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Bearing Fruit: 1

Kei’s office door opened and
closed behind him. “Hello, Arman.” But then he stopped with a
frown, used over twenty years’ experience to quickly dissect his
lover’s mood, and finally turned. “What’s happened?”

Arman’s stern, handsome face
betrayed nothing of the turbulent emotions Kei sensed within him.
“Nothing bad, I assure you.”

“Then why are
you...?” Excited,
worried...sad.... “Has someone been
hurt?”

Arman shook his head as
he came over to kiss Kei on the forehead. “No, nothing like that.
It’s just...a rather surprising letter was delivered this
afternoon. By the Prijian ambassador. In person.” Kei raised an
eyebrow at this surprising news—Tir Kamus was a genial and
enlightened fellow, but like most Prij of his class, very aware of
his dignity. Delivering mail to the Darshianese Rulers would
normally be well beneath him. “Tell you about it while we have a
swim?”

Kei agreed—the warmer weather
always lured him outside, and he’d been stuck in his office the
whole day. Sometimes he wondered how he’d ever let Lord Meki talk
him into taking this job, though most of the time he loved it and
the people around him. But when the sun was hot and a delicious
salty breeze blew in from the harbour...and he could see Arman
naked....

“You have the most disgusting
thoughts, Master Healer,” Arman said, slapping his bottom
gently.

“Hey! Become Gifted, have
you?”

Arman only grinned at him,
taking his hand to tug him towards the door. “After all these
years, my love, I can tell when your thoughts become unfit for
small children. Come on, there’s a lot to tell you.”

They weren’t the only people
taking the late spring air, or indeed, heading towards the swimming
beach. They had Lord Peika to thank for the fact that the water was
far cleaner than it might be. As a father and a water lover, he’d
personally seen to the rigorous application of laws concerning the
dumping of waste from ships and dwellings into the ocean. Not only
was it safe to swim in Darshek harbour, it was also safe to eat the
fish caught from it. The same was not true in Urshek or Utuk or
Garok, sad to say, so Arman’s brother had reported to them. As Kei
looked forward to his favourite recreation—second favourite, he
amended scrupulously, squeezing Arman’s hand in silent apology—he
sent good wishes in the Ruler’s general direction. Swimming made
the hot weather in this city so much more bearable.

“So, come on. What’s in this
famous letter?”

“An invitation from the
Sovereign of Kuprij to the most illustrious Rulers of Darshek, to
visit Utuk. There was also,” Arman continued, ignoring Kei’s
startled surprise, “another request which I have to pass on to the
Master of the academy. Which is you, of course.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that, dear.
What request? I swear, I’ve delivered babies that came out with
greater speed than this news.” Kei narrowed his eyes. “You’re
teasing me. You’ll pay for this, you bastard.”

“I look forward to my
punishment,” Arman said with the serenity of someone who’d faced
all Kei’s threats and survived. “My hesitation is because...well,
damn it—they want you
to come and open the new academy down there. And
they want me
to go with you as part of the official
delegation. Me—by name. Sei General Lord Arman himself, as the
letter called me.”

Kei blinked as he tried
to process all this information. “Me? In Utuk? You?” Arman was
apparently completely serious, cautiously watching Kei to see his
reaction. “Why? Why me, and more importantly, why
you? Is
this a trick?”

Arman sighed. “It’s the obvious
assumption, of course. Except...there’s nothing to gain from it,
because harming either of us would be an outright act of war.
Nothing indicates that his Serenity wants that—quite the contrary.
They’ve been putting considerable efforts into strengthening ties
with us. Kamus says that the sovereign asked for me because of my
‘symbolic power’. Now, I know Nivuman is not unaware of my history
or of what happened last time I was there, and I very much doubt he
wants more riots—so I have to assume he knows the risks and
believes the benefits outweigh them.”

Kei was still trying to
absorb the astonishing idea of Arman actually being invited back to
a country which had soundly rejected him twenty-three years before,
and where his mere presence less than seven years ago had provoked
angry riots. “He’s making a statement,” he said slowly. “A
big statement. He wants you to poke some people in the
eye.”

“Yes. That would be my
guess. But I do
have great symbolic power, in fact, if his aim
is as stated, to foster close relations between the two countries.
It’s a clever idea—we all agreed on that when we met this
afternoon. No one’s really sure what to do, though.”

Arman walked on again, and Kei
fell into step beside him. Stripped of his Ruler’s robes, and
wearing the most ordinary of civilian clothes, Arman looked no more
significant—though infinitely more handsome, Kei insisted to
himself—than any other Prij walking along the harbour path. Darshek
now had a sizeable foreign population, and one heard Prijian being
spoken almost as often as Darshianese. The Prij who stayed were the
adaptable ones, the tolerant ones. The kind who strengthened their
new home, and brought new skills to it.

And Arman was surely the most
adaptable, tolerant and strengthening Prij of all. A very potent
symbol indeed, for all his harmless demeanour as they strolled
along, anonymously as they both preferred. A Prij from the very
highest strata of a highly stratified society, once holding its
second highest military rank, and an intimate of the former Ruler.
And then condemned by his own people as a traitor for bringing
peace, for ending a pointless war with a country which then offered
him a home and a lover, rising to become that country’s ruler, and
one of its most lauded citizens. To most Prij, he was still a
traitor—but it seemed the virtues which made Arman so highly valued
in Darshian were also not without merit to His Serenity, Nivuman,
sovereign of Kuprij. “Will you go? I felt your excitement...and
sadness...your father,” Kei said, suddenly realising the
implications. “You want to go before....”

“Before he dies, yes. You can
say that, Kei. Everyone dies, and my father is in his
seventy-second year. A long life for one of us and you know
it.”

Kei briefly rested his head on
Arman’s shoulder. “His loss would be no less painful for coming
after a long life. Seeing you arrive in triumph, welcomed...would
be a wonderful thing for your family.”

“If
it’s not some kind of a trap. Nivuman knows
you’re a former hostage. He knows your role in the ending of the
war, he knows you’re gifted...the military man in me can’t help but
think we would be giving the Prij two valuable personnel whose loss
would affect this nation badly, though I say it myself.”

“Your loss
would affect this nation badly,” Kei insisted, looking deep in
Arman’s intensely blue eyes. “Then refuse politely. It’s not like
you have to go.”

“No. Quite.”

As they walked along, the sun
beating strongly down on them, Arman was silent until at last they
reached their destination. The beach was crowded with families and
friends, and it was a bit of a struggle to find a place to undress
and leave their clothes. As a Ruler, Arman could have commanded any
amount of space for himself. Arman would have rather forgone
swimming for all time than thus abuse his position. Instead, they
excused themselves as they squeezed in between two family groups,
and quickly shed their clothes, leaving them in a tidy pile for
their return.

The water’s edge also teemed
with people—children splashing, parents helping their youngsters
learn to swim—so that he and Arman had to strike out to deeper
water before they had room for a proper workout. Kei was a great
advocate of swimming as an exercise, especially, as he had to
ruefully admit, for men and women of his age, and Arman had taken
his advice very seriously. As soon as the evenings were long enough
and warm enough, he would come down here as often as possible and
swim for an hour or more. His enthusiasm for this activity and his
other pursuits, meant that, unlike Lord Peika or Lord Jiv, whose
waistlines had slowly spread along with their dignity over the
years, Arman was as trim and nearly as fighting fit as he’d been
when Kei had first met him. Not at all bad for forty-eight, Kei had
to admit, admiring the way Arman’s powerful arms sliced through the
water as he splashed his way across the harbour. Kei followed him,
and though he was pretty fighting fit himself, he really had to
work to keep up with his lover. He realised that Arman had a
specific destination in mind—he was heading to the other end of the
beach, a good quarter-mile away, and which was far less
crowded.

They shook themselves dry as
they reached the land. Kei helped Arman squeeze the water from his
heavy braid, while Arman returned the favour. “It’s the one time I
really regret all this damn hair,” Arman muttered as he held the
dripping thing piled on his head.

“You say that nearly every
time,” Kei reminded him, though after they found a suitable place
to sit on the sand, he did try to squeeze it a little more to show
willing. Arman’s braid was so thick, that was the problem—it held
water like a sponge.

