they were doing and were amused, he sensed. But no one was
offended. “No one gives a damn. It’s a different attitude. Sex
isn’t a sin or a crime. You need to get used to that.”

“I saw...years ago, in Urshek.
A woman doing...what you were going to...with her lover. In a
street. I was so shocked.”

“But you still looked? Was it
beautiful?”

“Yes,” Arman breathed. “Her
hair...and the love in their eyes.... I wondered what it would be
like to be wanted like that, to love...to give pleasure in that way
and to receive it. And to feel no shame at all.” He looked up at
Kei. “I want not to be ashamed.” He sat up and pinned Kei to the
hatch. “I’m not ashamed of you.” He placed his hand over Kei’s
crotch and massaged it a little. “Let me?”

“Whatever you want, always.”
Kei held his breath as Arman undid the lacings on his trousers—what
was he going to do? He released the breath as his cock was freed of
his clothes. Arman seemed about to kneel—Kei grabbed his shoulders.
“No, you don’t. Not on your knees. What do you want to do?”

Arman was a little confused and
somewhat irritated. “I wanted...to...well, use my mouth,” he
mumbled.

“All right,” Kei said, trying
to hide his sudden arousal, not to mention his surprise. “You sit,
I’ll stand.”

“Kei—”

Kei held up his hand. “Bad
leg—listen to me, or no sex. Got it?”

“Yes. Bully.”

“Stubborn idiot. Behave.” He
got off the hatch and stood in front of Arman, who put his hand on
Kei’s hips, keeping his shirt rucked above them and exposing Kei’s
arse to the world. “You don’t have to—” Arman looked up in real
annoyance. “All right, I’ll shut up.”

As he felt Arman’s breath on
his cock, he had to clutch at Arman’s shoulders as his knees went a
little weak with excitement. He’d never expected Arman to do this,
not here and certainly not now. Arman had only had a couple of
experiences of this act himself—did he have any idea what to do? He
buried his hand in Arman’s hair, and gasped as Arman’s warm tongue
licked across the top of his cock, as his hand cupped Kei’s balls
carefully. “Gods.” He looked down. Arman looked uncertain. “Do that
again.”

Arman did, and then
licked a little down the length of Kei’s erection. Kei shuddered
with raw need. He had to be patient, he couldn’t push...but gods,
he wanted Arman’s mouth on him now.

Arman was being
maddening, using one hand to play with Kei’s balls, to trace slow
circles over his thigh, while his mouth moved from his cock to the
hollow of his hip, licking, sucking...even, daringly, nibbling,
which drove Kei crazy
with lust. He adored being bitten carefully by
his lovers. His hand tightened in Arman’s hair and he bit his
tongue to stop himself begging. This was Arman’s first time. Arman
needed this, and needed to feel confident. Kei had to...be patient,
damn it! He jerked as Arman’s teeth grazed the head of his cock
with exquisite gentleness. “Gods, oh gods....”

Warm, agile tongue curling
around him, soft, firm lips pressing against his erection, a strong
hand rolling and playing with his balls and then...around his cock,
pumping carefully as Arman sucked, hesitantly, a little
clumsily...but it felt so damn good despite that.

Arman shifted, and then he was
trying to take all of Kei into his mouth. Kei pulled back, and made
Arman look up at him. “That needs practice,” he said gently. “Just
keep doing what you’re doing, it’s driving me mad and I love
it.”

Arman smiled and obeyed. Kei
sighed as once again that wet, delicious heat enveloped him and he
could lose himself in the sensation, feeling Arman’s love, his
mouth, his hands and the pure joy that he had a lover so brave and
so generous.

It was more Arman’s hand than
his mouth that made Kei come, and it was so sudden he couldn’t warn
Arman, who coughed but swallowed manfully. Then had to cough again.
“Sorry, I should have pulled away.”

Arman looked up and wiped his
mouth. “It’s not like I didn’t know that would happen,” he said
calmly.

Kei crouched to kiss him.
“Thank you,” he said. “I really enjoyed that,” and he felt Arman’s
emotions colour with pride and pleasure at his words. He sat down
on the hatch, still bare-arsed, and laid his cheek against Arman’s,
reaching for Arman’s lacings. “My turn.”

“You don’t—”

Kei looked at him
sternly. “I want.”

“Ah. Carry on,” he said with a
faint smile. Kei made him lie down so he could undress him better,
shoving his shirt up to expose the broad chest. He spent some time
licking and teasing Arman’s pink and pretty nipples before moving
down to the impressive erection set in the golden curls. Arman’s
cock was always a bit of a challenge, being thicker than Reji’s,
but Kei rose to it, loving the taste and the feel of it on his
tongue and the way Arman could lose his sadness through his desire,
the way he became so wantonly needy, beautiful and responsive to
every touch and movement. Sex with Arman felt like he had all the
power in the world, like having a Gift that gave him complete
control over this wonderful man, this kind and generous soul. It
was completely addictive, and Kei had no intention of fighting that
addiction.

Arman came with a cry,
clutching at Kei’s head as he drank him down, licking his cock as
it softened. Only when Arman moved because, Kei guessed, he was a
little too sensitive, did he slide up Arman’s body to kiss his
stomach, and then his chin, and finally his mouth. “Like?”

“Mmmm.”

Kei grinned. He’d robbed Arman
of the power of speech. He sat up, intending to pull his trousers
up again—and then heard a chorus of applause and whistles. He
looked up—the previously uninterested sailors were all watching
from the masts and crow’s nest and showing their appreciation of
the unplanned entertainment. He blushed, but stood and bowed, bare
arse and all, to his audience. “Thank you, thank you. You’re too
kind,” he said with a flourish of his hand.

Beside him, Arman was frozen in
place, embarrassment rolling off him. “You said they weren’t
looking!”

“I never said they’d keep not
looking.” Kei pulled his trousers up and then sat down, ignoring
the sailors who’d returned to their watch now they had thoroughly
humiliated the two lovers. “They still don’t care, beyond it being
a great joke.” He touched his forehead to Arman’s. “It doesn’t
matter. And I’m still proud as anything of you and to be seen with
you.”

Arman closed his eyes.
“I...don’t feel ashamed,” he whispered. “I’m not ashamed,” he
repeated in a louder voice. “I love you.” He stood up and called to
the sailors. “I love Kei of Ai-Albon!”

The sailors clapped again and
called out a few “good for you’s”, grinning down at them. Arman
pulled up his pants—Kei was so pleased he hadn’t done that
first—and sat down again, looking rather flushed and still a little
embarrassed. “Gods, maybe you have cast a spell on me. I’d have
never done that before.”

“No. But it’s not bad for you,
I promise.”

“I have no dignity left.”

“We don’t have dignity in
Darshian,” Kei said. “We just have pride. And you have plenty of
that, never fear. The Rulers are proud of you. They were going to
come over to tell you in person, but I thought you wanted some
privacy. And Blikus better behave tomorrow or he’s going for a
swim.” At the sound of his former commander’s name, Arman’s spirit
dimmed a little. Kei cupped his cheek and kissed him again. “We’re
all proud of you. I hope you saw that tonight.”

“Yes. I did.” He sighed.
“Now I’m really
exhausted.”

“Come to bed. We don’t have to
rise early. We could sleep up here, you know. It’ll be pretty hot
in the cabin.”

“That’s a good idea.
Let’s—”

Kei wagged a finger at him.
“I’ll get the bedding. Relax.”

Kei couldn’t help smiling as he
walked back to the cabin. Arman had come such a long way, not just
in miles but in spirit. He was a beautiful, extraordinary man—and
all Kei’s.
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Rumbles of thunder woke them in
the early hours of the morning, and they got below with only a
minute to spare before the rain came down hard. Arman was so tired
that he fell asleep again not long after they had rearranged the
bunk, not bothering with the blankets in the stifling heat. When he
woke again, bright light was streaming through the port holes. Kei
was still asleep but as Arman moved, he opened his eyes. “Is it
morning yet?” he muttered, putting a hand over his eyes to cut out
the light.

“It could even be noon,” Arman
said. “Move, I need a piss.”

Kei let him up, and he used the
chamber pot. By the time he was done, Kei was sitting up and
yawning and scratching his face—which reminded Arman he would now
have to find time each day to shave again, something he hadn’t had
to do in years. A small price to pay for accepting a new identity.
Kei looked at him. “How did you sleep?”

“Well enough. I’d like a real
bed at some point, but I think it will be Ai-Albon before we get
one.”

Kei smiled. “I think I’ll pull
in a favour and get one before then. But once we get moving...that
will be soon, yes? There’s no reason not to take people across the
pass before it’s cleared.”

“None. All we need is to
organise the wagons and what extra beasts we need. It’s all in
hand. Once we get to Urshek, it should be straightforward.” Arman
came over to Kei and rested his hands on his lover’s shoulders.
“Ready to go home?”

Kei nuzzled against his hand.
“Not yet. By the time we’re there, I will be. And you?” he asked
quietly.

“I need time to think, to
adjust. A few weeks on the trail will give me that.” He bent and
kissed Kei. “Thank you for last night. Not just for....”

“Embarrassing you to
death?”

Arman smiled a little. “No,
although it had its amusing side. For...everything, for support,
for the love.”

“Always. Even into the next
life,” Kei said, kissing his hand.

“You believe that?”

“With all my heart.” Kei’s dark
eyes were solemn, as they rarely were, but then his expression
became less sombre. “How’s the leg?”

Arman stretched and winced.
“Still not good. How long before it stops?”

“Depends on how good you are at
following my instructions,” Kei said severely, getting up and
holding him around the waist. “You’ve been very disobedient until
now.”

“Apologies. I’ve had other
things on my mind.”

“Yes, and now they’re done so
you can put yourself in my charge again. Don’t forget, I can always
call on Jena to make you behave.”

Arman pretended to quail. “Oh
no, master, please don’t.”

Kei wagged a finger at him. “I
will, don’t think I won’t.”

“Then it’s a good thing Tiko’s
coming with us on the journey,” he said, and Kei’s eyes widened in
horror.

“No!”

“No,” Arman agreed. “But I
could always ask him.”

“No! He was bad enough last
time.”

“Be fair. Last time was very
different. Now we’re lovers he can stop driving us apart and then
trying to match-make again. We must have been very confusing to
him.”

Kei looked sceptical. “I think
he needs to go home to his real family and leave me alone to sort
out my own affairs. After all, now I have a big bad Prijian general
all of my own to hand rear, I should be safe enough.”

“I’d rather be a Darshianese
farmer if you don’t mind.”

Kei looked away at that, and
then freed himself to find his clothes. “Why don’t you go on deck
and get some air? I’ll bring our breakfast up. It’s stopped
raining, hasn’t it?”

“Ages ago,” Arman said,
wondering why Kei had suddenly withdrawn from him. “Did I say
something wrong?”

Kei turned and gave him a
bright smile. “No, of course not. I’m just glad it’s all over.”

“Still have to sign the treaty,
don’t forget.”

“We know that’s a formality. We
won. It’s over. You’re a damn hero, Arman. And I’m a damn hero’s
damn lover.”

“You’re pretty heroic too,”
Arman murmured. Kei was deflecting again.

Kei helped him to the stairs
and up them. “Don’t move around. Let me come to you.”

“Yes, run away,” Arman said
with a sigh. He’d had a suspicion he’d have to pay a price for Kei
not enforcing the exercise regime over the last few days, and he
was right. Oh well, it was, as Kei said, all over. More or
less.

It wasn’t as late as he’d
thought it was, and there were people eating on deck. Jena was
there, holding the baby and talking to Reji and Kesa. She waved
when she saw him, but as he came closer, she fanned her face. “My,
it was hot last night, wasn’t it?”

“It stormed, did you not hear
it?”

“Yes. But it was
really hot
before that. Really, really hot.”

Arman wondered why she was
making such a big thing of the weather. “Yes, it was,” he
agreed.

“Steamy even.”

“Yes.”

“So...did taking your clothes
off help?”

He stared at her, and then
flushed to the roots of his hair as he realised why she was
grinning. “How...you weren’t there!”

She tapped her skull. “I was,
in a way. Neka was awake because Jera just got back and...well, I
was up with Karik and Kesa because he needed a feed...and Neka
decided to let me...look.”

Neka!

Sorry, Arman. It was too
beautiful not to share.

You shouldn’t have been inside
our heads!

Her mental ‘voice’ turned
defensive. I wasn’t. I
wouldn’t do that. I was in one of the sailors. I asked him and he
said it was all right.

Reji was grinning at him too.
“Oh, it’s funny, is it?” Arman snapped. “Wait until it’s your
privacy invaded.”

Reji held his hands up. “Look,
it wasn’t me making love on the deck. I should have warned you
about Kei. He’s not exactly inhibited.”

Arman’s face burned, and he was
very glad the puzzled Kesa couldn’t follow their conversation in
the least. “I’m never going to have sex again,” he muttered.

Jena handed Karik to Kesa and
stood up. She came to him and kissed Arman’s cheek, to his great
surprise. “It was really beautiful,” she whispered. “Don’t be
ashamed. Your love was something wonderful to see.”

He caught her hand. “I’m not
ashamed. I just wasn’t expecting anyone else to watch.”

“Didn’t see much. What I did
see was impressive,” she said with an impish grin and a quick
glance downwards which made Arman want to sink into the deck. “It
was...stimulating.”

For some reason, Reji looked at
Jena rather oddly just then. Arman considered the two of them, and
wondered if Jena had worked off a little frustration with a certain
handsome trader in a quiet corner last night—or if perhaps the
trader had wanted to. An interesting development, he thought, and
felt rather better about being embarrassed in this manner. “I’ll be
sure to let you know when the next performance is,” he said, trying
to keep a straight face, even though part of him was quietly
horrified at talking openly about something so intimate. He had to
keep reminding himself he was Darshianese now. “If we time it
right, you could make sure you had company.”

There was definitely a blush on
Reji’s cheeks. Jena was shameless of course, and only kissed him
quickly again. “That’d be fun,” she said, taking the baby back and
sitting down. “Where’s Kei?’

“Fetching food.” They made room
for him on the hatch. “How are you, Kesa?”

“I’m well, Sei Arman,” she said
in a quiet voice. “Everyone’s been very nice to me, and Jena’s
teaching me her language.”