Finally he gave up trying to
fight the hairy mass, and instead leaned against his lover,
signalling rather clearly that he would very much appreciate
another kiss, thank you. Arman got the message, and gifted Kei with
a long, slow caress that would lead to activities probably not
particularly befitting the dignity of either of their offices, nor
polite in a public setting like this unless they were both
sensible. Kei hated being sensible, but one had to think of one’s
fellow citizens, he thought, sighing as he reluctantly sat up and
indicated that they’d better stop. Arman took his hand and began a
gentle massage, an affectionate habit that Kei had come to adore
over all these years. “You still want to go, don’t you?”

“Yes. I don’t know why,
really—except for Father. But it’s not like I haven’t accepted some
time ago that each time he visits might be the last time I see him.
Sooner or later, it will be the last time, and I’m
not moving back to Utuk just to sit and wait for him to die. He’d
consider me a fool, and rightly.”

“And it’d be a mistake to spend
so much time thinking of how much you’ll miss them when they go,
while they’re still here and vigorous. Mari hasn’t indicated he’s
unwell, has she?”

“No, not at all. Just the
arthritis, as always. It’s only his age that gives me concern.”
Arman stared out to sea, his aristocratic features in profile, his
mouth turned down. Kei sensed his sadness once again. It wasn’t so
much that Arman couldn’t face his father dying at the natural end
of a long and busy life, but that he and his parent had wasted so
much of that long life in a stupid estrangement. Arman always felt
he’d cheated himself and his father—it was a regret that could
really never have an answer.

“We could just go, you and I,
as private citizens. Slip in and out—it’s not like you’re that well
known personally anymore, and since Mekus has gone, no one will be
fomenting trouble against you.”

“No, they probably wouldn’t.
But if I’m going to go, why not go in style and have it serve
Darshian, and not merely my own satisfaction? You don’t have to
come with...ouch!” Arman gave him a wounded look, as he tugged his
braid away from Kei’s hand. “What was that for?”

“That was for being a
pissing idiot, my beloved. You are not going away to a foreign land
again without me. I thought we settled that once and for all.” He
glared fiercely at his lover until Arman sighed, then kissed him in
apology. “Hmpf, I should hope so too. It’s bad enough that in a few
months or so, Karik and Romi will be off to Andon again, and I’ll
have that to worry about.”

“Then I won’t go. It’s not
important. It’s not like I would have planned to go if this
invitation hadn’t come.”

Kei looked critically at
him. “You would
have planned it, except for me. It’s not your
own safety, is it? It’s mine.”

Arman lifted his hand and
kissed it carefully. “You don’t belong in Utuk. I don’t belong in
Utuk, but there’s Father and Tijus and Mari and the children....
But they know my life is here. I won’t subject you to a dangerous
sea journey and a possibly hostile reception for their sake. Oh,
stop that,” he said crossly, as Kei tugged his braid again. “Now
what did I say?”

“No one’s been lost on the
Darshek-Urshek journey in fifty years, so it’s hardly dangerous.
And why would they be hostile to me? Everyone loves me,” he said
with fake sweetness, then dodged the mock slap. “Well, they
do.”

“Some of us do, assuredly,
though the gods alone know why sometimes. You forget that a small
but prominent group of senators hold you personally responsible for
my defection.”

“A small and out of
favour group, you mean. I bet Nivuman wants to use
me to
poke them in the eye. They don’t scare me,” he declared stoutly. “And
I do want to see this new academy. It’s such a wonderful
project, you know that. My main reservation is the length of time
it’ll take to do this—we spent all that time at New Year in the
village, and I still want to go there for end of summer. When’s the
opening?”

Arman shrugged. “At our
convenience, actually. Kamus was being incredibly accommodating—we
can come when we want, stay as long as we want, bring whoever we
want with us. Including, he was careful to point out, any of our
Gifted friends.”

Kei looked at him in
renewed amazement. “That is accommodating. Nivuman is
really Prijian, isn’t he? He seems too sensible
sometimes.”

“I’ll ignore the racial
slur because it’s true. Yes, he’s one of mine, but brighter than
most, and he owes nothing to Kita or Mekus. He’s worth
cultivating—and
worth supporting. Showing him to have the
backing of the Darshianese—and our Gifted friends—won’t do
him any harm in some quarters. The others will hate him whatever he
does. My brother says Nivuman has his eyes on the future. Darshian
could do with more leaders like him in charge of
Kuprij.”

“Yes, we could.” Kei tried to
examine his feelings honestly on the subject of returning to a city
which had given him a good deal of sorrow—but also the magnificent
and beloved man beside him. “I really would like to do this,” he
said thoughtfully. “In some ways, though, I could wish for a longer
journey, not a shorter one, come back through the dry regions so I
could meet my people, see how things are for them on the ground.
The south is sadly neglected compared to the three most northern
villages.” Arman gave him a sharp look. “What?”

“I wonder if you’ve suddenly
developed the gift of mind-speaking, that’s all. Because the Rulers
were just talking about this very idea—that if I and anyone else
were to go, we could turn it into a proper cross-country
procession, bringing the Rulers to the people. It seems incredible
that something like this hasn’t been done before.”

“How long do you envisage?” Kei
felt his own excitement rising, however much he tried to temper it
with caution. The Prij couldn’t be trusted, not as a nation.
Everyone knew it—even Arman knew it. To be involved in a political
game, however peripherally, could be highly dangerous—as Mekus and
his family and hangers-on had found to their cost five years
before.

“Say...two months? Three at
most. Sail to Utuk, do the necessary, then cross to Urshek and
travel overland—we could still be in Ai-Albon when we usually
would, and finish the journey that way. You’re right—Ai-Kislik and
Ai-Beyto have had an unfair share of attention over the years
simply because of their proximity. And it’d be a good opportunity
to beat the drum for Romi and Karik’s outfit too.”

“For all kinds of things,” Kei
said, suddenly enthused. “I mean—not everyone has to come to Utuk,
but this could be a real chance to show the face of the government
to the people, and show what they’re getting for their money, so to
speak. It could even become a regular thing.”

Arman raised a golden brow at
him. “Let’s not get too excited. This might all end in
disaster.”

“My lover the optimist,” Kei
said, poking him in the side. “Worth putting to their lords and
ladyships?”

“Certainly. But something to
spend a bit more time considering, too.” He pulled Kei almost into
his lap and stared into his eyes. “My father sent me home to you.
He knew that meant he and I might never see each other again, and
there was a perfectly honourable alternative that would have let me
stay with him for nearly two years. Yet he sent me back to live my
own life with my own lover, and he would be furious if I accepted
this invitation for us both, putting you at risk, simply for his
sake.” He raised a hand to forestall Kei’s objection. “There may be
other good reasons to accept. But he would be the first to discount
anything that involved his own preferences.”

“Like father, so like son.” Kei
said, sighing. “It’s not actually wrong to do things because you
want them, you know. And besides—I’d like to see him again. Your
father is a very good man. Talking to him is a pleasure, and you
know how fond I am of Mari and your brother’s family. So let’s
visit, and if we can promote learning and tolerance as we go, then
why not?”

Arman only nodded, looking
thoughtful. Kei could sense the same mixture of emotions as
before—excitement and worry—and understood them because he felt
them too. This could be a wonderful thing for both of them—or it
could be a huge mistake. They would probably only know which once
they landed in Utuk, and by then...well, it would be too late,
wouldn’t it?

~~~~~~~~

“Have you got the doll?” Karik
asked as he tied off his pack.

“First thing I put in, dear,”
Romi said, amused as ever by his lover’s obsession with detail.
“Your braid’s coming loose.”

Karik stood up and put his
hands on his hips. “Well, fix it, damn it—what do I keep you around
for?”

Romi grinned, and came
over obediently. “Bossy little bastard—turn around.” Rebraiding the
plait took moments—giving Karik a little scalp massage and a few
gentle kisses on the back of the neck, a little longer—but Romi
didn’t begrudge the time. Touching Karik was never
work.

But finally he flipped the long
golden braid and announced he was done, and Karik turned, put his
arms around him and kissed him. “Thank you,” he said, voice going a
little husky with desire. “I want....”

“But we’ll be late....”

“Damn. We have to be so quiet
at their place.”

“Maybe I should try gagging
you.”

Karik stuck his tongue out at
him. “You’re just a little too fascinated by the idea of tying me
up, you know. But you’re right, we’ll be late, and if we don’t
hurry, we won’t get a lift, so move.”

Romi bowed low. “Yes, your
lordship milord Karik sir. You’ve no manners at all, you know.”

“None at all. What do you
expect from a scientist?”

“Not a lot. Come on.”

They left the barracks, along
with dozens of other soldiers finishing their shift for the day.
Romi liked the Darshek barracks a good deal, and though he
understood why Karik was making plans for a house of their own a
little closer to Kei’s home and Seiki’s, he’d be sorry, in a way,
to leave. It had welcomed him and he’d fitted in well, even in the
four months since he’d officially taken up his new position. Even
Karik said he didn’t really mind living in barracks, though the
lack of privacy and the inability to have his parents to stay
meant, in the long run, they needed to move. Romi was happy to do
whatever made Karik happy, because he already had the two things in
life he needed—his lover and his job.

They got a lift into the
centre of the town, and walked the rest of the way, with still
enough daylight that Romi didn’t need to set any sprites before
them. There had been a thunderstorm that afternoon which had played
merry hell with Karik’s training exercise, but now the rain had
gone, though there were still flashes and cracks on the horizon.
Romi suspected it would rain again that night. Though it made
soldiering a nuisance at times, the farmer’s son in him couldn’t
help but have his spirits lifted a little by the scent and taste of
rain in the air. Rain meant life, survival—never to be taken for
granted, even here on Darshek plain where drought was rarely a
problem. He glanced at Karik, saw the contented look on his lover’s
face, and knew he too enjoyed the weather’s gift. Besides, it
cooled things down, and in this city, you didn’t take
that for
granted either.

Seiki was there to greet them
as she nearly always was, and so was Jes, wildly excited at seeing
her Pa, running down the path towards Karik to be swept up into a
hug. “Gods, Jes, you’re getting to be such a big girl! Your poor Pa
won’t be able to lift you for much longer.”

“Romi-Pa can lift me, can’t
you?”

“You bet, sweetheart.” Romi
kissed her cheek, still amused at the nickname she’d gifted him
with about a month ago, to everyone’s surprise. “We can always lift
you together. Hello, Seiki.”

Jes’s mother kissed his
cheek, then Karik’s. “Hello, you two. I’m so glad you turned
up. Someone’s
been bouncing up and down all afternoon because
you’re coming over, haven’t you, Jei-chi?”

“I only bounced
once,
Ma-Ma,” Jes corrected sternly. Romi struggled not to grin since Jes
had a highly developed sense of dignity and he didn’t want to
offend her. She made her father put her down, then took his hand.
“Come in now.”

“Yes, my lady,” Karik said, his
mouth twitching with humour. Seiki just rolled her eyes at Romi and
shared a smile with him. Jes was very certain who was in charge in
this household. Not even three and a half years’ old, she was queen
of all she surveyed.

Mila was waiting for them in
the kitchen. Karik went to her immediately and took her hands.
“Well?”

“Yes,” she said, her cheeks
dimpling with pleasure.

Karik crowed with delight and
swung her around. “Oh, wonderful! Ma will be so pleased.”

“Ma-Ma, what’s Pa doing?”

Seiki bent and picked her
daughter up. “Tell you later, darling,” she said, giving Romi a
look. He understood—announcing Mila’s pregnancy would have to be
handled carefully. Jes tended to be very jealous and protective of
her parents, and learning there would be a competitor for their
attention would not be received well. But she’d got used to
him quickly enough, and she was a sweet-natured child. It would
just need things to be done properly.

Karik abandoned Mila now, and
crouched down in front of his daughter. “Jei-chi, Romi-Pa made you
something. Would you like to see it?”

She clapped her hands. “Me!
Give it to me!”

“Manners, daughter mine,” Mila
said peacefully, coming up to stand beside her lover. “Ask
politely, please.”

Jes glanced up. “Um...May I?
Please, Pa?”

Her mothers nodded in approval,
and Karik grinned. “Romi?”

Romi knelt to undo his pack,
struck by a wave of uncharacteristic uncertainty. He’d never made a
child’s toy before, and though Karik had done the fine finishing
and assured him it was good, he really didn’t know if it would
appeal to Jes. He’d only started it on a whim, back in Ai-Albon as
he’d sat talking to Karik’s friend Risa, a new father himself and a
skilled wood carver. Risa was already busy making toys for his son,
though the child was hardly old enough to play with them, and Romi,
left to his own devices a lot of the time while Karik and his
parents sorted out their problems with Kei and Arman, had begged to
be shown how to do it. Dimly remembered lessons from Romi’s own Pa
on how to whittle came back to him, and Risa had shown him how to
add hair, joint limbs and finish the wood so it was safe for a
child to handle.

His first few efforts had been
atrocious, but never liking to fail at anything, he’d persisted.
Karik gave him tips on how to make the mannequin more lifelike, and
finally, he’d produced something that Kei himself had declared
‘very nice’. Once Karik had painted the face, Romi really thought
it wasn’t half bad at all, and the hair—finest lemul wool,
carefully glued and stitched to resist tugging—certainly looked
real.

But now he wondered if Jes was
ready for such a thing, and if she wouldn’t declare it ugly. She
wasn’t one to hold back her views. “Close your eyes, sweetheart,”
he said, “and put out your hands.”

She did so promptly, squeezing
her eyes tightly shut and sticking her arms out straight in front
of her. Romi laid the doll carefully in her hands. “Now you can
look.”

She opened her eyes, then her
mouth made an ‘O’ as she looked at her prize. “Mine?”

“All yours. Do you like
it?”

She cuddled it to her chest.
“Mine,” she said firmly.

“I think that’s a ‘yes’,” Mila
said with a grin. “Jes, what do you say?”

“Thank
you, Romi-Pa.”

“You’re welcome, Jes,” Romi
said gravely, his heart filled with absurd pride at the pleasure of
a three-year-old’s approval.

Karik knelt down beside Romi.
“What are you going to call him, Jei-chi? He’s got to have a name,
you know.”

“He’s mine,” she said,
frowning, as if her father was rather stupid.

“Yes, dear. But what’s
his name?”

She looked at her father, then
the doll, still frowning. “I don’t know. Do you know, Pa?”

“No, I’m afraid that you’re the
only one who knows that. Maybe it’ll come to you. Don’t worry about
it, darling,” he said, patting her head.

“Jes, bring your doll with you.
It’s time for supper,” Seiki said. “Thank you, Romi,” she
whispered, kissing his cheek. “It’s really lovely.”

He was turning into a complete
softie, Romi thought, as he sat, eating his supper, and feeling all
warm with delight watching the child ‘feeding’ her doll, and
talking to it. He’d spent very little time around children, and
had, out of necessity, driven all thoughts of being a father out of
his mind. But now, seeing how such a small thing could give Jes so
much pleasure, actually watching her learn something directly
because of something he had made, trying out new things right there
in front of him, was a thrill almost like the first time he’d taken
command of a squad. It made him feel a genuine part of this little
family, that he had repaid the generous welcome he’d received from
them, and even more delighted that Karik had given Mila a sibling
for Jes, and a new daughter or son for the two of them. Though he’d
never be a father in his own right, he was being allowed a real
taste of parenthood, and was grateful.

Seiki was watching him
with a little smile on her face. “Was I being ‘loud’?” he
asked.

“No, of course not. You really
are part of our family, Romi. Jes keeps talking about her new
‘Pa’—Mila finds it funny, and very sweet.”

“I thought you might mind.”

Me? Gods no. I’m the last
person to stand on convention. Wait until number two arrives—you’ll