“Call me Arman, my dear. Have
you all that you need? Are you comfortable?”

“Oh yes. Everyone wants to
help, and Jena’s so kind. It’s almost like having my mother around
again.”

The poor girl—denied a mother’s
comfort after such a terrible loss. He doubted Mayl had even
bothered to enquire after Kesa’s circumstances, and she would
hardly have offered her a friendly ear. Jena would give Kesa some
kindness for a short time at least. In a day or two, Kesa would be
back with her husband. Vikis was a good man, a good ten years older
than Kesa, but not a harsh person. He would help her grieve. It was
important not to be alone at such a time. He’d discovered that
rather painfully.

Jena was taking well to
motherhood—or guardianship, he wasn’t sure how she saw it in her
mind. He still felt a sharp, undefined pain when he saw the child
and thought of what he represented, but Karik was undoubtedly a
well-formed child. Probably would take after Mayl with those looks.
Time would tell if the boy would grow up as fair in soul as he was
in features. Arman wasn’t optimistic, but Jena would at least give
him the chance to become a decent human being. It wasn’t anything
to do with him, Arman told himself. He shouldn’t be affected in any
way. But he still found it hard to look at the child.

Kesa wanted to know what was
happening about the war, so he told her it was all over and that
everyone should be moving soon. One ship would take the hostages
and half the soldiers to Urshek, and then on up the coast to
Darshek with the hostages who were returning by that route. That
ship would come back to Utuk with some of the Prijian soldiers once
Darshian was firmly back in Darshianese hands. The Prij had had to
resign themselves to losing six warships for good. It was a real
blow, and Arman hoped it would slow the response of the
militaristic types like Blikus, who would want to retaliate as soon
as the Darshianese left Utuk.

“There you are,” Kei said
cheerfully, bearing mugs and a large piece of flat bread. “Hello,
Jena, Reji. Kesa, how are you?” he asked in careful Prijian.

She smiled at him. “Very well,
Kei.”

He sat down next to her.
“You’ll see Vikis again in a couple of days. Are you happy about
that?”

“Oh yes!” She was much prettier
when she was happy. “Only I’ll miss you all. Everyone’s been so
kind...so different to what we’ve been told about you
and...I....”

Kei looked at Arman, clearly
not picking up all her rapid Prijian. Arman explained. “She’ll miss
the company, the kindness. She has no one except the brother, and I
doubt he really understands what it’s like to lose a child.”

“Her husband?”

Arman shrugged. “A man isn’t as
good as a woman at this kind of thing, it’s a fact of life. And
Prijian men aren’t known for their sensitivity,” he added wryly.
Jena gave him a grin at that.

“I don’t know, you’re pretty
sensitive, especially that little place—”

“Kei!”

Kei gave him his patent
innocent look. “I was just proving the flaw in your argument.”

Kesa watched the back and forth
between them in complete confusion. “Kei says the Darshianese will
miss you too,” Arman lied, though it wasn’t really a lie. Already
the former hostages had taken her up as a bit of a pet, which was
probably good for all of them. Pity it was to be of such short
duration.

Kei understood what he’d said.
“We Darshianese could do with getting to know the Prij,” he said
quietly. “If we’re to have true peace, I mean—we have to make
friends with each other.”

“It will take more than a few
individuals. I fear it will take change at the very top of Prij
society, and that’s not likely to happen for a good many
years.”

“We can only do what we can
do,” Reji said. “Kei’s right. We need to build bridges.”

“I won’t deter anyone from
trying. I just warn you it will take a lot more than being friendly
to a kind young girl like this.” Arman smiled reassuringly at Kesa,
who smiled uncertainly back.

At this point, the baby decided
to wake up and express his displeasure over something. “I think he
needs changing,” Jena said, getting to her feet. “I’ll take him
down below. Kesa, would you like to come with me?”

Kesa would, and so would Reji.
Soon, Kei and Arman were left on their own. “Reji seems to be
getting rather attached to Jena,” Arman said, accepting a bit of
the bread Kei tore off for him.

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Kei
said, looking in the direction his friends had taken. “Ah, well, it
won’t be for long,” he said with a sigh. “Jena will be home in four
or five days.”

He leaned against Arman, who
put his chin on Kei’s shoulder. “You’ll miss her,” he said.

“Yes, very much but I can’t see
any reason why I would ever see her again. I’m not the only one of
us who’s made friends we’ll regret losing.” He heaved another sad
sigh. “I wish our country wasn’t so large. Not like yours when you
can across from one side to another in a day or so.”

“Well, that’s on Kuplik. We
have hundreds of islands, not counting the territories. To cover
them all would take much more than a day.”

“Yes, but most of them have no
people on them. Maybe we can build one of those wagons you were
talking about and then we can race up and down the length of
Darshian in a week.”

Arman kissed his cheek. “I
doubt that’ll ever be possible but if we had a network of people
like Reis, we could fly everyone between the two ends. That seems a
rather large waste of resources though. But you said people travel
between the clans. Why would Jena never visit?”

“She’s their healer, Arman.
Like I’m Ai-Albon’s. We can’t just wander off the way Reji can.
People need us.” He became solemn again, and buried his face in his
mug of milk. There was something definitely going on in Kei’s head.
For such an open person, he could be downright secretive. Poking
him didn’t seem to work. Arman would have to be patient.

He wondered if he should tell
Kei about Jena, and decided Jena would probably waste no time doing
that herself, and get a lot of pleasure out of it, so who was he to
deny it?

It was nice, sitting like this,
now the weight of the negotiations was off his shoulders. Now he
could hand responsibility over to other people, like Reji, who’d be
in charge of the caravan getting people home, or Lord Meki who
would make the decisions concerning south Darshian. Arman wasn’t
needed any more. He could have stayed on Utuk to work with Lord
Peika, who’d asked him to continue to act as a translator and
advisor, but he couldn’t do that to Kei—or himself really. Even
though he had real regrets at leaving Kuprij, he had none about
being with Kei, and however apprehensive he was about how he would
fit into Ai-Albon, it had to be better than enduring the endless
scorn of his fellow nobles, and the constant reminders of his
betrayal, which would never disappear no matter how much the Prij
prospered as a result of this settlement.

It would also make life easier
for his brother and father, not having their traitor relative
always on display. He wished there had been time to see Tijus. He
hoped his father was wrong about Temir but feared he was not. His
father’s line was to die out after all. Once that would have caused
him no regret at all. Now....

Kei nudged him. “Why are you so
sad?”

“Thinking about my
brother.”

“We could find a way for you to
visit him, maybe.”

Arman shook his head. “It’s
best if I don’t, for his sake. Besides, I have no idea how he’ll
respond to all this, and I fear I’m not strong enough to be flayed
again by someone I care about.”

Kei put his mug down and put
his arm around Arman’s waist. “History will honour you,” he said in
a low voice. “And the pain will ease.”

“History means nothing to me. I
know the pain will ease, I just...don’t think I can endure any more
just now. I’m a coward, I know.”

“Some coward,” Kei said with
soft sarcasm. “Give me your leg, I’m going to massage it and then
you can start your exercises again. If you and I are to ride to
Fort Trejk, you need to be fitter than you are.”

“You want to do that here?”

Kei raised one fine eyebrow at
him. “After last night, you’re worried about people seeing you do
some leg raises?”

“You set me up. This was all
part of your evil plan. Now if I object to anything, you’ll bring
last night up and say nothing could be as embarrassing as
that.”

Kei grinned. “Discovered, all
of it. But it’s too late—now you’re a willing pawn in my
hands.”

“Your own helpless hostage.
However will I cope?”

“With aplomb, Arman. It’s the
only way to go.”