find ‘fatherhood’ isn’t just a title.”

“Looking forward to it. Will
Kei be back before she’s due? Does he even know?”

“Not yet. Mila said to let Jena
tell him when they get to Ai-Albon. She wants him to deliver her
like he did Jes, but she’s got plenty of people to look after her
until then. Jena’ll enjoy giving him the news.”

Romi nodded. Kei and Karik’s Ma
had settled their differences, though it had taken the full three
weeks they’d been in the village for it to happen. Before that
though, there’d been a lot of tension and more than a couple of
shouting matches. The marriage of Karik’s friend Gyo to his lovely
young cousin, Meran, hadn’t been enough in itself to make peace,
and if anything, for a few days it drove the two friends further
apart. Romi had kept as far out of it as he could, and so had
Karik’s Pa. It was essentially something that Karik, his mother and
Kei had had to resolve between them. It had all been very painful,
but by the time Karik and Romi left to head south to Romi’s
parents, Kei and Jena had finally made up. When they’d got back to
Darshek, Kei had been much happier, and Karik confirmed with his
father that things were back to something approaching normal. But
it had been a serious and distressing breach, and Romi guessed that
Seiki thought as he did, that anything which increased the stock of
goodwill between the two friends, could only be a good thing.

After supper Jes was put to
bed, and the four of them could speak freely about Mila’s news. She
was thinking, she said, that the house would need another room
eventually. “Or we could move, but I’d hate to do that. I love this
house,” she said, squeezing Seiki’s hand.

“There are others just as nice,
darling,” Seiki said, giving Mila a sweet smile. “But Jena and Reji
will probably stay with Karik and Romi once they have their own
place, and your mother could too, at a pinch. It’ll work out.”

“How will Jes react?” Karik
asked, pouring himself some more tea.

“I really don’t know,” Mila
said. “But I expect she’ll get over it even if she’s upset. Of
course, you being away so soon after won’t help.”

“Sorry, Mila, but we really do
have to go to Andon next year. It’s only going to be for three
months, and only to Tsikiugui. No chance of us getting lost
again.”

“You better not,” Seiki said
sternly. “I don’t think any of us can stand that kind of strain any
time soon.”

“Have Kei and Arman arrived in
Utuk yet?” Romi asked.

“Not yet. I’ll let you know
when they do. I half wish I’d been able to go, though it really
would have been impossible. Neka’s still in two minds about whether
she should have gone or not.”

“I think she was right
not to,” Karik said. “She’s needed here—and if something happened
to her and Kei....”

“We’d never recover,” Seiki
said, her expression sombre. “Gods, I hope their journey goes well.
Boats make me so nervous.”

“Jera’s with them, they’ll be
fine,” Karik said. “And it’s a very safe run.”

“I’m more worried about Utuk,”
Mila said darkly. “I’ve heard such terrible stories about the
war.”

“That was a long time ago,”
Romi pointed out. “Arman was satisfied it was safe. You know he’d
never risk Kei.”

“No. But that won’t stop me
worrying.”

“I’ll just be glad when they
both come back and everyone stops wandering off,” Seiki said,
sounding slightly cross. “Jes was complaining about Kei going away
so much, and I don’t blame her.”

“It’s just been a bad few
months,” Karik said, not without a guilty glance at Romi. “But this
trip’ll do a lot of good for the country. I just wish we’d had more
warning—it would have been such an opportunity to recruit. Arman
said he’d do his best for us, but it’s our job, not his.”

“My job, Karik,” Romi corrected
gently. “You’re just staff.” That got him a poke in the ribs from
his lover. “It’s true, you know that.”

“Huh. Then I guess you’ll
be sleeping in the ordinary bunks from now on. Can’t have the
captain sleeping with his staff, can we?”

Karik was perfectly
capable of carrying out this threat if provoked. “I only
meant, beloved,” he said, as Mila and
Seiki grinned at them, “that your job is to be the brains, and my
job is the man management. Recruitment’s my
responsibility.”

“I have to work with them, and
besides, how would you know if someone could do a survey
properly?”

“I’d just throw them at
you and make you fix them. That’s your job.”

“Huh. See what I have to put up
with?” Karik said, appealing to their companions. “Isn’t he an
oaf?”

“He’s a perfect darling,” Mila
said. “And I haven’t thanked you yet for that toy—it was wonderful,
wasn’t it, Seiki?”

“It really was. I’ve never seen
a doll that well made. I can see we’ll keep you busy,” she said,
grinning at his embarrassed pleasure. “Karik, you never said Romi
was so talented with his hands.”

“Oh? I could have sworn I
mentioned it. I know I put them to good use.”

“You know,” Romi said, glaring
at him as the women giggled knowingly, “I think I preferred it when
you were all shy and innocent about sex.”

“Innocent? With Kei as my
uncle? You must be thinking of someone else, Romi-Pa.”

Though he and Karik had the
next day off so they could spend it with Mila and Jes, no one
wanted to sit up late since they’d all been on the go since early
that morning. Once safe in Mila and Seiki’s tiny third bedroom,
Karik was very eager to prove how much he wasn’t shy or innocent
about sex any more, and indeed, Romi was finally forced to stuff
his hand into his noisy lover’s mouth as he came. He pulled Karik
down on top of him, ignoring the mess between them. “You’re
becoming more uninhibited than is good for you,” he scolded, then
licked the sweat from under Karik’s jaw where it trickled down.
“Lucky me,” he added with a grin.

“Sticky you, you mean,” Karik
said, pouting at being hauled into the evidence of Romi’s pleasure.
“Let me up,” he insisted, though only after winning another
kiss.

Romi lay back and let Karik do
the clean up for a change. “I’m so happy for Mila,” Karik said
quietly, wiping Romi’s stomach with a thoughtful expression. “I
just wish pregnancy wasn’t so dangerous.”

“You said she’s strong and
healthy, and there was no problem with Jes. Kei will be back, and
you know he’s the best there is at childbirth.”

“Best at everything, I think.
I’m going to be a father again. Feels very strange.”

“We both are, in a way.”

“Yes,
Romi-Pa.” Karik tossed the cloth into the basin and set it aside.
“Is it enough for you?”

Romi clasped him firmly and
tugged him down on top of him again. “More than enough. All I want
is you. The rest is a bonus. I’m enjoying things as they are.”

“Good.” Karik snuggled close,
as Romi put out his fire sprites, leaving them in silent darkness.
Soon Karik’s breathing changed, and the weight of his body altered
subtly, so Romi knew he was falling asleep. He wouldn’t be far
behind him, but as he slipped into the half world between sleep and
wakefulness, he had a vision of himself as a father, dandling his
son on his knee, being called ‘Pa’ and teaching him the ways of
life just as his own father had taught him.

“‘d be nice,”
he muttered sleepily, then curled closer around his sleeping lover
and between one heartbeat and the next, he was off.
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“Well, this is
familiar,” Kei muttered as they stood on the deck in the brilliant
sunshine, waiting for the royal barge to make its way across the
water towards their ship, ready to take them to the dock for the
official reception and a formal lunch. Once more they stood with
troops behind them, Arman on one side, Lord Peika on the other, and
Jera there to protect them. Only this time, as Arman had pointed
out at dinner the night before, they came not as prisoners, not as
victors, but as equals. This was a mission to solidify a peace
already made, not a peace yet to be won.

Arman squeezed Kei’s hand as he
peered hawkishly across the water. Lord Peika, his wife, and Jera
were perfectly relaxed, looking as if they quite enjoyed things,
but Kei simply couldn’t be that sanguine. The next hour or so would
either prove Arman right or disastrously wrong, and only Jera and
their soldiers stood between them and the might of the Prijian army
and navy.

So far, things had gone
nicely—a smooth trip, a polite reception in the harbour, with
generous supplies of fresh food and water ferried to them along
with his Serenity’s compliments and an invitation to the formal
reception this morning. Two senior palace officials had come to
present the invitation, and had stayed to share supper in the
captain’s cabin, an assurance, unspoken, that the donated food was
quite safe to eat. Such an assurance was not merely for show, or at
least, it once would not have been. No one really knew if the new
sovereign was more honourable than his predecessor, though the
indications were promising. Nivuman was an unknown quantity, even
to many of his subjects. He’d been a compromise candidate, plucked
from the obscurity of his country estate on the strength of a
distant familial connection with the ruling family and hastily
installed after the assassination of the previous sovereign, and
doubtless many might have thought him a pliable and easily
manipulated puppet. This had not proved to be the case, to the
delight of some and the displeasure of others.

So far, Arman’s father and
brother had been cautiously impressed, and Tijus had been elevated
to one of the inner councillors, not without some trepidation on
his family’s part. It wasn’t always a good thing to be an intimate
of the sovereign, as the brief but bloody uprising five years
before had demonstrated. Lord Peika was curious to meet the man.
Kei would be simply glad to get out of the country alive and with
all his limbs intact.

The Darshianese delegation
wasn’t a small one—they had two hundred troops with them, and
thirty people from the Rulers’ officers and the academy, not
including Kei and Arman themselves. However, only he, Jera, the
Rulers and Lord Peika’s wife, Veta, would go across to dry land
this morning, accompanied by fifty of the troops. It would be
expected, Arman said. Too small a display would be seen as either
contempt or stupidity. Too large, of course, could be seen as a
threat.

The negotiations over protocol
had made Kei’s brain hurt, and he’d only been involved
peripherally. Even the exact clothing he wore now—a brand new
shirt, jerkin and trousers, though not his Master’s robes since he
was there this morning as consort, not Master—had been settled in
advance. Naturally, Arman looked absolutely splendid in his crimson
Ruler’s robes, a rarely seen chain and medallion—a gift from the
king and council of Andon—adorning his neck, while an exquisite
silver clasp that Meda had made for him as a birthday present was
fastened to the end of his braid. He looked magnificent, and
betrayed not an iota of the anxiety Kei could feel pulsing through
him.

The barge was within hailing
distance now and a polite exchange was carried out before Arman and
Lord Peika were formally requested to step on board the barge. Jera
floated all of them down onto the barge’s deck, while the troops
were loaded in more mundane fashion into the longboat to follow
behind them. The Rulers were greeted with low bows, and Veta
graciously escorted to a cushioned seat. There was a slight delay
until the long boat had been filled and was ready to go, and then
the barge was set in motion. “Could have flown us across,” Jera
whispered. “Much faster.”

“I think you probably scare
them,” Kei whispered back out the side of his mouth, keeping a
serene expression on his face. The barge was very luxurious, for
sure, and the dozen oarsmen had them moving fairly swiftly towards
the docks. Kei remembered the docks very clearly and with no
fondness. He really hoped he could put his fears about this city to
rest on this visit, but the fluttering in his gut simply would not
stop. Arman seemed lost in his thoughts. Kei didn’t want to
interrupt them, but he already hated this, and wondered why on
earth he’d agreed. Oh...it had been his suggestion. Silly him.

As they drew close to the pier,
a blast of martial music startled him, but it was simply a welcome
from the Prij. They were led, again with almost painful courtesy,
up the ramp, and discovered quite a crowd of people waiting for
them, some in elaborate senatorial robes, all obviously of high
rank. These were the great and the good, doubtless meaning to bring
lustre to the occasion, though Kei couldn’t help a painful
flashback to his first arrival in Utuk as a tired, heartsick,
rope-bound prisoner, being displayed to an arrogant mob. Arman laid
an apparently guiding hand on his shoulder, the discreet pressure
meant to comfort. Kei pulled his courage together and smiled.
Smiles were good.

A senator stepped forward, and
to Kei’s unutterable relief, he recognised Arman’s brother. Tijus
bowed low, smiling broadly. “His Serenity sends warm greetings and
regards to the illustrious Rulers of Darshek. He welcomes you to
our country, as indeed do I.”

Lord Peika grinned—he and Tijus
had become friends on Tijus’s few visits, and they were much alike
in many ways. “The Rulers and people of Darshek and of Darshian
thank his Serenity for his graciousness, and for the kind welcome.
Senator, I believe you know my companions.”

Tijus winked at Kei. “Yes
indeed, and you are thrice welcome.” He bowed to Veta, and greeted
her, then held out his hand. “Brother? Or should I call you Sei
General Lord Arman?”

“Only if you want to be
spanked,” Arman muttered in a voice intended only for the immediate
circle. He clasped his brother’s hand and shook it. “Greetings,
brother. Is our father well?”

“Well and delighted that you’ve
come to Kuprij once more. Kei, how good to see you again.”

“And you, Tijus. More than you
know,” he added in a low voice.

“Ah. His Serenity thought you
might like a familiar face or two. Arman, you recall my
companions?”

Introductions were made, then
Tijus invited them to step into an elegant calash. By now, the
Darshianese troops had landed, and were asked to form an honour
guard directly behind the vehicle, before their party was driven at
walking pace up the Avenue of the Gods, Prijian troops ahead of
them, the senators and their ladies in calashes behind them. Kei
was surprised to see they were expected by the populace lining the
avenue and watching curiously, even cheering from time to time.

“Why isn’t anyone throwing
anything?” Kei muttered, smiling graciously all the while.

“Things have changed, my dear
Kei. A lot of these people have your soldiers to thank for their
homes being saved along with their lives. I’m not saying there
isn’t resentment—but there’s more goodwill than you’d think.” Tijus
shrugged and grinned. “Besides, everyone likes a show, and it’s a
decreed day of rest in your honour. People like that.”

Canny. A little bribery, a little
entertainment, and a lot of curiosity. He wondered how many of the
people watching them had seen the show the Gifted had put on for
the populace on their last visit, and were hoping for more of the
same. It made him wish they’d brought Reis and Neras after all, but
Arman and Neka had decided that they weren’t the best people they
could send on a delicate diplomatic mission. Jera was a much more
stable and genial person. Right now, he looked completely harmless,
and clearly just enjoying himself.

Kei didn’t know Utuk well—he’d
had little enough chance to see it—but it seemed to him there were
changes. There were statues he didn’t remember, a couple of
buildings which looked new or at least, newly refurbished, but what
struck him most was the lack of underlying anger in the people
around him. The first time he’d encountered it, the population of
Utuk had felt almost like a carcho waiting to pounce, though he had
hardly been in a fit state to really appreciate all that had been
going on. After victory had been won, there had been a dull
resentment of the Darshianese, punctuated by fury and overlain by a
general hostility which might not, Kei now realised, have been
entirely directed at them. The war had not been popular—too many
ordinary people’s sons, brothers and fathers had been caught up in
it. Many of those men had come home, of course—but many had
not.

It had been long-held,
slow-burning anger over that, but more so over rising unemployment
and the ever-increasing taxes to pay for pointless extravagance,
which had played into deliberately fomented agitation and had led
to vicious riots and the assassination of the sovereign. Utuk had
taken years to fully calm and stabilise. That it had done so at all
had certainly not been thanks to the now departed Senator Mekus,
who’d been behind an attempt to assassinate the new sovereign in
order to put his granddaughter on the throne, and to stir up more
unrest in a city still smoking and bloodied from months of
rioting.

Still, Utuk, and indeed Kuprij,
had been peaceful for some time now, and it appeared that peace was
not purely artificial. Problems remained, and Kei was under no
illusion he was visiting a just or equal society. But Nivuman
seemed wedded to rule by law rather than force, and that made him
someone Kei wished success upon, at least as a governor of this
country. For the rest—he would wait and see.

Though Arman had relaxed
considerably for the presence of his brother, and they and Lord
Peika chatted amiably about nothing much at all, Arman was actually
watching the crowd as closely as he would watch any enemy. Since he
clearly detected no threat, Kei could trust to his judgment and
also relax. Jera’s presence helped, no doubt about it, but without
Neka, they wouldn’t have any early warning of trouble. Kei’s own
gift was about all they had in that regard—but he sensed nothing
untoward. The crowd wasn’t being especially warm, but it was a long
way from the jeering and arrogance Kei had experienced the first
time.

Their journey took twenty
minutes, though it couldn’t have been a mile from the docks to the
palace. At the royal residence, the gates swung open smartly and
they were ushered in without the slightest challenge. Kei couldn’t
help remembering the hostility of their last arrival, and the angry
(and probably long dead) senator who’d blustered so. Also dead,
perhaps thankfully, was Arman’s former superior, Blikus. Time
didn’t heal all wounds, but it did heal some. As those with the
greatest hate died or lost influence, things were bound to
change.

They were conducted to a large
courtyard, and only when all the calashes had arrived and the
nobility had disembarked, were Kei and his companions invited to
descend, to a flare of horns and thudding of huge drums. He knew
what that meant, and looked towards the large brass and wood door,