Rearranging himself and putting
his leg into Kei’s lap, Arman thought that was probably right.

~~~~~~~~

The ceremonies were over
finally—not swiftly enough for Kei, seeing how even the brief
exposure to the censure of his former friends and colleagues sent
Arman into a depression again. The Rulers opted for a short but
flashy entrance, having Jera and Neris float everyone over the top
of the palace on a raft of fire, while Meda took the rain drops
from the showers which had come over Utuk by noon and turned them
into spinning balls over the heads of the crowds. It made quite a
large impression, at least on the ordinary folk.

This time, the troops were left
behind—it was now obvious even to the most stubborn Prij the Rulers
didn’t need their protection. Instead, the soldiers and former
hostages stayed on the ships, getting ready for departure. By the
time Kei and the rest of the group returned, everything was in
hand. All they needed to do was to wait for the tide and the
smaller boat which would bear the Lord Commander and two senators
along with the troop ship to Urshek, where the removal of Prij
soldiers would begin.

Arman asked for some time
alone, and Kei let him have it. In the meantime Kei had things to
talk to Reji about, and to Jena. After Arman’s comment earlier,
he’d paid more attention to those two and, yes, perhaps Arman was
right. Reji definitely admired Jena, and they were getting on very
well. More than that might come if they were to have more time
together, but they would part in less than a week.

Kesa had agreed to travel to
Ai-Rutej and stay there until Karik moved successfully onto the
jombeker milk. Jena could have done it sooner, but she said she
felt with the inadequate bottles (for the only ones available on
the ship were those used for hand-rearing jombeker kids) and the
stress of the travel, it would be troublesome to do that before
they had stopped moving. Kesa didn’t mind at all. Kei and Arman
were to travel to the fort and pass on Lord Meki’s command for the
troops stationed there to move south as soon as Kurlik Pass was
clear, and to ride back to an agreed meeting point on the road to
Ai-Rutej with Vikis. He would then go with his wife to the village
and there have transport for both of them arranged back to Urshek
and then to Utuk.

In theory at least. Kei
couldn’t help but worry Ai-Rutej would refuse to help at all, since
Gyek and the others had been so unfriendly and two months longer
without their people wouldn’t have sweetened their attitude. There
was also the question of Ai-Vinri. Arman had been personally
banned, as had all Prij, and that ban extended to babies as well as
full-grown men. The former hostages on the ship weren’t hostile,
but Kei couldn’t see any reason why they would argue Arman’s case
strongly. That might mean splitting up the returning group.

Kei found Reji with the beasts,
and Jena was there with the baby. “Aren’t you worried about the
smell bothering him?” Reji had just finished putting out feed, and
had mucked out again, but it wasn’t exactly fragrant in the
hold.

“He needs to get used to it,”
she said. “Urs beasts are a fact of life. At least they don’t stink
of hypocrisy.

“No, they don’t. Where’s
Kesa?”

“Having a rest. She had a
broken night because of Karik. Poor girl, I’ll hate to see her go.
You know, her mother probably died purely from the treatment she
got from those so-called physicians, and her little girl could have
been saved if you or I had been there. It’s just awful.”

Kei took a seat on a bucket,
and asked to have the baby to hold. “You haven’t said that to her,
I hope.”

“Of course not! But it
infuriates me she and her brother were beggaring themselves to pay
those leeches who killed their patient, and she’s grieving so much
for her daughter. I’m worried about her. Even giving Karik up will
distress her, not that she imagines he’s hers, but what her body
does once she stops feeding him will remind her of her own baby. I
tell you, it makes me glad I can’t go through that.”

“True,” Kei said seriously.
“He’s really fair, isn’t he? Blue eyes too.”

“They may change, Kesa said.
They may go green or even hazel. But he’s pretty enough.”

“For a Prij.”

She glared at him. “He’s not a
Prij any more. I spoke to Lord Meki about it and he’s granted him
citizenship too. He said if we keep recruiting Prij at this rate,
he’ll have to set up an office to handle such things.”

Reji chuckled at that as he
washed his hands in a bucket of water. “You never know—once they
see how well we live, we might have to barricade ourselves against
applicants.”

Kei looked at him. “You know
that no Prij can settle in the north now, except by special order
of a Ruler? It’s part of the treaty—they’re only allowed in Darshek
and only with permission. The Rulers don’t want the dry lands
ruined by overpopulation and the bastards breed like hisks.”

“Die like hisks, too,” Jena
said scornfully. “I’m glad they’re being kept out. We can only
sustain the population we have, everyone knows that. They should go
to their undeveloped islands and leave ours alone.”

“Well, they might do after
this, and maybe the Darshianese can help there. Jena, it does mean
that Karik is likely to be the only Prij your people will ever see,
and it doesn’t matter if he’s raised as one of us, he’ll always
look different.”

“You forget Mina’s baby. And
what about Arman?”

“Mina’s child will be half
Darshianese and won’t look so different from us. Arman’s an adult
and can fight his own battles. Will you be able to protect Karik
from prejudice?”

She took the baby back from him
and then looked at Kei and Reji fiercely. “I’ll leave to protect
him. I won’t let an innocent child suffer for what its parents
might have done. Arman’s committed crimes, he knows that, and is
prepared to pay for them. Karik’s done nothing and if my clan won’t
accept that, then I will take him where he will be accepted, even
to Darshek.”

“Well said,” Reji answered, and
she blushed. “Arman might help, in a funny way. He wins people over
without even trying to. If he’s accepted, then Karik might be
too.”

“Arman doesn’t play games,
that’s why. He’s honest with people, accepts the consequences of
his actions, and accepts the responses to them. Not many people,
Prij or Darshianese, do that so thoroughly.”

“True,” Jena admitted. “And
he’s changed, or perhaps he’s shed the skin hiding his worth. He
loved you long before he admitted it. It’s hard to hate someone
that devoted to you.”

“Yes,” Reji said solemnly, but
when Kei looked him, he only smiled. “It means he has impeccable
taste, that’s all.”

“Yes,” Jena agreed.

“Stop, you two, you’re making
me blush.”

Jena leaned over and kissed his
cheek. “And very winsome you look too. You weren’t doing much
blushing last night that I saw.”

Kei stared at her. “How...Neka?
That’s rather rude of you.”

“Perks of my gift,” she said,
poking her tongue out. “I never thought Arman had it in him. So to
speak.”

“Has he? Had it in him?”

“Reji! I’m not going to tell
you about our sex life!”

“Why in hells not? You’re
apparently happy to tell him about ours.”

Kei’s face burned, and Jena
looked utterly fascinated. “That’s different,” he mumbled.

“How, exactly?”

“Shut up, both of you, and keep
your mind out of my love-making, you perverted woman. I don’t know
if you should be allowed to have a child to look after, if you’re
going to invade a person’s privacy that badly.”

She hooted with laughter. “Look
here, it wasn’t me parading around on deck with his arse hanging
out of his shirt tails and Arman’s cock half way down his—”

“Jena!”

“Leave the boy be,” Reji said,
grinning hugely. “He’s got himself a brand new toy and he can’t
help playing with it.”

Kei pointed an accusing finger
at Reji. “You shut up. You were just the same with Peza, that time
Myka and I walked in and found you two on the floor together. Ma
said we should start carrying around buckets of water if we were
going to visit you in future. In fact, if Jena wants to know—”

“Oh, Jena
does,” she
crooned. “Very much.”

Reji got up and grabbed Kei by
the arm, hauling him up. “Enough, you damn brat, go and find the
golden man and teach him that trick you do with your tongue and his
ear.”

“Later...wait, Reji, I want to
talk about the wagons!”

“Another time!”

Kei found himself dragged up
the stairs and up to the deck. “You behave,” Reji said, slapping
his arse. “You’re got your general, you leave me be.”

“Ah—so you do want to impress a
certain lady healer after all?”

Reji folded his arms. “Is it
your business if I do? I’m not your lover any more, remember?”

Kei frowned, then came over and
hugged him. But Reji didn’t unfold his arms, or welcome the embrace
at all. “No. But you’re still my dearest friend. Jena’s going home
and she’s already got someone waiting for her. I don’t want you
hurt.”

“Don’t worry, nothing can hurt
me after—” He took a deep breath and tried to push Kei away, but
Kei wouldn’t be shed so easily. “Let me be.”

“No...Reji, I’m so sorry,” he
murmured, laying his head on Reji’s shoulder. “I really do still
love you, and I miss you as a lover. I didn’t just say, oh, Arman’s
with me, I’ll forget about you. Did you really think that I would?”
he asked earnestly, looking into Reji’s eyes.

“You need to be with him and I
need to move on,” Reji said gruffly. “That’s the way things
are.”

“Maybe. But not onto a woman,
who I also love dearly, who you can’t build a future with. I don’t
want either of you hurt, and a casual fling.... Your heart isn’t
ready for that, I can feel it. What can I do?” he asked.

Reji hugged him tight.
“Nothing, little brother. Just be my friend and be happy. I’ll get
over it in time, I’m not one to mope, you know that.”

Kei kissed him and not on the
cheek, but tenderly on the mouth. Reji hesitated and then responded
a little to Kei’s lips. “I know,” Kei said quietly, laying his face
against Reji’s cheek. “Jena’s not the only woman out there.”

“I know that too. She’s
just...she reminds me of you, but she’s also bright and funny in
her own way. How could I not be attracted?”

“You can’t. But don’t lose your
heart, Rei-ki. That won’t do either of you any good. Not that I
don’t wish there was a way. I love Jena like I love Myka. It’ll
hurt to lose her.”

Reji hugged him again. “Life
isn’t particularly fair, is it? At least I don’t have to bear not
seeing you again, even if you are the most annoying brat in the
world.”

“But you love that about me,”
Kei said, kissing him again. “Never will stop loving you. Don’t be
sad.”

“I’ll try,” he said gently,
pushing Kei off, and this time, Kei allowed it. “It’s just getting
used to the change, and this...well, different regret. She makes
the kind of impact you did.”

“But you didn’t want to sleep
with me when you met me! At least I damn well hope not,” Kei said,
looking at him with a little alarm.

“Of course not, you nitwit.
But...you dove into my heart like you belonged there, like you had
a right to be there. She’s the same.”

“Maybe she is...she did that to
me.” He regarded Reji sadly. “I’m sorry for this too. Gods, I never
meant to be the cause of such pain for those I love.”

Reji took Kei’s hands in his.
“You’re not,” he said with perfect gentleness. “None of this is
your fault, and it’s not necessarily a bad thing. Arman’s feelings
for you helped him understand what he needed to do. Your love for
him makes you glow. You’re happier than you’ve been since your
parents died, even with all the sorrow you’ve had recently. And
I...well, like you said, there are other people...I’ve met at least
one already, so who knows?”

“I refuse to believe someone
like you can’t be happy with someone else. If you’ve decided you
want to settle down, you’ll find them, I know that. And you’ll
always have me to talk to, to be at your back.”

“No, little brother, you really
have to be at Arman’s back. But that’s all right. I don’t intend to
let you walk out of my life,” Reji said. He kissed Kei’s forehead.
“Now go away. Even if Jena is leaving, I’d still like to get to
know her. We can talk wagons later.”

“As you wish.” Reji nodded and
turned to go, but Kei caught his arm and tugged over for one last
kiss on the lips. “I wish there had been another way,” he
whispered.

“There isn’t. You’re coming
home with me, with us, and you’re happy while you’re doing it.
Don’t underestimate the joy that gives me. The rest...it’s
bearable. It eases every day, truly. Once things settle back to
normal, we’ll all be fine.” He smiled reassuringly. “Now, go.”

Kei watched him leave, his own
deep regret threatening to overwhelm him. Just when he thought
there might be an end to pain, there was more ahead. However much
he might think they suited each other, he really hoped Reji
wouldn’t give his heart to Jena. She would leave a great hole in it
when she had to go.

He needed Arman. He wanted to
hold someone close and be held for a while. That was all that would
help.
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Kei grew quiet as the caravan
of hostages approached Ai-Rutej. Some of it was sadness about Jena,
Arman guessed. But Ai-Rutej had upset Kei badly the first time he’d
travelled through it, and even though circumstances were now
different, Arman suspected he was still fearful of the same
hostility. Some hate was inevitable. On that account, the hostages
from Ai-Vinri were going to ride straight on from Ai-Rutej, since
it was thought best not to strain the patience of the bereaved
village. Reji thought their supply situation would hold up well
without its help. It would still leave thirty former hostages to
travel without break from Ai-Rutej to Ai-Darbin, a journey of ten
or so days. Arman had his own reasons for apprehension about
returning to Ai-Darbin, of course, but he would never shy away from
it.

They reached Ai-Rutej in the
late afternoon, and the pure joy at the return of their people
meant any awkwardness over the presence of four Prij was glossed
over. They were mostly ignored in the flurry of welcomes, and the
Darshianese hostages were all swept away to be fed and billeted.
Arman and Kei kept out of the way of the reuniting clan, helping
Reji and Vikis settle the beasts and stow the wagons, while Kesa
watched, minding Karik for Jena who had gone to find her lover. No
one paid them a bit of attention for over an hour, but then Gonji
came to find them and tell them to shift themselves, because a
house was being provided for them all to share that night. “I’ll
have to be with Pa and Ma this evening, but I’ll be here to help
you stock tomorrow,” he said. “Don’t go sneaking off,” he
added.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Reji
said.

The village dealt with their
foreign guests by not dealing with them. The house was laid out for
them, with food in the larder, beds prepared and a cradle for Karik
in which Kesa laid him down to sleep, but no one came to talk or to
issue invitations to come eat with them. It didn’t surprise Arman,
while Kei seemed rather relieved. Kesa and Vikis, so recently
reunited, were still wrapped up in each other, but Arman had to
wonder if they would be transported back to Urshek as Lord Meki had
requested in letters given to Gonji for his father, or whether
they’d have to be collected by the soldiers. He found he was a
little worried for the safety of his former officer, and sternly
told himself the Darshianese would not harm these two. They had
already had hospitality extended to them. That meant, whatever the
clan’s opinion, Vikis and Kesa would be protected.

Kei courteously offered Kesa
and Vikis the first use of the bathing facilities. Reji found a
little barrel of beer that had been left for them and broached it
with glee, pouring mugs for Kei and Arman and then one for himself,
taking a mighty pull on it. “Ah, that’s good,” he said with a deep
sigh of satisfaction.

“Not as good as Myka’s,” Kei
added loyally.

“Well, no, but we can’t—”

The front door slammed open and
the three men jumped. “Jena?” Kei said, standing, and then catching
her as she ran to his arms, sobbing. “What’s the matter?”

She couldn’t speak. Reji came
over and put his hand on her shoulder, and Kei transferred her to
him, clearly finding her distress too painful to bear. Arman limped
to Kei’s side. “What?” he whispered.

“No idea. Jena, sit down, would
you? Reji, take this one.”

Reji pulled Jena down onto the
long seat. “Tell us,” he said gently, taking her hand.

“I...I....” She burst into
fresh tears.

“Is it Aldik?” Kei asked.
“About Karik?”

She shook her head. “Mara,” she
whispered. “He...and her....”

“Oh, Jena,” Reji said, pulling
her back into an embrace. Kei gave Arman a grim look. It wasn’t
surprising such things might happen. Jena had been gone from her
home for more than six months, and men could be fickle things when
it came to love. But to return to this....

“And...and before that...I told
Gyek...about Karik....” Her voice was coming out in great sobs,
barely intelligible.

“He objected?”

“Not...him...some
others.... Aldik too. Said...we should send him back to Kuprij.
I won’t,” she said fiercely. “No one wants him there.”

“No, they don’t,” Kei murmured,
stroking her hair. “Jena, have a drink and calm down. We’ll sort
this out.” He handed her his own untouched beer and she sipped it,
only to break down in tears again.

“Kei, um...why don’t you and
Arman go for a walk or something?” Reji said. “Or go upstairs?”

“You
sure?” Kei mouthed, frowned across Jena’s
head at his friend.

Reji nodded, and then looked
down at Jena, who had her face buried in his shirt, her shoulders
heaving. “Give me a few minutes.”

“Kei, come up and give me that
massage you promised me,” Arman ordered, tugging at his arm.

Kei still hesitated but
followed Arman’s lead anyway, helping him climb the narrow
stairs.

“Poor Jena. Aldik’s
a bastard,” he spat as he closed the door behind them. “And that
Mara, she must be behind this Karik thing—she really hates the
Prij.”

“She probably has good
reason.”

“She damn well doesn’t—she’s
never even met one before. It’s all by reputation. She’s from
Darshek. And to take out that spite on a helpless child.... It
shames me to be in the same profession,” Kei said angrily,
beginning to pace.

Arman caught him and dragged
him to sit on the bed. “Calm down. What’s going on with Reji and
Jena?”

“Oh. I don’t know if that’s a
good thing or not. He’s pretty taken with her, you know. But if
she’s just lost Aldik and he’s given me up....” Kei looked at Arman
with worried eyes. “Can they have a chance with such a sad
beginning?”

“We did,” Arman said gently.
“Reji has a kind heart. He won’t toy with her.”

“But he’s leaving,” he
said distractedly. “And she has to stay here with that
man. Oh, I
could kick his arse! It was only a few months—could he not be
faithful for that long?”

“Obviously not. It’s done, Kei.
Even if he abandoned Mara, Jena wouldn’t have him back, I imagine.
It’s a common enough situation, as I know.”

“I’m sorry, I was forgetting
Mayl.”

“Well, I never loved her, so it
isn’t the same. You surely don’t think Reji will take advantage of
the situation? He’s not the sort, I know he’s not.”

“No! I’m worried they’ll get
hurt, that’s all. Reji....” Kei drew in a breath. “I didn’t realise
Reji felt that way.... I broke his heart. I didn’t mean to. In a
way, I’m no better than Aldik.”

Arman kissed his forehead and
regretted the sorrow in Kei’s eyes. “The situations are quite
different. Reji didn’t know himself how strongly he felt until you
left, and you didn’t play him false, make promises only to break
them, nor any vow. You still love him and you show how much you
still care for him. There would have been pain whichever way you
had chosen—for him or for me.” He stroked his hand down Kei’s face
and cupped his cheek. “This is something you need to let them
handle. They’re both experienced adults.”

“But what if he decides to
leave our village for her?”

“Then he does.” He put his arm
around Kei, feeling him trembling. “He has to find his joy. Same as
I did. It might mean sacrifices, and not just for him. Be brave and
let him go, if he has to.”

Kei wiped his eyes. “I’m being
rather selfish, being worried about losing him when I can’t offer
him anything, and Jena could be helped by him.”

“You can’t help your feelings,
only what you do with them. I would put my faith in Reji,
personally. And in Jena.”

“I’m probably getting ahead of
myself,” he muttered. “But I still want to kick Aldik’s arse. How
long has he been with Mara? Were they together when I came through
here? If so, he’s a hypocrite. I—”

“Kei,” Arman said, covering his
mouth. “Calm down. There’s nothing to be done here but help Jena,
and kicking her former lover in the arse won’t do any good. I’m
more worried about the situation with Karik. Maybe I should take
him with me. After all, he’s really my responsibility, blood
relative or not. Jena doesn’t need her life ruined because of
him—he’s not her son.”

Kei wiped his eyes again.
“She’s become fond of him anyway. To offer an infertile woman the
chance to be a mother is a wonderful thing, and she accepted the
risks to take that. At least I could try and talk some sense into
this wretched clan. Gonji will support me, and so will the
others.”

“Maybe.” Although Jena was
facing a battle that might be too much for her, and certainly not
one which would give her happiness in the long term. “You were
going to give me a massage,” he murmured.

Kei looked at him. “I thought
that was an excuse to get me out of there.”

“It was. But my leg still
hurts,” he said, shamelessly appealing to Kei’s nurturing instincts
to distract him.

“Oh. Of course.”

Arman watched Kei rummage in
his medical kit for his tirsel leaf liniment. This was a
development he hadn’t expected. He hadn’t realised Kei had known
the depth of Reji’s feelings either, and wondered when he’d found
out. Just when he’d thought his life was getting simpler.

Kei massaged his leg in
silence, and then let Arman hold him, kissing him gently, for a
while after that. He could wish his lover didn’t have such a soft
heart, but then he wouldn’t be Kei, and that would be a great
pity.

“Do you think we dare go down?
Kesa and Vikis will be wondering where to put themselves,” Kei said
eventually.

“Yes. We can always run away
again if they’re not done.”

Kei helped him down the stairs
where they found the front room was quiet once more. Kesa was
sitting with Vikis, and Jena was next to Reji, looking red-eyed but
calm. Reji had a hand on her arm. “Kei, I have a question for you,”
Jena asked, looking a little hesitant.

“Ask away.”

“Do you think your village can
cope with three healers?”

Kei stared at her, then looked
at Reji and Arman in astonishment. “You want to come...to
Ai-Albon?”

“Reji suggested it. I don’t
want to tread on your toes...but with Arman there, and you...surely
Karik would be safe?”

“Of course he would be, and
nothing would make me happier...but Jena, are you sure? This is
your home.”

“As our farm had been before
that. They have a healer and a mindspeaker, they don’t need me. And
I don’t know if I can bear to stay...I think I would miss you more,
actually.”

Kei went to kneel in front of
her. “You have no idea how much joy that would give me. Not just
for me but because I know Myka will love you and we can both learn
so much from you.” He turned to Reji. “But...?”

“She’ll be under my protection,
as will the boy,” Reji said, his expression solemn. “Any more than
that...we can take slowly.” Jena gave him a smile, and he put a
friendly arm around her shoulders.

Kei took Reji’s hand and placed
his own on Jena’s knee. “If it’s what you want, and you’re sure,
then please, come to my home. Reji’s an honourable man. He’s not
like Aldik. For a start, he has better taste.”

For some reason, that made all
three of them grin. Arman wondered what was so funny. Vikis was
whispering into Kesa’s ear, no doubt explaining things, and then he
cleared his throat. “Sei...Arman, I mean...what will happen to
us?”

“You’ll go home as planned,
Vikis. Jena, they didn’t say anything about not doing that, did
they?”

“No, they weren’t mentioned.
They’d probably be glad to get rid of you, even if they have to
shove you both on urs beasts,” she said bitterly. “If they try
that, I’ll curse them even more than I do now.”

Kesa didn’t know how to ride at
all, let alone a beast, and Arman sincerely hoped they wouldn’t be
so unkind as to suggest it. But Vikis was still looking at him.
“Actually...Arman, Kesa and I have been talking. I know it’s a lot
to ask, considering the war and everything...but could Darshian use
another wainwright?”

Arman stared at his lieutenant
in frank astonishment, as did everyone else. “You want to
stay?”

“Yes, we do. Kesa says she
likes you all very much and I...I don’t know if I can go back to
Utuk and pretend I hate the Darshianese. There’s nothing but the
army there for me, and I’ve lost my taste for it. I can’t be a
wainwright in Utuk, there’s more than enough in the trade, and
neither of us want to go back to our village.... I’d understand if
you say no, but I wanted to ask.”

Reji looked at Arman. “It would
need Lord Meki’s permission. But where would you live, Vikis?”

“In Darshek? Anywhere that
would have us. We don’t want much. We don’t want to lose another
child either.” He pulled Kesa close. “Perhaps it’s just a stupid
dream...but I find it hard to imagine going back.”

“Kesa, what of your brother if
you stay?” Arman asked her in Prijian. “And you don’t speak the
language—won’t you find that lonely? Think of what you’re giving
up, girl. I know better than most what it means.”

“Sei...Arman...my brother is
engaged, and will bring his wife to our home. He’s only delayed
because of Mother, and then Vikis. But if he could have done so, he
would have married before now. I’m learning some Darshianese, and
I’d work hard. I know something about pottery. I could be useful,”
she said earnestly. “Please, can we stay?”

“It’s not up to me, child,
though for my part, you’d be welcome, of course.” He turned to Kei.
“Perhaps if they travel up to Ai-Albon, and then on to Darshek.
Once there, they can decide what they want to do. Lord Meki would
help them if they want to stay. You do need wainwrights.”

“Vikis is a good one too,” Reji
said firmly. “Even Ai-Albon could do with you—we don’t have a
wainwright of our own, we have to use the one in Ai-Tuek, and a
pain in the arse that is too.”

Kei shook his head. “It’s going
to look like a home for lost Prij up north. Yes, come, Vikis, and
be welcome. Fedor will have a fit,” he added wryly.

Vikis translated for his wife
and Kesa smiled. “Thank you, Kei,” she said in Darshianese.

“You’re welcome,” Kei said,
repeating it in Prijian. Then he pointed at Arman accusingly. “You,
this is all your damn fault!”

Arman grinned without bothering
to conceal his amusement. “Well, perhaps to begin with. But you
should stop being nice to stray Prij if you don’t want us following
you home.”

Which made Kei smile, and
Jena laugh. It was
Arman’s fault, he knew perfectly well. Somehow,
he found it hard to feel guilty over the fact.


Chapter : Darshek 14

Jena waited until the Ai-Vinri
people had left the village before making her announcement. It had
the same effect as dropping a dead hisk into a thurl’s nest, and
the resulting shouting match gave Kei a worse headache than the
concussion had. Vikis wisely got Kesa away and back into the house,
but Reji and Arman stood their ground, waiting for Gyek and the
elders to finish their accusations that Kei was poaching their
healer, that they’d turned her against her clan, that he was trying
to infiltrate Prij into their village by stealth. Angry at the
shabby way Jena had been treated, Kei was happy to bellow back at
them, especially Aldik, who wasn’t accepting responsibility for any
of it.

Then Arman and Reji got into
the act, and Jena, then Gonji and what seemed like half the
village. The only thing to be said for it was that no one threw a
punch, but after an hour of this, Kei had had a gutful. “Right, I’m
not listening to this urs shit any more,” he announced loudly.
“Arman, I’m going for a walk.”

“Me too,” Jena said, glaring at
her clan head and her former lover with equal disgust.

“Then I am too. See you,
gentlemen,” Reji said cheerfully.

They left the square and
ignored the angry looks of the clan as they walked down the street.
Kei had to grip Arman’s arm to balance himself, and his skull
pounded furiously to the point where the road in front of him
danced up and down. The moment they were out of the line of sight
of the square, Jena pulled him aside and placed her hands on Kei’s
forehead. “Just relax,” she said quietly.

Kei felt the headache melt
away. “Oh, thank you,” he said, kissing her cheek, feeling almost
light-headed with relief. “Can we get out of here now, please?”

“Come on, there’s a nice walk
if we head that way.”

Reji took her arm, Arman took
Kei’s and they walked about half a mile from the village where
there was a small sandstone outcrop, and bushes growing where the
rain collected from runoff. “Blessed gods,” she said, sighing. “I’m
so sorry, Kei. None of that was deserved. Anyone would think they
damn well owned me.”

“Perhaps they’re just very fond
of you?” Kei said, not entirely convinced himself.

Neither was Jena, who shot him
a dirty look. “Oh yes, they’re very affectionate. People change
villages all the time. I don’t know why they’re making such a big
thing of it. It’s not like they haven’t got such a wonderful
bargain in pretty little Mara, her big eyes and her fertile
body.”

“Fertile?” Arman said. “Why do
you...oh.” He touched her hand. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t care. If Aldik wants
to be a father again at forty-five, good luck to him. His wife was
such a nice woman too, and his children are lovely as well. I think
he’s lost his mind, but it’s none of my business.” But she gave a
little sob, and Reji pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry,” she
said in a muffled voice. “I’m trying not to care, but it
hurts.”

“Of course it does,” Reji said
gently, rocking her a little.

“I take it you haven’t changed
your mind about leaving,” Kei asked.

“I wish I could go
now,” she
said, pulling out her handkerchief and blowing her nose. “I feel
like I never knew these people at all.”

“It’s the war,” Arman murmured.
“It’s changed people, altered relationships forever. I’m truly
sorry, Jena. This is my fault as much as anyone’s.”

“Yes, it is,” she said. But
then she gave him a watery smile. “But I forgive you.”

He bowed his head. “Thank you.
I’ll try to make it up to you, I swear.”

“Don’t think I won’t hold you
to that. I need to pack, not that I’ll take much...we have room in
the wagons, don’t we? I know you weren’t planning on me, but we
haven’t packed things that tightly.”

Reji hugged her again. “You
leave that to me. It’s my job to worry about, not yours. You look
after your son.”

“Son...oh.... I was going to
have adoption papers drawn up here, but damned if I want Gyek’s
permission for this,” she said. “Kei, will Fedor...?”

“Of course he will.” She
nodded, and then more tears fell. “Darling Jena, don’t cry,” he
said, taking her hand. “We’ll make the finest home you could want
for you and Karik, if we have to build it for scratch. If anyone
gives you a moment’s grief, I’ll personally stitch their lips
together.”

That make her chuckle a little.
“Not very ethical.”

“I’ll do it in the night, so
they won’t know which one of us to blame.”

“That’s my Kei, a sneaky little
bastard,” Jena said. She heaved a great sigh. “All this hate is
very tiring, isn’t it?”

“Very. You realise most of this
is guilt,” Arman said. “Guilt at losing you in the first place,
over Aldik, over what they said last night...it will probably
change over time. Gonji and the others will argue your case, if you
did want to stay.”

She glared at him. “No! You
don’t get to keep Kei all to yourself, you greedy bastard.”

“What am I, a sweet cake?” Kei
asked, stroking her face and wiping away a stray tear.

“Hmmm, very sweet. But with a
hell of a bite,” Reji said, which made her grin and Arman arch an
eyebrow at him. “Shall we go back? I need to help you pack and
there’s the stores to get in. Kei, you’ll help?”

“We all will,” Arman said, but
two pairs of healer’s eyes looked at him in disapproval. “What? I’m
walking fine.”

“Yes, and I can just see you
lifting a sack wrong and twisting that leg,” Kei said, glaring at
the offending limb.

“I’m not made of pastry.”

“You can see to Vikis and
Kesa,” Jena said. “And if you would mind Karik for me...or does
that pain you?”

“I’ll survive,” Arman murmured
dryly. “But we’d best be going. I wish we were leaving today.”

“So do I,” Reji agreed, “But
we’d gain nothing, and we’d already planned not to make this too
arduous for the passengers. Wagon travel’s not very pleasant if
you’re not used to it.”

“You don’t say.” Kei patted
Arman’s leg in sympathy at that remark. “But we should get moving.
If that lot erupts again, I don’t promise to retain my temper.”

“You mean that was you being
restrained?” Reji asked in some amazement.

“Oh, yes,” Kei said fondly.
“You don’t want to get him really mad. Then he gets mean.” Arman
saluted him ironically for that. “But I say it with love, of
course.”

“Of course. You’re such a
brat,” he replied, getting to his feet. Kei was still rather
concerned about him—the limp was better, but still there.

“You tell me that a least a
dozen times a day.”

“That’s because you are,
Keichichi,” Reji said, pulling Jena to her feet.

“Yes, he is,” she agreed.

Kei pouted at her. “You mean
I’m inviting you back to my home just so you and Reji and Arman can
pick on me?”

“Yes, of course,” she said
cheerfully, then made a run for it as he made to chase her. He let
her go and Reji went after her instead. He watched him catch up
with her, and take her hand. She rested her head briefly on Reji’s
shoulder and then they walked back more sedately towards the
village.

“I’m going to have to go
into hiding when I get home. Once Myka gets through scolding me for
not coming back when I promised, in about a year, I’ll have all of
you after me.”

“Poor Kei,” Arman said with a
complete lack of sympathy, putting his arm around Kei’s waist.
“Something I’ve been meaning to ask you—why does Reji call you
‘Keichichi’? No one else does.”

He showed nothing of it in his
voice, but Kei sensed the slight jealousy. “It’s a childish
name—Myka uses it, just as I call her Mychichi. Reji uses it
because he’s my big brother, not because we were lovers, so stop
frowning.”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.” Kei kissed the
proof of it. “I only let him and Myka and Banji and Mis call me
that, so don’t you start.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. So,”
Arman asked as they walked on, “what would you have called me as a
child?”

“Um. That’s hard to say. Your
name’s not very Darshianese.”

“Should I change it?”

Kei made him stop. “No, Arman.
You can go too far, you know. It’s not like it’s a hard name to
say, not like the Andonese ones.” He kissed Arman’s cheek
again—carefully shaved that very morning as requested. “We won’t
forget where you were born, you know. But you can make people not
care. That’s all you need.”

“Hmmm.”

Kei sighed. Arman needed to get
over this self-consciousness, but it was hard in the face of the
irrationality on display that morning. If Vikis did mean to stay in
Ai-Albon—and Reji was becoming more and more enthusiastic about the
idea—that would help, as would Jena’s presence.

He would be glad to get home.
He realised with some surprise how much he’d been dreading it up
until Jena had made her decision. Now it was something he was eager
to do. He was eager to settle her in, and get Arman established in
a useful role. And Reji would have someone of his own too, so Kei
didn’t even have to feel too guilty over him, although he told
himself that was certainly not the reason he wanted his two friends
to form a relationship. His parents’ death had shattered his
family, but now he was re-mending it, reweaving it with new, bright
threads.

“Well, you look cheerful all of
a sudden,” Arman said.

“I feel it. I really love you,
you know that?”

“For any particular reason just
now?”

“Not really.” He kissed Arman
again. “I want to go home.”

“So do I. Come on, we’re
wasting the day.”

~~~~~~~~

Jena didn’t have a lot of
belongings, but it still took time for her to decide what to take
and what to leave, and to have the more fragile and precious things
stowed. Arman brought Vikis and Kesa over, as they’d insisted on
helping, but he was relegated to a chair, much to his disgust, and
made to hold Karik while the others worked.

That was until Jena had a
series of visitors trying to change her mind, and after two yelling
matches which left Kesa looking terrified and Karik screaming his
tiny lungs out, Arman and Vikis suddenly became guards, sitting
outside the front door. The irony wasn’t lost on anyone, least of
all Jena. “You realise this will make people angrier? Two Prij
guarding a former hostage, and both of them involved in the hostage
taking?”

“At least you can count on them
not losing their temper the way Reji and I would,” Kei said,
hefting yet another set of books—Jena had as many as Kei’s late
father did—“and if they do, they know which bones to break.”

“You have an unsuspected
sadistic streak,” Reji said, cocking his head. “Did I have a lucky
escape?”

“Maybe from the stove into the
boiling water,” he said, looking at Jena as he grinned. “I keep
trying to tell myself they’re not bad people. They’re not, but it’s
hard.”

Jena rubbed some dust from her
nose. “They’re not, really. But I don’t belong here any more.”

That statement worried Kei. Not
for his own sake, but because he had to wonder how the other
hostages in the other villages were going to find it. Over the
campfires on the trail, there’d been a lot of homesickness, but
under that, a lot of anxiety too. Many had formed friendships, even
romances, and there would be more than one family who would have a
son or daughter announce they were moving to another village. Three
families would have daughters bearing children of an enemy—and at
least one of those had struck up a relationship with a man from the
other end of Darshian, so they would be dealt a double blow if she
followed him home. The north would be years healing from the scars
of these changes, even before the changes in the hostages
themselves were taken into account. Look at Jena. She was far more
volatile, more easily upset, more in need of comfort than she had
been when Kei first met her—and she’d been one of the luckiest ones
in that her master had been the kindest person possible.