now being swung slowly open. Sure enough, through it came a figure
dressed in long, full robes, followed by a dozen courtiers.

More horns, then the crowd fell
entirely silent. Arman and Lord Peika walked toward the sovereign,
Tijus at their side. This, Kei knew, had also been the subject of
intense discussion. The correct form when meeting the Prijian
sovereign was to kneel—but the Darshianese bent the knee to no man.
The correct form in greeting a Ruler was to bow—but the sovereign
bowed to no one, since they did not acknowledge there being anyone
of higher rank anywhere in Periter. As Kei watched, the agreed
compromise was perfectly—and gracefully—executed. Arman and Lord
Peika bowed politely, as if to one of their own, and the sovereign
acknowledged it with a slight bend of his head, as one senator
would greet another. Honour served, all three men relaxed.

Kei, Jera and Veta could now
approach. The sovereign was a man of about his own age, or perhaps
Arman’s, short, slightly balding, with intelligent green eyes set
in a deceptively ordinary face. Passed in a crowd, he would excite
no attention at all, and though he stood straight and proud, there
was no arrogance about him. Veta curtseyed—she’d been
practicing—and the sovereign held out his hand. “My dear lady,” he
said in perfectly clear, pleasantly accented Darshianese. “Welcome
to Kuprij.”

“Thank you, your highness. I am
very glad to be here.”

He smiled, then turned to Kei.
Arman was behind him. “Your highness, allow me to present Master
Kei of Darshek and Ai-Albon.”

“Ah, Master Kei, what a
delight. I ordered copies of your paper on timkir leaf oil to be
placed in our library, and studied most carefully. I believe it
will be of great use in developing a stronger resin for boat
caulking.”

Kei blinked, before remembering
his manners and bowing hastily. “Your highness honours me.”

“Nonsense, we’re honoured to
have such a scholar among us. Though I wasn’t aware you were
interested in the commercial application of plants so much as their
healing properties.”

The man was staring at him
intently. “Your highness, I discovered the properties of the timkir
oil while looking for a better wound suture. Such is the nature of
investigations.”

“Yes, I know. I look forward to
talking to you further about your work. Lord Arman, would you
introduce this other gentleman, please?”

Arman cleared his throat. “Your
highness, this is Jera, one of our Gifted citizens.” Jera bowed on
cue, then straightened and smiled at the sovereign, quite
unabashed.

Kei could feel the curiosity
rolling off the man. “So, you are one of the magicians of Darshian,
sir?”

For the first time, Jera looked
a little taken aback. “No magician, your highness. I just...do
things.”

“Oh, care to demonstrate?”

Jera glanced helplessly at Kei.
“Uh...well, like this.” One of the calashes—complete with all four
jesigs—rose slowly into the air. The jesigs squealed a little in
fright, but Jera controlled them so they couldn’t move. Gasps of
astonishment came from the crowd—but from the sovereign, only more
curiosity. He waved his hand to indicate that this was quite enough
for now, thank you, and the calash was lowered carefully once more.
Jera was still controlling the animals—very wise of him, Kei
thought.

“How wonderful to have
such power,” the sovereign said, almost conversationally, then
turned to Arman. “Of course, I remember a somewhat more
impressive display twenty years ago, down on the harbour. As do you,
no doubt.”

Arman was completely calm—at
least outwardly—as he answered. “Yes, your highness. Jera was with
us that day too. He was the one who lifted the statue of Lord
Niko.”

“Ah. Made quite an impression.
That was an achievement, Sei Lord Arman—to end a war without the
loss of a single civilian life, and with honour. However, we shall
speak no more of those days, because we are at peace, and earnestly
wish to remain so. Madam, do me the favour of accompanying me
inside? Senator, please, bring everyone? We have people waiting to
meet you all.”

And then he walked Veta
in as if she was a Ruler herself, and he but her humble attendant.
Kei followed behind them, shocked to his core. He’d
met the
previous sovereign. She’d have no more offered her arm to a
Darshianese than she would have eaten it raw, and as for chatting
politely and knowledgably about timkir oil.... He sensed Arman was
equally surprised. Lord Peika was rather pleased with everything,
and Jera mainly radiated relief, presumably at not having been told
off for causing such a fuss the last time he’d been in
town.

“Are you
sure he’s
Prijian?” Kei muttered as Arman took his arm politely, as a good
spouse should, to lead him into the palace.

“Blond hair, green eyes, think
so. Shhh.”

“But he’s
nice!”

“He’s also on home territory
and with a point to prove. Be quiet and smile, please,” Arman said,
doing just that and bowing slightly to someone he appeared to
recognise. And still no one threw anything. Amazing.

Dazed and wondered if he was
dreaming the whole thing, Kei followed Arman’s lead—and the
sovereign’s—through the imposing, heavily ornamented hallways,
until they came to a pair of massive, brass-bound and studded
doors. A brief delay, and then armour-bearing soldiers opened the
doors as another harsh, warlike fanfare was sounded. The sovereign,
still leading Lord Peika’s wife, stepped through, and Kei and Arman
followed.

The sight before him dazzled
him—sun poured through the large glass windows onto gilt and gold
and silver, while elaborate jewellery sparkled and glinted wherever
he looked, almost blinding him. The colours overwhelmed too—bright
Andonese gemcloth on the women, and vast, intricately made pictures
on the walls, all formed a kaleidoscopic effect. It was a real
effort to restrain himself from shading his eyes like a provincial.
Even before he could adjust, his ears were deafened by a sudden
rush of sustained and apparently genuine applause from what seemed
like hundreds of hands. He sensed, rather than saw, Arman bowing,
and hastily followed his lead. When he stood again, he realised
that the gathering was not quite as large as it first appeared,
though there were at least a hundred people in the room, not
including the guests and the guards.

He smiled appeasingly, and
wondered what this titled elite made of their little group, but he
wasn’t given time to stare for long. A polite servant directed him
and the others to a row of highly ornate, high-backed chairs,
behind a long table. The sovereign, naturally, sat on the most
impressive chair in the centre of the row—a throne, Kei
supposed—and Veta was taken to sit at her husband’s side. The
sovereign seemed quite content for the applause to die down of its
own accord, and though he did nothing to encourage it, it went on
for some time.

When it finally ended, his
highness stood again. “We thank you for your patience, good
senators and ladies. Allow me to present their lordships Peika and
Sei Arman of Darshian, and their gracious companions, Veta, Kei and
Jera. Many of you will remember Sei General Arman and the role he
played in bringing peace between our two countries. We welcome his
return to Kuprij as one of its most illustrious sons.”

Kei stared in
astonishment. Last time he’d sat in this palace, Arman had been
treated with utter contempt and labelled a filthy traitor.
Most illustrious son?
He discreetly poked a finger in his ear—no, his
hearing was fine. Arman sent him an impatient look to make him
stop, so he did. But it didn’t stop his surprise.

The sovereign spoke for a
little longer, welcoming the group, and talking of the many
discussions that he hoped would occur while they were in residence.
Lord Peika stood and thanked the sovereign for his kind welcome,
extending the warm wishes of the Darshianese nation towards the
people of Kuprij. Several senators rose to make speeches, something
Kei could have done without—he was hungry, and desperately wanted
to speak to his lover about the whole incredible situation.

But finally speechmaking came
to an end, and socialising and the meal could both begin. Another
Darshianese was led to the high table to sit with them. Kei
recognised ambassador Yuko—a personal friend to all of them, and
greeted with real delight. It felt almost like a normal dinner in
the Rulers’ House, and when the food arrived, Kei felt even more at
home. Someone had read up on Darshianese taste, and instead of the
over-rich, over-sauced fare he’d been forced to endure last time,
this was the kind of simple stuff he would have eaten in his own
house. They were even served water and juice, rather than wine,
which he’d thought they never did in this land.

He risked a glance at the
sovereign—and found the sovereign looking steadily back. The man
lifted a goblet in salute. “I trust this is to your taste, Master
Kei?”

“I’m sure it is, your highness.
It looks delicious.”

The sovereign smiled and bowed
his head a little, then turned to talk to his companion. But Kei
was under no illusion that the Darshianese weren’t still being
carefully observed, however obliquely.

Yuko was as pleased to
see them as they were to see him, but he had yet another surprise
to deliver. “There was, ah, some discussion about where you would
all stay, my lords,” he said, grinning at some private joke.
“Naturally, his Serenity extended the hospitality of the palace to