At least Ai-Albon looked like
it would keep all its souls and gain a few. Peit and Urki had shyly
announced they were pledged just the night before they arrived in
Ai-Rutej, so they wouldn’t be leaving. Most of the others had every
intention of returning to pledge mates or lovers, although how many
would discover the kind of thing that Jena had done, Kei didn’t
know. In some ways, he had got off extremely lightly from his
experiences.

Once her things were placed in
the wagons, Jena announced she would stay with Reji and the others
that night. Reji immediately told her she could have his bed so she
could look after Karik. “Don’t be stupid, Reji, I can sleep on a
bedroll as easily as anyone else, I’ve done it enough.” But Reji
wouldn’t hear of it, arguing she needed her rest if she was going
to keep getting up with Karik. “Then we can share, I’ve done that
before.”

Reji went bright red. Kei poked
him in the side. “Taking it slow, huh?”

Reji slapped his hand away.
“Shut up or I’ll share the bed with you and Arman instead.”

Kei batted his eyelashes at his
former lover. “For myself, I don’t mind, but Arman has this injured
side, and I don’t know if he’s up to a three-in-a-bed just
yet.”

Arman, listening to this
exchange with a perfectly calm expression, told him to behave.
“Stop teasing, you meddling boy. Jena, if Reji shares with you,
you’ll wake him all night with the child.”

“True. All right, Reji, you
escape for now.”

Kei nearly laughed at Reji’s
mixture of relief and disappointment. He did think they should take
it carefully, though. Jena was still very raw and that, with
adjusting to motherhood, would make the situation difficult.

He said as much as he helped
Reji load the stores into the wagons later, when Gonji and Vikis
had gone to fetch some more lem flour.

Reji scowled. “Do you not think
I know that? I wasn’t expecting any of this—I’m still reeling, half
expecting her to change her mind.”

“Did you tell her how you
felt?”

Reji rested against the wagon
for a moment—they were both pretty tired. “I told her that...I
admired her, and would like to get to know her better. More than
that, I felt wasn’t fair, and possibly not even true. It’s all
happening a bit fast for a simple boy from the villages,” he said
wryly.

“That it is. How that bastard
could give Jena up for another, I have no idea. If I were free, I’d
pursue her myself.”

“Yes, that’s all you
need—someone else in love with you,” Reji said, cuffing his
shoulder. “I suppose Aldik got lonely and Mara was there. With the
baby on the way, his course is pretty much set now. I can
understand loneliness, even if I can’t understand him setting Jena
aside.”

“His loss, your gain. I hope,
anyway. You’d take on a child, though? You always said you wanted
no ties.”

Reji looked at him seriously,
then hefted a sack up into the back of the wagon. “People change.
Things change them, as they have you. Perhaps the lack of ties
didn’t seem so attractive once the choice was ripped away from
me.”

“You’re not just reacting to
me, I hope. Reji, that’s not fair on her.”

“Oh, hush, little brother, what
do you take me for? If it weren’t for you, I might have had her in
my bed on the ship. It wouldn’t have taken much—she was lonely too.
I’d have asked, anyway. It’s because I’m still...confused...that I
want to take it slow.” He put his hands on his hips and glared at
Kei. “You’re a little young to be giving your elders and betters
love advice, aren’t you?”

“I’ll grant you ‘elder’ at
least,” Kei said, ducking the swat. “Anyway, some days I feel like
I’m seventy, not twenty-one. I’ve seen and done more now than a lot
in our village have.”

“Aye, that you have. But don’t
fear that. It’s no bad thing to have different experiences.” He
hefted another sack. “You crave stability because of losing your
parents. That doesn’t mean stability necessarily comes from lack of
change.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t be threatened by new
challenges, is all I mean. You don’t have to lose out, just because
you meet them.”

“You’re being unusually
cryptic, Rei-ki.”

“You’re being unusually dense.
Never mind, little brother. Where in hells are Gonji and Vikis?
We’ve still got a lot to do.”

Reji clearly didn’t want to
pursue it, and despite his confusion, Kei let it drop. There was
more than enough to worry about without it.

The departure the following
morning was surprisingly low-key with only the former hostages
turning up to bid tearful farewells to their fellows. Jena cried
the whole time, and was quiet and sad for most of that day and the
next, riding next to Reji with Karik in her arms, and leaning on
Reji much of the time. Kei was glad she was getting some comfort
that way.

He and Arman took turns driving
the wagons, but they both preferred to ride unhitched beasts when
they could. Those who liked to ride were given the chance to as
much as possible—no one had to walk this time, and therefore the
return was taking less time than when they had been forced away
from the villages. At night, there was time and energy to talk,
unlike before, and leisure too, to walk around, to escape one’s
comrades and have some privacy. Most of them had had almost no
privacy at all in the entire time since they’d left their villages.
It was one reason Reji and Kei had insisted on tents, and more
wagons than were strictly necessary, and rest stops in the villages
they passed, to let people adjust back to some semblance of normal
life.

One thing that had surprised
Kei and Reji was how much the hostages wanted to talk to Arman,
once they had got over their reticence. There had been anger, and
that was expected. But most of them were just trying to make sense
of the whole experience. Why had they been taken, why had the war
happened, why did the Prij hate them? In that respect, they were
very fortunate to have Arman and not some other Prij to question,
for these were things he and Kei had discussed at length over their
long friendship. More than that, he was unusually open-minded, and
had given these matters some thought even before the war. Vikis
also became involved, and his pleasant, honest manner was much
appreciated.

Not all the discussions were
friendly, or civil. On a couple of nights, things had got very loud
and angry, and people had stormed off, other left sitting in tears.
Arman hadn’t walked away, and he’d sat as long as anyone wanted to
talk to him. But when he’d returned to Kei’s arms, in the privacy
of their tent, he’d wept a little, for his own regrets, and sorrow
for what he had been responsible for.

They’d planned to skirt right
around Ai-Vinri to avoid putting pressure on the village. Therefore
it was something of a shock to find people from that village
blocking their path, a good two or three miles out of Ai-Vinri. Kei
and Arman were outriders that day, flanking Reji’s wagon, which as
always, was the lead vehicle. “Ho! Welcome, friends,” Reji said
cheerfully. “May we serve you?”

Two of the beast riders were
former hostages, Kei realised. “Hello, Gyu. Did everyone get back
safely?”

“Yes, they did, Kei, thank you.
Reji, my clan head wanted me to invite the Darshianese among you to
the village tonight.” He looked at Arman. “The ban remains—but you
can camp on the outskirts, and he will permit food and supplies to
be brought to you.”

“Why?” Arman asked. “Fejsik has
no reason to bend his own decree. Not on my account.”

“No, he doesn’t. But he offers
this as acknowledgment of your role in getting us back, and in
thanks for ending the war.”

Reji spoke up. “Gyu, as you can
see we still have Jena and the child with us, and Vikis and Kesa as
well. Will supplies be provided for them as well?”

“Why do you...oh, never mind.
I’m sure they will. Do you accept the invitation?”

“Kei?” Reji asked, turning to
him.

“I think it’s a gracious
gesture. Thank you, Gyu.”

Gyu’s grim expression lifted.
“I’m sorry we can’t have Arman in, but it’s for our families as
much as anything. People are still very raw, but Fejsik wants the
healing to start too, for himself as well as the rest of us.”

Arman bowed his head. “He’s
being more generous than anyone would expect of him. No need to
apologise.”

“I’ll stay with Arman and the
others,” Kei said. “Reji, I presume you’ll come back to the
camp?”

“Of course. Gyu, show us where
you want the camp and then I’ll take the wagons in.”

The chosen campsite was
pleasant, providing plentiful feed and clean water, and staying
there was no hardship to any of them as they’d been planning to
camp that night anyway. Reji came back with two beasts, bearing
food and tents for all of them.

“That was unexpected, to say
the least,” he said as Kei helped him unload. “That Ai-Rutej should
bear such a grudge, and yet this village with its grief....”

“Fejsik is a good, decent man.
Myri was a lovely girl.” Kei felt his chest getting tight,
remembering her...remembering.... He forced himself to be calm.
“But perhaps he doesn’t want to offer hate in her spirit’s
name.”

“Still, a generous gesture,”
Arman said. “I should have done more,” he added quietly. “Damn it,
I really wish I’d run Mekus through that day.”

“And then you would be dead
also, as would all of us be, probably,” Kei said. “You share
responsibility, it’s not yours alone.”

“Tell that to the bereaved
families,” he snapped, limping off.

Reji stared off after Arman. “I
never realised.... Kei, are you all right? You look a little
upset.”

Kei shook his head. “I can’t
help—” His throat closed up. “Excuse me,” he managed to say. “I
need to speak to Jena.”

He found her at the end of the
camp, sitting in the shadows, and like him, she was close to tears.
“Hold me, Kei.” Which he did for a long time, their privacy
respected by the others. Reji couldn’t understand. Not even Arman
could, not completely. Only with Jena could Kei share his memories,
of the others and of that day, and how it felt to be helpless as
friends died, right there in front of them.

Arman joined them after an hour
or so, bringing over food neither of them wanted, but ate anyway
because it had been a long day and it would be a long one to
follow. He didn’t say a word, but took their hands in his, letting
them feel his sorrow, and his sympathy. It was the best thing he
could have done.

But it still hurt, and probably
always would—a permanent scar, marking the hostages as different
from their fellows for the rest of their lives. It was a
distinction Kei would gladly have foregone.
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Arman was glad when they left
Ai-Darbin. Not that they’d encountered any hostility—the bereaved
parents of Arman’s victim had decided to leave the village
altogether and move to a farm some fifteen miles outside it, to
help Jik’s ailing uncle work his property. The rest of the
villagers were currently collectively working the farm Jik and Meri
had abandoned, but were hoping to recruit people from elsewhere to
live permanently in the village and manage the fields. Seya had
even suggested to Kei that he and Arman might consider it, which
Kei rejected politely. “My village needs me. But as soon as I’ve
recovered, Arman will be free to return for the six months. That
will help a little.”

She’d agreed, looking a little
disappointed but no more than that. She’d bid them a warm farewell,
and said she looked forward to Arman’s return. Arman knew she was
sincere, and wished he could have been as warm in his response.

No, he’d had nothing to
complain about in his treatment, but it was a reminder of pain, and
Karus’s loss so recently made the older memory of Loke’s death even
harder to bear. When he returned to carry out his sentence, he
hoped he would be less raw, but for now, he just wanted to get away
from it all.

Now they were down to twenty
returnees, and people were settling down a little. The
conversations around the camp-fires at night were less fraught, and
less of a trial for Arman, and though it was cowardly of him to be
grateful to no longer have to explain over and over about the war,
he was grateful none the less.

Everyone had finally reached a
rhythm on the journey. Reji and Jena were getting along well, and
Kesa’s spirits improved every day. Vikis and Reji had struck up a
firm friendship, although the trader was so amiable, it was hard to
imagine him not being friends with almost everyone he met. Vikis
spoke hopefully of setting up a wainwright’s workshop in Kei’s
village, and Arman thought this might be something in which he
himself could usefully occupy himself. He needed a trade other than
killing, since he doubted that was much in demand in Ai-Albon.

The stop at Ai-Tuek passed
without incident other than Karik developing a short-lived fever,
and Arman having the duty of explaining the terms of compensation
to a clan head furious over the treatment of two of his clan’s
women. Not personally angry with Arman, it had to be said, but
angry nonetheless. Arman sympathised with him, and offered his
apologies for his involvement in the war. Rather to his surprise,
the man appreciated it.

Arman never knew what to expect
from these people any more. The reactions to him across Darshian
had varied enormously, and despite the occasional
mean-spiritedness, the generosity of the Darshianese over the whole
business constantly took him aback. How much of it was Kei’s very
obvious claiming of him as his lover, how much due to Arman’s
remorse, and how much because of the essentially peaceful, rational
nature of the race, he had no idea, and nor did Kei.

Then there were only the ten
people from Ai-Albon to return to their homes, and the Prij who
sought acceptance with them. To say Kei was nervous was a complete
understatement, and the normally polite and kind healer became
someone they all approached with caution, lest he bite their heads
off. Arman was worried—Reji wasn’t.

“He was just the same when he
was a boy, you know. He was always trying to smuggle animals and
baby birds into the house. Erte or Keiji always found them and got
rid of the damn things because of the smell and the nuisance—he’d
mope for days, but he still always hoped they’d let him keep a
krak-krak. The fact the bastards will take your finger off given
half a chance didn’t put him off, nor did Erte’s scolding.”

“So I’m another pet Fedor will
have to scold him over.” Jena, listening as she bottle-fed Karik,
just grinned at him when Arman said that.

“Well, there’s more than one
pet this time,” Reji drawled. “It’ll be fine, you’ll see. They
already had you there once when they had every reason to hate you,
and you survived. Now you’re coming back with their darling boy,
and a wainwright and a fully trained healer. You’ll slip in before
they notice.”

That wasn’t how he wanted to be
accepted by the village, but as Kei was over by the waterhole,
scowling fiercely at it as if it had done him some personal harm,
he didn’t want to risk a fight with him to talk about it. What
would happen if Fedor refused him asylum didn’t bear thinking
about.

Now they were down to two
wagons and a cart for the four jombekers, they only took five and a
half days to get from Ai-Tuek to Ai-Albon. Thanks to Jena, the
village had plenty of warning of their arrival, and so there was a
huge turnout of people at the edge of the village, cheering and
waving as their group approached. The former hostages dismounted or
climbed out of the wagons, and then people were running towards
them, crying with happiness. It was a scene of joyful chaos, but
curiously Kei kept apart from it all, hanging back on his beast,
staying with Reji and Arman.

Of course he could only do that
until Myka spotted him, and when Kei saw her running towards him,
he climbed down quickly enough. “Kei! You bastard, running off
again!”

He swung her around in
unmistakeable joy at seeing her again. Then she looked up and saw
Arman. “Oh! Where’s the beard?”