you, but in his graciousness, suggested you may be more comfortable
at the embassy.” This puzzled Kei—nothing had been mentioned about
accommodation and he’d assumed they’d be guests of the Prij.
“However...another offer has been made which might be even more
acceptable. I leave the decision to you.”

Arman frowned with what Kei
sensed was genuine annoyance. “Yuko, what in hells are
you...Father!”

Arman blinked, his mouth open
in shock. Kei jerked at the sudden switch in his lover’s emotions,
then looked to where Arman was staring. And indeed it was Senator
Armis himself, walking slowly and with immense dignity towards
them, his twenty-year-old grandson, Tije, in attendance. Arman
clambered to his feet, and disregarding all protocol, left the high
table and rushed to meet his father, dropping to one knee and
bowing his head. His father looked sternly disapproving, but placed
one hand on Arman’s bright hair and quietly said something. Kei
looked to his side and found Tijus grinning like a fool. Even the
sovereign was hiding a smirk politely behind his hand. “He’ll wring
your neck,” he whispered to Tijus.

“Maybe, but it was worth it.
Besides, dear Kei—symbolism. Potent symbolism. Arman is one of ours
as well as one of yours, and his Serenity wants that kept very
firmly in front of people’s minds, at least while you’re all
here.”

Kei sighed. This kind of thing
was beyond him—he left the politics to Arman and his assistants. He
was just a humble healer, and not up to these games.

Arman led his father and nephew
up to Nivuman, where all of them bowed, Tije kneeling in the
correct manner, though his grandfather was clearly unable to do so.
The sovereign stood and spoke to them all quietly, then, smiling
graciously, indicated that they too should join the high table. It
was more and more Darshianese with every passing moment, Kei
thought, shaking his head, as he stood to greet his lover’s father.
“Sir, it’s a blessing to see you again,” he said, bowing low.

“Oh, don’t bow to me,
young man,” Senator Armis said, though he smiled. “But find me a
chair, would you? We’ve been kept waiting while you people did your
hand shaking and flag waving. Ah, Arman, you didn’t mention that
we’d have the pleasure of your friend’s company once
again.”

For some reason, Jera blushed
bright red, his embarrassment a solid wave rolling off him. “Ah,
about that, sir...um....”

“Oh, never mind, never mind,”
the senator said, waving his hand. “Water under the bridge. Holding
grudges for twenty years is a habit I’m trying to get out of, isn’t
that right, Arman?”

Arman only lifted a sardonic
eyebrow. “As you say, Father. Tije, your grandfather’s chair. Thank
you.”

Once the senator was
seated, he sat back and put his hands on his cane, looking severely
at everyone, until his gaze lit on Kei. “I think I owe
you an
apology, Kei. These nitwits knew what was happening, but I don’t
suppose anyone bothered to keep you informed.”

“Father,
I didn’t
know either,” Arman said, clearly trying not to grin.

“No, but you should have.
Anyway, you can share your brother’s guilt. I trust you’re well,
Kei?”

“Yes, sir. Very well, very
pleased to see you again. How is Tir Mari?”

The old man banged his cane a
little in emphasis. “In a tizz, my boy, in a tizz, but otherwise in
perfect health. I presume you’re all coming back to the house,
hmmm? Well, your lordships?”

“Er, of course, Senator,” Lord
Peika said hastily. “Uh...but there are rather a lot of us....”

“Not all of you—just the
related ones and a dozen or so of their closest friends. You’re not
implying my hospitality isn’t up to it, I hope?”

“Not at all, sir. My wife and I
would be delighted to accept.”

“Actually, Peika,” Tijus said
with a polite cough, “Temir and I were very much hoping you might
consent to come to us. With Father’s permission of course.”

His father waved
impatiently at the pair of them. “Do as you wish, your lordship. I
predict Mari will have more than enough to amuse her. Now, if we’ve
settled our domestic arrangements, I wish to hear all the
important news. Arman, you begin.”

For all his apprehension, it
turned out to be one of the more enjoyable meals of Kei’s
experience, and though it was still more formal than he was used
to, by Prijian standards, it was almost as casual as eating from a
food stand in the market. Senators and other personages came up and
introduced themselves, joined the conversation briefly and left,
expressing a wish for more prolonged contact in the future. The
sovereign also joined in, inviting Kei with Tije at his side, to
come to him and discuss Kei’s recent work. They spoke in
Darshianese, Kei pleased to find Arman’s nephew following the
conversation easily.

He was even more pleased—and
surprised—to learn the sovereign had a keen interest in botany,
being something of an amateur expert on the subject, and on the
domestication of wild birds for commercial use. He had, he said, a
large collection and was sponsoring several breeding projects on
Kuplik. “If there were time, I would invite you to my own estate,
Master Kei. I fancy it would be of some small interest to someone
like you.”

“It would be fascinating, your
highness, I’m sure. I would invite you to visit our research garden
in Darshek, if it didn’t breach protocol—I’m a dunce about such
matters, I’m afraid.”

“Hardly,” the man said dryly.
“But sadly I think it won’t happen for some time, if at all, for
while there are eight who rule in Darshek, there is only one
sovereign of Kuprij, and my country rightly demands that I grace it
with my presence. However, there are those who can go and learn in
my place, and bring back that knowledge and share it with the rest
of us—and then, through this academy, we can teach and share with
even more, perhaps even returning the favour. Perhaps one day soon,
our fine young people like this fellow here,” he said with a smile
at Tije, “won’t have to travel to Urshek and Darshek, and instead
will learn all they need to right here in Utuk. We lag behind you
Darshianese for now, Master Kei—but one day, we will be your
betters once more.”

The smile and mild tone
took any offence out of his words, and indeed, Kei was all for
intellectual battles if they removed the necessity for military
ones. “It’s a competition in which I would gladly engage, your
highness, but your citizens are welcome at my academy, and always will
be if I have any say. Our Prijian students and teachers are fine
additions to our corps.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Master
Kei. Unfortunately, you don’t always hand them back, and I see a
future for our country in which our finest minds are needed and
used. If they settle in Darshian, then that won’t happen, will
it?”

He was on dangerous ground
here, but familiar ground for all that. “A valid point, your
highness. But since some of the people who remain are female, and
thus unvalued by your society, I don’t know that Kuprij has lost
more than it throws away in the first place.”

The sovereign didn’t
reply, but instead stared at him with disconcertingly sharp eyes.
Kei strove for calm, wondering if he’d stepped over the line. He
couldn’t sense
anger, but some people were adept at hiding
their feelings even from themselves. Beside him, young Tije sat
ramrod straight, and seemed to have picked up on the fact that the
conversation had become suddenly serious. It wasn’t just Tijus’s
neck that would get wrung if Kei dragged his boy into a political
row.

But the sovereign only sat back
and sighed a little. “It is, as you imply, a regret, Master Kei,
that half our population should be so underused intellectually. My
esteemed predecessor, may her name be forever blessed, naturally
proved that women could and do rule, but her reign perhaps did not
advance the cause of female education as one might wish in an ideal
world. Things are changing, Master Kei, albeit slowly. I advise you
to watch us and note what we are doing, and, I trust, you will give
me the benefit of your honest views once you have done so.”

Kei bowed his head. “I should
endeavour to do that, your highness. I meant no offence.”

“None taken. You deal in facts,
and you spoke of one, however unpalatable. It is not, I caution
you, a popular topic among certain members of the ruling classes.
But more, perhaps, support your views than you think.”

“I hope so, your highness.”

Another benign smile. “Good.
Now, I’ve monopolised your time long enough, and I’m sure you and
Sei Arman are tired after your journey. In a few minutes I’ll
leave, which will set you all free, and we can start these
formalities again tomorrow. I’ve been assured that you will be
taken to see the academy then.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

“And thank you, Master Kei.”
The sovereign turned to Arman’s nephew. “Sei Tije, your family has
served this country long and faithfully for many years. I expect
great things of you.”

“Thank you, your highness,”
Tije said, a blush staining his cheeks and reminding Kei strongly
of Karik.

The sovereign smiled again, and
dismissed them. Kei was glad to be released, because manoeuvrings
at that level were just not his thing at all. Arman looked at him
with concern as he took his seat with a deep sigh of relief. “Are
you all right?”

“Oh, fine, fine—could someone
to wake me up when this is all over? Because I’m certainly dreaming
all this, aren’t I?”

“Yes, of course you are, my