That wasn’t the question he’d
expected. “Long story,” he said briefly, before getting off his
beast. He wasn’t sure how much Myka knew about Kei and him, and
wasn’t going to be the one to break the news. But then she called
to Reji, who climbed down and swooped her into his arms. Kei gave
Arman a slightly rueful look, but said nothing.

Unsure exactly how this was
going to play out, Arman let Reji and Kei be his guide, and for
now, they seemed in no hurry to dive into the mass of people
milling around the returned hostages.

“Arman?”

Arman turned and saw Vikis
looking out the front of the wagon. “Come down, I think it’s safe.
No one’s thrown anything yet.”

Vikis raised an eyebrow, but
shortly after, he, Kesa and Jena walked around from the back of the
vehicle. “Now what?” Vikis muttered.

Kei heard him, and pulled his
sister away from Reji. “Myka, I’d like you to meet some friends of
mine. This is Jena, formerly of Ai-Rutej, a healer, and her adopted
son, Karik.”

Jena held out her hand, and
Myka shook it hesitantly. “I’ve heard so much about you, Myka.”
Myka smiled back politely, but then looked at her brother for an
explanation which was, as yet, unforthcoming.

“And this is Vikis and Kesa
from Utuk.”

Myka ignored Vikis’s hand.
“Kei? What’s going on?”

“Kei! Welcome back...who in
hells are all these people!”

Fedor and Sira had extracted
themselves from the crowd, and Fedor bore down on them with a deep
frown. Kei quailed a little. Arman would have taken his hand, but
this had to be handled by Kei if it were to be handled at all.

“Hello, father, I told you I’d
come back.”

“Yes, but what...? Explain
yourself, Kei. Why have you brought General Arman back to the
village?”

“Didn’t you hear he helped free
the hostages, father?”

Fedor wasn’t taken in by Kei’s
innocent expression any more than Arman would have been. “Yes, of
course we did—but that doesn’t explain why he’s here!”

“Um...can we do this somewhere
private?”

Fedor snorted. “You mean you
don’t want to be told off in public. Very well, come to the house.
You too, Reji.”

Reji watched Fedor stride
off. “Oh, we are in so
much trouble,” he said cheerfully. “Mychichi,
where’s that damn husband of yours?”

“Banji!” she promptly yelled.
“Banji-ki!”

Banji struggled out of the knot
of humanity, his brother Misek coming with him. “Gods, Myka, you’re
a married woman now, learn some manners. Kei, it’s about damn time
you came home again. The amount of complaining I’ve had to listen
to from your sister....” Myka slapped his arm and he rubbed it with
a grin. “Reji...who are all these people? Why is General Arman
here?”

Kei sighed. “Why don’t you come
to Fedor’s house so I don’t have to explain it twice. Mis, any
chance you can see to the wagons and cart?”

“What, and miss out on the
fun?”

“Mi-is,” Kei said in a weary
tone. “I’ll tell you later, I promise.”

“All right, but you owe me one,
and if anyone gets a spanking, I want to watch, all right?”

“Misek!”

Myka’s husband pulled her by
the arm. “Leave Mis alone. Come on, I’ve a feeling this is going to
be one hell of a story.”

Myka dragged Kei along in turn,
which left Arman to trail along behind with the others. “I could be
wrong about this, but I think Kei looked worried,” Jena said
dryly.

“He’s shitting himself,
actually,” Reji said. “This’ll either be fun, or utterly appalling.
Hope everyone’s feeling in a confident mood.”

Arman wasn’t sure how he felt,
actually, but he doubted he could be more apprehensive than Kei was
at that very point. They managed to skirt the main group of
rejoicing villagers, and slip down the main street almost
unnoticed. “Pretty village,” Jena said. “Bigger than Ai-Rutej, I
think.”

“I think we have fifty or so
more people than yours,” Reji said. “That’s before all you
incomers, of course.”

Vikis was holding Kesa’s hand,
and looking very worried. “Arman, they won’t attack us, will
they?”

Reji turned. “Absolutely not,
Vikis. Anyone wants to hurt you, they’ll have to come through
me.”

“And me,” Arman said.

“And me,” Jena added. “And Kei
too, and Peit and Urki and all the others.” She smiled at Kesa.
“Don’t worry,” she said in Prijian, shifting Karik to her hip so
she could take her hand. “They’re Kei’s family. They’ll be as nice
as him.”

“Oh. Then I won’t be scared,”
she said bravely, but she still looked anxious.

Kei’s parents were stiffly
polite, asking everyone to sit, offering them tea. Arman took the
opportunity to give Fedor the letters he carried. But once the bare
courtesies were satisfied, Fedor’s sharp gaze pinned Kei. “Right,
explain yourself. Don’t leave anything out. Start by telling me why
General Arman is back here.”

“Well, father, he and I are now
lovers and he’s going to live with me.”

Fedor spluttered into his tea
and Sira put her hands up to her neck as she gasped. “I take it
that isn’t a joke.”

“No, father.”

“Then I take it you’ve lost
your mind.” Regrettably, Reji chose that moment to chuckle, which
earned him a fierce glare.

“No, father. I love Arman, and
he loves me. If he can’t stay here, I’m perfectly content to follow
him wherever he will be welcome. I thought you’d prefer I came back
to the village, but if you’d rather he and I went back to
Kuprij....”

Fedor made that choking noise
again, and Arman realise Kei wasn’t quite as cowed as he looked.
“Don’t be ridiculous. This is your home. But him? Of all people,
why him?”

“Why not? He’s now as
Darshianese as you or me—if you read Lord Meki’s letters, he
explains it. And he did save all the hostages.”

“Yes, after taking them away in
the first place! And who’s this?” he asked, turning to look at
Jena.

“Jena was one of the hostages,
father, from Ai-Rutej. Because of...circumstances, she’s asked if
she can live in our village. She’s a fully trained healer and a
mind-speaker too—I thought she’d be very welcome.”

“Hmmm, did you, now. That child
isn’t Darshianese.”

“Yes, he is,” Jena said. “Lord
Meki says so.”

“Lord Meki seems to be rather
busy these days,” Fedor said with heavy irony. “But whose is
it?”

“Karik is...my wife’s child,”
Arman said carefully. “I removed him for his own safety.”

“Wife?” This was Sira. “You’re
married?”

“Not any more.”

“You phrased that rather
diplomatically,” Fedor said. “The child is...not of your
blood?”

“No, he’s not. But I wanted him
looked after with kindness, and raised to be an honest person. I
felt he had a far better chance of that among the Darshianese, and
Jena has offered to adopt him, for which I thank her.”

Fedor shook his head. “And
these two?”

Vikis nudged his wife, who
stood and curtseyed prettily. “I’m Kesa, your lordship. I’m pleased
to meet you,” she said in slow, careful Darshianese. Fedor’s
eyebrows rose at the ‘your lordship’.

Vikis stood and bowed. “And I’m
Vikis, her husband, sir.”

“Kesa was a wet-nurse my wife
employed, Fedor. She’s recently bereaved of child and mother, and
agreed to come to assist help us with Karik. When Jena decided she
wanted to leave Ai-Rutej, they asked if they might be able to find
a home here in Darshian. Vikis is a wainwright.”

“Is that so?”

Reji spoke up. “A damn good one
too, Fedor. He’s been of great help to us on the trip.”

Fedor rubbed his temples. “So,
if I have it straight, Kei—you want your Prijian lover, your
Prijian lover’s wife’s bastard, your Prijian lover’s wife’s
bastard’s adoptive mother, her wet nurse and the wet nurse’s
husband to just move to our village without the slightest
objection?” Kei, sitting very straight and looking a little pale,
just nodded. “Is it too late for me to unadopt you?”

“Fedor,” Sira said
reproachfully. “May I see the child, Jena? How old is he?”

Jena brought Karik over and
she, Kesa and Myka sat near Sira as she held Karik, Jena keeping
hold of Kesa’s hand to reassure her. Fedor made a grumpy sound.
“You lot, come outside.”

‘You lot’ apparently meant the
males in the room, so Arman followed Fedor out into the street.
“Walk with me. I need to work off some stress.”

The four younger men followed
Fedor out of the village. He was headed for the big waterhole Arman
saw a little distance from the house. Kei took Arman’s hand—Kei’s
was rather cold. “It’ll be all right,” Arman murmured. “So long as
you’re with me, I don’t care where we go.”

Kei gave him a slight smile,
then resumed gnawing his lip.

Fedor took a seat, and told the
others to sit nearby. Kei rather defiantly sat next to Arman and
put his arm around him, which earned him a frown from his father.
“Kei...words fail me, they truly do. How do you expect people to
react to all this?”

“Fedor, can I say
something?” Fedor looked at Reji and nodded. “I understand how you
feel, and trust me, I felt the same when I realised Kei and Arman
were in love. But at the same time, they are in love, and that’s not
something you or I or anyone else can interfere with.”

“That’s all very well—”

Reji held up his hand.
“No, wait. If it was just that, I wouldn’t argue Arman should be
allowed to stay, not if you objected. But I am going to argue
that. I’ve seen him in action. I’ve seen him with our people, with
Kei and I’m saying to you that if you welcome this man into
Ai-Albon, you will never have a moment’s regret over it, that he’ll
strengthen our village, and increase its prosperity and happiness.
I say that too about Vikis and Kesa. Both are decent, honest
people, both prepared to work hard and fit in—and both are
committed to the life and ideals of Darshian, just as Arman is. I
would stake my reputation on them being fine additions to the
community.”

“You, Vikis—is that true? Why
do you want to live in my village?”

“Not necessarily in your
village, sir, if it’s not permitted, but I’ve received a lot of
kindness from your people, and we’ve both made friends with them.
But if you wish it, we will leave, because neither of us want to
cause trouble.”

“Hmmm. Your wife is very
young.”

“Yes, she is.” Vikis gave Fedor
a short explanation of their history, and what Kesa had suffered
recently. “Even if you ask us to leave, I’ll always be grateful for
what Jena and Kei and everyone else has done for her. I’d like to
give you something in return, but have no wish to force it on
you.”

“Yes, I understand.” Fedor
looked thoughtful. “Banji? What do you think?”

Banji looked at Arman. “A lot
of people here are still angry with the Prij. My mother’s one of
them. Are you going to try and impose your values on us?”

“Not at all. I was hoping you
would impose yours on me, because I find the way my country has
behaved towards yours, disgraceful and dishonourable.”

“Arman’s been disowned by the
Prij for what he’s done, Banji,” Kei explained quietly. “He stood
up to the sovereign, the senate and the head of their army to tell
them what they’d done was wrong, and they spat on him. He’s been
publicly humiliated and insulted, called a traitor for standing up
for the Darshianese, and he still did it. I’m very proud of him and
I love him.” He squeezed Arman tightly at those words.

Banji clearly wanted to give in
to his friend’s wishes, but he had more than Kei to consider. “Is
it simply my race, or what I’ve done that you object to?” Arman
asked. “Or what I might do in the future?”

Fedor sighed. “General—”

“Call him Arman, father. He’s
Darshianese and no general now,” Kei said sternly.

“So like Erte,” Fedor muttered,
with a slight smile on his lips. “Arman...you know yourself this
isn’t easy, and with four Prij to fit in.... Vikis, I feel for your
wife, and she’s a lovely lass, but what of your children, growing
up here, being different in looks—how will they cope?”

“They would be raised in the
Darshianese manner, whatever their appearance. I’ve no wish to keep
our family separate from you.”

Fedor nodded. “A wainwright,
you say. You’d set up a workshop, then? But Arman, what do you
intend to do with yourself? We have no place for idlers here.”

“I’ll do whatever I’m set to,
Fedor. Work the fields, dig ditches, work in Vikis’s
workshop—anything that you ask. I’m not lazy,” he added with a
touch of asperity.

“Perhaps not, but that’s rather
a come down for a man who was a lord and a general. Won’t you want
to use your mind?”

“Since the work my mind has
done in the past has done such harm,” Arman said bitterly, “I’m
happy to retire it from my future concerns.” Kei looked at him
then, and gently kissed his cheek. “I owe your people my life, my
happiness and sanity, and all I wish to do is serve, Fedor. Serve
you, serve your country, in whatever manner you direct.”

Fedor nodded, and then went
into a little reverie. The others watched in silence, Vikis looking
anxious, Reji unconcerned and Banji’s expression being unreadable.
Kei held Arman tightly, but said nothing.

Finally Fedor sighed. “I
suppose the fairest thing is to let you all stay, for now at least.
Acceptance by the clan isn’t a given, I warn you, and you’ll have
to exercise patience and tolerance—you’ll face hostility, all of
you, and some prejudice. I can’t stop that, and if I tried, it
would make it worse. All I can do is promise to treat you fairly,
as any other member of our clan, offer you the same protection—and
the same justice if you cause trouble. Do you understand?”

“Yes, thank you,” Vikis
said.

“You’re being more than
generous,” Arman said.

“Thank you, Fedor,” Reji said.
“You won’t regret it.”

“I sincerely hope not. Now,
about Jena. Three healers, that’s a lot for us, Kei.”

“Yes, father, I know—but I
thought Myka could do her training, and Jena and I are both
interested in research. We don’t all have to be active at the same
time, and Jena could teach us a lot. She’s very knowledgeable.”

“I’m surprised Ai-Rutej could
bear to let her go.”

“They didn’t exactly make her
welcome when she got back,” Kei said darkly. “There are personal
issues there she can explain, if she wishes to. But she’s someone
I’m proud to call a friend—she reminds me of Ma.”

“High praise indeed.” Fedor got
to his feet. “Well, I wasn’t expecting all of this, but I suppose
the village was bound to change as a result of the war. Arman, I’m
grateful you repaired your crime and brought the hostages back.
That, at least, counts strongly in your favour, and I intend to
make that point to the elders when I give them the news. However,
from this moment, you incomers are under my personal protection,
and part of the clan. Don’t make me sorry for that.”

Kei stood. “Thank you, father,”
he said, taking Fedor’s hand, and then being pulled into a warm
hug. “I’m so glad to be home,” Arman heard him say quietly.

“And I to have you back, my
son. Although next time you decide to go off on a warship to a
foreign country, let me know in advance so I can nail your feet to
the ground.”

“Yes, father, I will do,” he
said with a bright grin. “I think this must call for a beer, don’t
you?”

That was the signal for
everyone else to stand. “Little brother, does any occasion not call
for a beer?”

Kei appeared to consider. “No,
I can’t think of one. I just hope Myka lets me drink it and not
wear it.”

Reji clapped Fedor and Banji on
the shoulder. “Right, let’s welcome everyone home in style. I’ve
been telling Vikis about the hospitality here, and once I mentioned
the beer, that’s when he decided our village was the place for
him.”

“I did not, Reji, don’t tell
tall tales,” Vikis chided, walking along with the others.

Kei let them get ahead, so he
could put his arms around Arman’s neck and kiss him. “Happy?”

“That I’m going to be with you?
What do you think?”

Kei leaned his forehead against
Arman’s. “I’m shaking, I’m so relieved.”

“I think it went so much better
than it could have done. Look at Jena’s village. Fedor was the
model of responsible decorum.”

“He’s a good man. I didn’t want
to hurt him or Sira, but I wouldn’t give you up just to suit
them.”

Arman hooked him around the
waist. “Now you don’t have to. But you do have to decide what to do
with me. I’m not actually a pet, you know.”

“Oh? And here I was, all ready
with a leash and a bowl of jombeker milk for you. I’d be a very
good owner, you know.”

“You’re a tremendous
brat, that’s for sure. Now, come on, I’ve been promised beer and
beer I shall have.” We
won, he thought, slightly dazedly.
And now I’m really home.
The bubbling happiness inside him owed nothing
to the expectation of drinking some of Myka’s finest
brewing.

Well, maybe it owed just a
little bit.


Chapter : Epilogue

“Gods, I wish your father would
have written in normal characters, Kei.”

Kei stretched his back and
rubbed his eyes. “Me too. I know it saved space, but how he wrote
that small, I’ll never know. Want some tea?”

“Yes, I do.” Jena stood and
shook her arms. “I think I need to do some gardening, give my
writing muscles a break....”

The front door opened without
any warning. “Hello, you two, I’m back.” Several heavy packs hit
the floor as an accompaniment to the words.

Jena exclaimed in surprised
pleasure, and ran to the grinning arrival. “Reji! I wasn’t
expecting you for a week!”

Reji swept her up and kissed
her enthusiastically. “It’s that new spring arrangement Vikis put
on. We can go nearly a third faster even with a full load, just as
he thought we could. Hello, Kei.”

Kei abandoned the kettle and
came over for a hug of his own. “Anything that gets you back
quicker is a good thing. We were just having some tea—want
some?”

“I’d prefer—”

“A beer, yes, I know,” Jena
said, rolling her eyes. “But tea first.”

“If you insist,” Reji said with
a sigh, pulling up a stool but keeping an arm around Jena. “How’s
Karik? And what are you doing?”

“Karik’s fine. He had a little
cold but he’s over that.”

“Jena’s helping me decipher
Pa’s notes on possible cures for lung fever.”

Jena snorted.
“Decipher—translate, you mean. Are Myka and Banji all settled?”

“Yes, quite well, and I
introduced them to Reis and the others. Reis says, and I quote,
that Myka is a sweetie.”

Kei chuckled. “Wait until he
gets to know her better. Did you bring any letters back from
them?”

“Of course,” Reji said. “Let me
wet my throat first.”

Kei set the kettle on the stove
and came over to the table, packing up the notes they’d been
working on. It was late afternoon and they were losing the light.
He and Jena had done enough for the day and after five weeks
without her lover, Jena would want to be getting home with him.
“Arman thinks they can make the wagons even faster—he’s been
waiting for you to get back to talk to you.”

“I’m all for that. I tell you,
the ride is so smooth, you don’t realise how fast you’re moving.
And the beasts are in better shape too. I’ve brought him back the
metal he asked for.”

“Good. How are Reis and Jera
and everyone? I want to know what’s going on.”

As Kei made the tea and served
Reji with some sweet cakes, Reji told him their Gifted friends were
all very well, missing Kei and Arman and sending their love. Lord
Meki had returned recently to Darshek, but Lord Peika’s wife had
decided to join him in Utuk rather than have him return and let
another Ruler take his place. The very last of the prisoners of war
had finally been sent back—although nearly fifty Prij had asked for
permission to stay in Darshek. Their applications were still being
examined. “But,” Reji said, taking a pull from his tea, “I have
Vikis and Kesa’s papers with me—they’ve now been given official
permission to stay in the village and their children will be
Darshianese if they want it. I take it the Prijian sovereign’s a
bit annoyed about the number of her people wanting to stay
behind.”

“I’m surprised there aren’t
more,” Kei said, not in the least concerned about annoying the
pissing Prij sovereign. “Master Bikel and Master Diza? Did you see
them?”

“Yes, and they send regards.
Bikel wanted to know how you were recovering, and I told him that
as far as I know, you’re doing fine.”

“I am. I think a couple more
months might do it. Not that it matters how long while Arman’s
here.”

“Yes, Kei,” Jena said, “but
controlling your gift yourself is important. I’d say a couple of
months would do it.”

At that moment, Karik, lying in
his crib, woke up and grizzled. Jena dusted her hands, picked up
her son and brought him back to the table. That was enough to
settle him—he just wanted company. “Look, Reji, his eyes are
turning green.”

Reji peered at the baby’s face,
and gave a waving chubby fist his finger to hold. “Well, well, so
they are. I wonder if his hair will stay so fair. It doesn’t
matter, I suppose.” He kissed Jena again. “Missed you—I’ll have to
see if I can persuade you to come on some of the trips with
me.”

“When Myka gets back, you will,
and especially if you get the wagons to move faster. I’d like to go
back to Darshek again. I want to visit the library for at least a
month.”

“Me too,” Kei said. “And what
they’re doing with isek leaves makes me think we’ve only scratched
the surface of antiseptic plants.”

“Someone needs to do a proper
survey of the dry regions,” Jena said. “Look how many medicines
Keiji discovered just from around here.”

“He always said he wanted to
set up a proper garden growing plants from here, trying different
varieties and so forth and sending them to the academy to try. But
it would take a lot of manpower,” Kei said, sighing. “And it’d need
the academy to support it fully too.”

“Well, maybe one day it’ll
happen,” Reji said peacefully. He got up and fetched one of his
packs. “I must have twenty letters for you and Arman. If this keeps
up, you’ll be running your own caravans just for your mail,
Keichichi.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Kei
muttered, grabbing his post eagerly. There were letters from the
Gifted, from the academy—and Lord Meki. “Uh oh,” he said, waving it
at the others. “This won’t be good news.”

“Don’t be silly. You’re his
darlings, you and Arman. Why else would Myka and Banji be staying
at the Rulers’ House?”

“To keep an eye on them, I
suspect.”

“Very true.” Reji put his arm
around Jena’s shoulders. “You ready to leave?”

“I think so—here, take Karik so
I can get the crib.”

Kei stood up and helped her
pack up. “Tell Arman we’re done when you pass the workshop, would
you?”

“Of course.” She kissed his
cheek. “See you tomorrow—and don’t forget we’re having supper at
Vikis and Kesa’s.”

“No, I won’t. See you in the
morning.” He grinned at Reji. “Not too early of course.”

“Not everything revolves around
sex,” Reji said, wagging his finger at him.

“No? So if Arman and I were to
stroll over tonight and wanted to have a beer or three, you
wouldn’t be otherwise engaged?”

“Are you joking?” Jena said,
glaring at him. “I’m chaining Reji to the bed for the next
week!”

“Poor Reji. You’ll wear him to
a husk, you cruel woman.”

“But what a way to go,” Reji
said cheerfully, clearly not worried about his impending
imprisonment in the slightest. “See you tomorrow, Kei.”

Kei waved them out, then sat
down at the table again, poured out some more tea and started to
read his mail. The letters were short but warm and full of love and
the personality of the writers, and he smiled as he thought of his
friends up in Darshek. He missed them a good deal, even though
being home again felt heavenly. He had regained the sense of being
comfortable in his own skin again, which was why he was very
reluctant to open Lord Meki’s note. He had a feeling what his
lordship was going to ask and he wasn’t ready to deal with it.

Still, he needed to know. It
was characteristically direct.

Kei

Greetings. Your sister and her
husband have already demonstrated the qualities we’ve experienced
from others of your village, and I hope her studies will benefit
her. The work in the south continues, but we are also busy here in
Darshek with the new trade that’s already begun, and we realise
there is much work to do on our defences here. We could use Arman’s
assistance, and your own fine work on the medical guide has
garnered a good deal of praise from several quarters —the academy
wants you to come back to them, I know that for certain fact. I’ve
not written to Arman, and I make no demand now, but as I promised,
I’m asking. If you are in a position to say yes, your country will
once again be grateful.

I hope you are well, and
whatever your decision, I remain, I trust, your friend,

Meki

Kei raised an eyebrow at the
Ruler calling him a friend, considering how rude he’d been to the
man.

He sighed. It was too soon. It
might never be the right time, however guilty he felt seeing Arman
working on a wagon wheel when he could be arranging sea defences in
Darshek.

But Lord Meki’s letter reminded
him of another he’d carried from Ai-Darbin. He went to the office
and found the file where he’d put it. Seya had pressed it into his
hands as they were leaving. “When Arman is ready to come back to
us, when you’re recovered, read this. Not before,” she’d said,
looking at him earnestly.

Arman hadn’t mentioned going
back to do his sentence, but his lover was trying not to press him.
It must have been on his mind from time to time as Arman was not
one to forget his obligations, and especially not one of that
nature. It might take a couple of months before Kei was completely
in control of his gift, but in truth, it hadn’t troubled him for a
good month. They’d been back four. Maybe he should read this
letter.

He unfolded it and found, like
Meki’s, it was also brief.

Kei

Among the letters from Lord
Meki was a request that I consider commuting Arman’s sentence to
work among us to six months’ service in Darshek. I’ve consulted
with my fellow elders, and we have no objection. Should you be able
to do this, and you and Arman wish it, then I would consider such
work an ample satisfaction of his obligation. It all depends on
your condition and how comfortable you personally feel, so Lord
Meki insists that it is merely an alternative to be offered, not a
mandatory change.

However, I would be sorry in a
way not to have you both here, for his sake. I leave it in your
wise hands to decide upon.

With my sincere good
wishes,

Seya

More pressure, another push
back to Darshek. He sighed again and folded the two letters
together, putting them away in the file for safe-keeping. He
couldn’t think of it now. But some day, he would have to do so.

Not long after, the front
door opened again, and this time it was Arman. “Gods, what
have you
been doing?” Kei exclaimed.

His lover was filthy and
smelled of metal and wood shavings. “Greasing axles,” he said
cheerfully. “Is that tea? I’m dying for some.”

“Go wash—no, don’t touch me,
you disgusting creature—and I’ll make some more.” He ducked away
from Arman’s grimy grasp and went to the stove to top up the kettle
and set it to boiling again.

A few minutes later, Arman
emerged, dusted off and grease free. He sank onto a stool with a
sigh. “Gods, my back aches. I’ve been crouched under a wagon for
about three hours.”

“You spoke to Reji? He’s very
happy with the new design.”

“Yes, while he was unhitching.
Said he had a bit of a problem with the braking, but we can fix
that. Or Vikis can. I’m just muscle. I have to say, I could wish to
be a foot shorter sometimes when we’re working under the things.”
He took a sip of the tea and sighed happily, then crooked his
finger. “Kiss. I’ve been good.”

“Yes, you have.” Kei kissed him
slowly—there was something vaguely erotic about the smell of axle
grease mixed with Arman’s own natural scent. He’d never admit it or
he’d never hear the end of it. “I was teasing Jena that we’d drop
over tonight. Can you imagine?”

“She’d kill you,” Arman said
with a snort. “Literally slice you into ribbons. And Reji would
hold you down.”

Kei chuckled. “Yes, I know.
Poor Reji, the thing he always hated about the travelling was the
lack of sex. He’s talking about taking her with him at some point
for the company and so she can visit Darshek again.”

“Can’t see why he shouldn’t. We
can cut that round trip down to three weeks for loaded wagons, I’m
sure of it.”

“If you could, it would make a
huge difference. We could actually start trading fruit from
Darshek—even from the south. And send them our perishables, such as
they are.”

Arman nodded. “I was more
thinking of people and post, actually. It’ll make a difference. We
might need to make the roads better though, and who’s to do that,
or pay for it, I have no idea.”

“You just can’t stop planning,
can you?” Kei murmured, leaning his chin on Arman’s shoulder.
“Still a general in your mind.”

“It’s just ideas. You empire
build in your own, scholarly way.”

“Don’t get defensive, it’s not
a criticism.” Kei picked up Arman’s letters. “Reis wrote, and Neka,
and Meda. The message is the same—come visit now!”

Arman chuckled. “Thought it
might be. Maybe if Reji takes Jena up there, we could join him.” He
stretched a little and groaned. “Ouch.”

“Let me stoke the bath.”

“Ah, the most beautiful words
in the Darshianese language.”

Kei grinned. Of all the things
Arman admired about Darshian, the baths were right at the top of
the list. Sometimes he had the sneaking suspicion Arman loved a hot
bath even more than he loved Kei, but of course Arman would never
admit it.

Arman spent an hour or so
looking at his post and eating a quick evening meal, but then
admitted he really, really needed that bath. They cleared up and
then Kei indulged his own great pleasure—stripping Arman and
lovingly washing every inch of that pale skin, and combing out and
soaping the unruly mane of hair, now full of sawdust and grit.
“What have you been doing?” Kei murmured as he rinsed the soap out
and lathered up again. “Sweeping the wagons out with your
hair?”

“It picks up the dust,” Arman
muttered. “I don’t know what secret you have, you always look so
sleek.”

“I use my gift to keep the dust
out,” Kei said, grinning.

“Really?”

“No. I think I’m just good at
ducking it.”

Arman examined one wet lock
ruefully. “That’s a skill I’ll never acquire, I suspect.” Kei
dumped another dipper of water over his head and he spluttered.
“Ugh. Are you done?”

“Get in, I won’t be long.”

Kei washed himself quickly and
rinsed through his braid without undoing it—it wasn’t that dirty.
Then he joined a naked and slippery Arman in a deliciously hot
bath. “Feel better?”

“Mmmm,” Arman murmured
contentedly, sliding his arm around Kei’s waist and pulling him
into his lap. Kei lay his head on Arman’s shoulder, and thought he
couldn’t be happier if he tried.

“Myka all settled?”

“Yes.” Kei hesitated. “Arman,
Lord Meki wrote to me.”

“Oh?”

“He...wants you up there.”

Arman went rigid under
him. “Why is he writing to you about that?”

Kei looked at him guiltily.
“Well, he sort of asked me to ask you. He mentioned it to me when
we were there.”

“Did he now,” Arman said
heavily, and Kei could sense his displeasure. “That was kind of
him. Was this what was bothering you so much when we were
travelling back?”

“Some.”

“And why didn’t you mention it
to me?”

“Because....” He was teetering
on the edge of a cliff here. “I was afraid.”

“You mean you didn’t trust me
to choose you over Meki?”

“No.”

Arman tilted Kei’s head to make
him look at him. “Are you sure?”

“I...knew how much you’d given
up, and I didn’t think....”

“...you were enough?” Kei
nodded. “I can’t say this delights me.”

“I’m sorry. It wasn’t the
easiest thing for me either. There were so many other things going
on.”

“Hmmm.” Arman pulled him close
and kissed him. “Do you trust me now?”

“Yes. I did before...it was me
I didn’t trust. I wasn’t sure I could go with you if you decided
your duty lay elsewhere.”

“My duty is currently sitting
in my lap and giving me cramp. Move a little, will you?”

Kei grinned and obeyed, sensing
he was forgiven. He decided it was best not to conceal any more
from Arman. “There’s something else. He’s asked Seya if you could
pass your sentence working for him, not Ai-Darbin. She’s agreed, if
you want to do it that way.”

He felt Arman getting really
angry now, and regretted bringing it up. “I won’t allow you to
suffer for Meki’s ambition and that’s final. I’ll write to both of
them and explain. Seya said she would wait, and so she can.”

Kei nodded. “Only...Arman, what
if you did go to Darshek for six months? It’s not like I don’t have
good reasons to go there myself, and the village is well-provided
for now with healers, or it will be on Myka’s return.”

Arman looked at him in
surprise. “You want me to accept?”

“I’m saying I don’t object if
you choose to work for Meki, not Seya. We both know you could do
more good in Darshek than in Ai-Darbin, and their village doesn’t
need another labourer. They need more people to move there, but
that’s being encouraged from the south anyway.”

“Hmmm. Let me think on it, and
let’s talk more. Don’t let Meki or Seya push you around. I’m just
one person, skilled at destruction. You’ve saved many lives. You’re
more useful to Darshian than I am, I feel.”

“Lord Meki has another view on
that.”

“Lord Meki’s not sitting in my
lap.”

Kei grinned. “And are we not
all thankful for that? All right, I’ve told you about it, and you
can think about it. I do want to go back to Darshek at some
point—we have friends there, and I was talking to Jena about the
library just today. If we can get Lord Meki good and grateful, I
think I can exploit that.”

Arman looked at him in
surprise. “Well, aren’t you the little general too? My little boy
is all grown up.”

Kei splashed him. “Little
nothing, you great hairy bastard. A couple of inches difference and
suddenly you think you’re so much bigger and better than me.”

“Hmmm, maybe bigger,” Arman
said, grinning.

Kei rolled his eyes. “I’ve
created a monster. Five months ago, you wouldn’t have given a damn
about your penis size, and now you bring it up all the time.”

“So to speak,” Arman said,
kissing him again. Kei took a little time over responding, enjoying
Arman’s freshly cleaned mouth, and even his slight bristle was now
familiar, enjoyable. “If you keep that up, bath or no bath, we’ll
end up having sex here.”

“Myka’s away.”

“Yes, but it’s the principle of
the thing. Besides.... I like falling asleep with you afterwards.
If I have to wake up, dry off, and then go to bed, I suspect it
will spoil things.”

Kei shook his head in disgust.
“You’re so incredibly logical. I thought I’d cured you of it when
it came to making love.”

“I’m sorry. Some things are too
ingrained, and besides I’ve got cramp again. Move.”

Sighing, Kei admitted defeat
and got out of the bath. It wasn’t the most practical place in the
world and it was considered very rude, but just once.... “You don’t
even think about the fact I might not be in the mood once I dry off
and go upstairs, do you?”

Arman just laughed at him.
“You’re always in the mood. Even Reji isn’t as eager as you.”

“Oh, yes, and what do you know
about Reji’s eagerness?”

“Jena’s very forthcoming. Of
course, she expects a similar level of openness from me.”

Kei stared at him in horror.
“You don’t...you do...you don’t, do you?”

Arman grinned in what Kei
considered to be a very annoying manner. “Hurry up.
I want to go to bed all warm and relaxed.”

Kei considered telling him to
sleep in the bath, but the possibility of sex outweighed the need
to punish his irritating lover. Sex with Arman would outweigh a
good deal more irritation than Kei was feeling, which was very
little in truth. He was more glad than anything to see Arman a
little playful, confident about sex and relaxed about it too. He
was more relaxed about a lot of things, and any lingering doubts
Kei might have occasionally had about whether enticing Arman from
his home was wrong, disappeared every time he saw Arman laughing
with Jena and Reji, talking seriously to Fedor, or working intently
on one of Vikis’s new wagons, tongue stuck through his teeth in
concentration as he wrestled a joint into position. Arman’s heart
was less burdened every day, and those who loved him—and now there
were more than Kei included in that number—rejoiced to see it.

Kei lit the bedroom lamps and
climbed onto the bed. Arman, sitting cross-legged, insisted on
unbraiding Kei’s hair and combing it out before carefully remaking
the plait, obviously enjoying the task. Kei, who was always happy
to be pampered, felt his heart slow as he reacted to the gentle
grooming. “I still don’t know why yours is so much longer than
anyone else’s,” Arman murmured. “Reji’s seven years older and his
is shorter. It makes no sense.”

“It depends on luck, and Reji
has to trim the ends off more than I do. The beasts tend to chew
it,” he said.

“Oh, that sounds
unpleasant.”

“Better the braid than your
hand. If they try to chew on yours, they’ll break their teeth.”

Arman gave his hair a tug. “Are
you saying I have coarse hair?”

“No—it’s just thick and curly.
Jena thinks it’s pretty. I’ll have to keep an eye on that woman.
She spends too much time admiring your finer points.”

Arman finished the braid and
pulled Kei back against him. “Jena is a wonderful woman who holds
absolutely no attraction for me at all. I don’t even notice other
people when I’m around you.”

Kei twisted and grinned in
Arman’s face. “Gods, you don’t really think I’m jealous, do
you?”

Arman raised his eyebrows. “You
sounded it.”

“I need to tease you a lot more
so you get to know what the difference between it and reality
is.”

Arman flicked Kei’s nose with
the end of his own braid. “I don’t know if it’s possible for you to
tease me more, you impossible boy. You spend every waking moment
doing it now—you’d have to harass me in your sleep.”

“Boy?” Kei said, grabbing
Arman’s hand and putting it around his cock. “Does that feel like a
boy to you?”

Arman stroked Kei’s erection
with a skilled movement which made him jerk with pleasure. “No—but
that mouth of yours is as bratty as it comes.” He cupped Kei’s head
with his free hand and pulled him close, so that he could kiss him.
Kei closed his eyes and lost himself in the feel of Arman’s lips,
the taste of his mouth. Arman was a very good kisser, and very
dedicated to practicing his new skill. Kei liked that in a
lover—dedication, that was.

“Can I have you tonight?” Arman
breathed.

“Thought you were tired and
sore?”

“Mmmm, a bit, but I want to be
inside you.”

Kei had no problem with that at
all. He reached for the pot of cream they kept in the bedroom for
this and handed it to Arman, then lay down on his stomach,
anticipating the pleasure of preparation as much as the sex itself.
He loved being touched and played with, and Arman was always gentle
and patient, not to mention admirably thorough. He didn’t like the
kind of boisterous sex Reji did, but Kei didn’t mind. The
concentration Arman brought to bear in lovemaking made Kei feel
like he was the centre of Arman’s universe, literally the most
important thing in it—exhilarating to experience. He shivered as
Arman’s hands spread him, and a cool, slick finger stroked lightly
over his entrance, spreading the cream over him as Arman bent and
kissed the back of Kei’s neck, pushing the braid aside and licking
his skin just at the hairline. Kei sighed and bared his neck a
little more—Arman knew all his pleasure areas now, and found them
unfailingly. Kei had Arman pretty well mapped too, but on nights
like this, Arman liked to be in charge, taking his time stretching
Kei and loving him slowly. He never liked to be rushed.

Arman’s finger entered him, and
massaged him a little. Kei smiled, knowing this would take a while
and loving every moment of it. Arman had long, agile fingers and
had learned how to use them to pleasure Kei in exquisite detail.
Kei cried out a little as the finger stroked over his prostate,
gently, but still sending delightful ripples through his groin. It
grew even more intense as Arman bit his shoulder a little, the
dull, deep sensation mingling deliciously with the more powerful
ones radiating out from his lower parts. “Gods, Arman....”

Arman reached under him and
wrapped a hand around Kei’s trapped erection—it was almost
unbearably pleasurable, being touched in three such different ways,
at three different points, the raw desire racking up in him like a
rising wave.

“Oh, I’ll come, don’t!” he
cried softly, twisting in helpless delight, trying to get more of
the different sensations and not knowing which to beg for
first.

Arman’s hand on his cock eased
off, and Kei could relax again. The careful nibbles turned to
licks, long delightful strokes of his skin. He turned his head—all
he could really see was the top of Arman’s golden head, the dark
damp hair already drying and brightening into the astonishing
colour that was uniquely Arman’s. “Please,” he whispered.
“Now?”

Arman looked up. “Are you
ready?”

“Mmmm. Wait—let me.”

Arman removed his finger and
Kei sat up. He got some cream on his fingers and curled them around
Arman’s erection, as he leaned in for another deep, languid kiss.
Arman’s lust and need radiated from him, but over all of it was the
love, always there, always so strong, powerful as a drug. “Lie
back.”

“But—”

“Shhh. Lie back.”

Arman’s brief irritation
disappeared once he obeyed, and Kei swung himself so he was sitting
over Arman’s body. “You’ve been working so hard, I thought I could
do the work tonight.”

Arman smiled. “I’ve no
object...ion...oh....” The ‘oh’ was because Kei had eased Arman’s
cock inside him and then seated himself. Kei sighed too—Arman had
such a nice
cock to be fucked with. “You just like to be in
control.”

Kei grinned. “You’ve guessed
it...oh...oh!” Arman had put a slippery hand around Kei’s erection
and done something quite evil as he stroked it which sent a bolt of
pleasure through him. “You bastard,” he panted.

“How romantic,” Arman said
dryly. “Are you just going to sit there cursing me, you lazy
child?”

Kei rose a little. “You’re
obsessed with my age, you know that? Can I help it if you’re—” He
lowered himself and Arman’s eyes crossed a little. “—just—” He rode
Arman in earnest and Arman cried out in pleasure. “—so damn
elderly?”

“You talk too much,” Arman
growled and got revenge by pumping Kei’s cock with such skill and
energy, Kei lost concentration and rhythm, almost forgetting to
keep moving on Arman’s cock, until Arman tugged on his braid and
brought him out of his lust-induced stupor.

It was a contest then who could
drive the other more wild with desire, Arman cheating by toying
with Kei’s nipples in a frankly ungentlemanly manner, but Kei was
too lost in the pleasure his teasing, tweaking fingers created to
complain, too absorbed in the happiness he felt from Arman to
care.

Arman came before he did, and
then redoubled his sneak attacks on Kei’s helpless body, sitting up
with his cock still inside Kei so that he could take a firm hold of
him and stroke his erection to climax while plundering his
mouth.

Kei yelled as he came, and then
had to cling helplessly to his lover’s broad chest, panting with
exhaustion and spent desire, as his body tingled with the last
pleasurable shocks of his completion.

Arman kept kissing him, on the
lips, on the cheek and forehead, as Kei came back to himself. Then
Kei punched him feebly on the arm. “You bastard. I was supposed to
be taking care of you.”

Arman chuckled. “You’re not the
only one who likes to be in control.” He kissed Kei’s forehead
again. “That was pretty good though.”

“‘Pretty
good’? You’re getting spoiled, I think. Oh, I can’t move,” he
groaned.

“You relax. I think I’ve
recovered enough to find the cloth.”

He shifted Kei off him and made
him lie down, then padded off to the basin for a damp cloth to
clean them both with. Kei suffered the attentions because he was
too sated and limp to do anything else, but when Arman finished and
came back to lie against him, he found the energy to pull him
close. “Not bad for an old man...ow!” He rubbed his slapped bottom
and pouted. “Well, it wasn’t.”

“I’ll put you to work on that
wagon we’re building and see who cries for mercy first, you
horrible boy.” Arman closed his eyes in contentment. “This is why I
like to make love in bed,” he said sleepily. “Who wants to move
afterwards?”

“Hmmm, good point.” Kei
snuggled closer as Arman put his arms around him in a warm,
comfortable embrace. “You know, I don’t think I care where I live
any more, so long as it’s with you.”

“We don’t need to talk about
this now.”

“I know. I’m just saying it.”
Arman stroked his braid, almost a ritual for him, something that
gave him a strange amount of pleasure. Kei loved feeling the
contentment rolling off his lover as he did it. “I wish I hadn’t
been so afraid of living in Utuk with you. I could have been with
you sooner. I’m such a coward.”

Arman kissed him again and then
looked into Kei’s eyes. “You’re the bravest man I know. Utuk wasn’t
about me. Utuk was about losing your family, your friends, all you
had suffered. I was amazed you could allow yourself to set foot in
it again.”

“But it was also you, and
Karus—”

“Not enough. I would never have
asked it of you. Stop feeling guilty. It’s unnecessary and foolish.
And you still talk too much,” he said with a wry smile. “Go to
sleep and stop fretting. We’ve both given the world enough of
ourselves, it can wait for our attention a little longer.”

“Yes,” Kei said with a peaceful
sigh. The world would not wait forever, but it didn’t need to
intrude tonight. All the world he needed was right here holding him
tenderly, love for him shining in astonishingly blue eyes.

And for now, in this time and
in this place, he was completely content.
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