love,” Arman said, patting his hand, then turned back to listen to
what the new arrival at their table was saying.

His food had gone cold, but he
was hungry enough not to care, and it was the kind of plain food
that didn’t need to be piping hot to have any taste. He was too
busy thinking about what the sovereign had said to be concerned
with mere food anyway. Was he serious? Was he really planning to
promote female education, in the face of hundreds of years of
ignorance and ‘tradition’? If anyone could, surely this man could—a
man who greeted the so-called enemy like brothers, who welcomed and
publicly blessed a supposed traitor and complimented him to the
rest of his caste. A man who talked without arrogance or pretence
to a complete stranger, and who offered honesty instead of
politics. Either Nivuman would be Kuprij’s greatest sovereign in a
hundred years—or someone would make another serious attempt to get
rid of him before he changed too many things.

But the middle of a state
reception was not the place to make this observation to Arman. It
was only after the lengthy meal was done, and they had all decamped
to Arman’s father’s house, been greeted ecstatically by Mari and
Temir, and finally allowed the privacy of their own room, that Kei
could finally speak his mind about this. He did so as his lover
helped him bathe in the disgustingly unhygienic contraption that
the Prij used for this purpose. Arman was silent for a few moments
as he considered his response. Kei concentrated on scrubbing the
salt off his skin and out of his hair, and wished for a genuine
Darshianese bath. They had them at the embassy, he recalled
mournfully, though he didn’t begrudge Arman the time with his
father in the least.

At last Arman nodded. “From
what Father and Tijus have said to me, not just now but in the
past, Nivuman is actually a very cautious man. He’s made
significant changes, but he’s been careful to do them in areas
which don’t excite much emotion or in a manner which doesn’t do so,
and always with a complete lack of flamboyance. Which is why I was
taken aback by what happened today—it’s not characteristic in the
least.”

“So why? It was a dangerous
thing to do, wasn’t it?”

Arman poured fresh water
carefully down Kei’s braid, and wrung it out before answering. “Not
as much as it appears at first. That wasn’t a random selection of
senators today. They were handpicked, all supporters. The
procession, I grant you, was more of a risk, but as Tijus said, the
temperature is very different from what it was six or seven years
ago, or even four years ago. He will have judged that very
carefully, or we’d have been whisked to the palace in complete
anonymity.”

“I still don’t know why he
wants us here at all.”

“Because he needs the
Darshianese and he knows it, and he wants the Prijian people to
know it—not just our army, but our education and our teachers. This
academy might be the most important thing any sovereign has done
for Kuprij, and it’s mightily overdue.”

Kei was finished, and stepped
awkwardly out of the stupid bath. Arman handed him a drying cloth,
then rang the bell for more water—it really was a most inconvenient
business. At least Kei didn’t have to do the water fetching this
time. “He said he thinks one day it’ll overtake the Darshek
academy.”

“It might well do, but I won’t
cry if it does. I’m only sorry Karus didn’t live to see it. It was
one of his dreams, you know. He would be very pleased by this
sovereign.”

“Perhaps he’s reborn here and
about to be one of the new students,” Kei said, smiling to cheer
his lover’s slightly gloomy thoughts. “Nivuman went to astonishing
lengths to make us feel welcome, don’t you think?”

Arman smiled wryly. “Ah, well,
that was partly just his own innate courtesy. Kita was a dreadfully
rude woman, and cared not a whit for anyone’s comfort but her own.
I got the impression Nivuman runs his palace like he runs his
estate, and if his estate is anything like Father’s, then serving
food that his guests would enjoy is simply what he would do
anyway.” He took over towelling Kei’s hair for him. “But he was
also saying—to his carefully invited group—that change can occur
without pain, and without the Prijian state being threatened. The
aristocracy already uses Darshianese healers and tutors—I wouldn’t
be the least surprised if Darshianese cooks suddenly became
fashionable after today.”

“And that can only be a good
thing,” Kei said fervently. “I tell you, I don’t know why all your
nobles don’t drop dead at forty from the diet they eat. It’s not
good for them in the slightest.”

“Some do, of course.
Unfortunately, not those one might wish did.” He paused in the
towelling. “Father looks well, doesn’t he?”

Kei sensed the anxiety. “He
looks very well indeed. I’m not his healer, but I’d gladly speak to
them about his health. I’d be surprised if there was anything wrong
with him other than his age and his arthritis.”

“He just seems rather...frail.
Like Karus was, just before—”

“Not to me,” he said
firmly. “He’s troubled by his hip somewhat, but his colour is good,
his mind is alert, and he seems otherwise vigorous. My love,” he
said, pulling Arman in for a kiss, and then putting his arms around
him. “He is
seventy-one, and he’s getting older. But no
faster than anyone else, not that I can see.”

“It was...when I saw him again,
I just.... Damn it, I miss the old man so much sometimes,” he
whispered against Kei’s ear.

“Then tell him that. I know
he’ll grump and call you a fool and tell you not to be
sentimental...but tell him. Because he loves you and misses you
too. He was so pleased to see you today—it radiated off him.
Pleased and proud as anything. Say it and bear the grumbling, and
know that you didn’t miss this chance.”

“Like I did with Karus, you
mean.”

Kei looked into Arman’s sad
eyes. “No. You didn’t miss any chances with Karus. Karus knew you
loved him, and you knew he loved you. He died with you in his
thoughts and in his heart. You can give the same gift to your
father—let him know that he is there with you, even when he finally
has to go. But I think that’ll still be some time from now. Karus
was a lot older at seventy than your father is.”

“We’re long-lived,” Arman
murmured. “So everyone tells me.”

“Better be,” Kei said sternly.
“Because I’m counting on it.” He tugged Arman’s braid. “Now, get on
with your job. My hair is serious business, I’ve told you that
before.”

“Yes, sir, Master Kei. How
could I forget my position so?”
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They stayed for three weeks,
and Kei would have gladly stayed a month longer, so useful and
enjoyable had the mission turned out to be. The opening of the new
academy would be one of the fondest memories of his life. The
building wasn’t new, but had been greatly extended, with one of
Utuk’s finest architects commissioned to design a place of grace,
of grandeur and of welcome. A piously respectful place as well,
with statues of the Prijian gods prominently positioned outside the
building, but Kei understood that too sent the message that the
deities would bless the endeavours within it.

The ceremony itself was a
showpiece of Prijian culture, with a long but enjoyable display of
singing and classical dance, and speeches from the new Masters and
the sovereign. There was also a long blessing with the regrettable
sacrifice of a black lemul, but it seemed to be the expected thing,
and there was no doubt that having the favour of the priests would
stand the academy in good stead.

Kei was the main guest of
honour, slightly to his surprise, and fêted like he was royalty,
which embarrassed him no end. He ended up giving the inaugural
lecture in a huge and exquisitely decorated auditorium, to an
audience of over a thousand, people squeezing into every available
space, even sitting on the floor—men and women alike, and from all
classes since it was declared open to all. His decision to speak in
carefully rehearsed Prijian was greeted with enthusiastic
applause.

The topic of his speech had
been left entirely up to him, so he’d decided to talk about why
he’d become a healer and why he felt healers had such an important
role in society. He spoke of the quest for knowledge which drove
him, which had driven his parents—of the patients they could save
now, that in his youth might have died, and of the patients they
lost now but would, he knew, be saved in the future by the
discoveries made by people in the audience in front of him. He told
them of how even the simplest observations could lead to important
discoveries, and that the finest instruments a scientist owned were
their eyes and their mind.

“And never forget this,
all of you who hear me today,” he said, concluding his speech. “A
healer heals the injured and the sick. We do not kill. We do not
heal only those whose colour suits us best, or whose politics. We
don’t ask, can this patient pay us? We don’t draw out suffering to
increase our fee. We only heal, by the grace of all those healers
and researchers and teachers before us, and our own humanity and
skill. Sometimes we can only offer a peaceful death, but in that we
heal too, because we give the family and friends ease from
their fear
and their sorrow, knowing their loved one passed safely and with
kindness. But in everything we do, everything we try, everything we
say to our patients and their kin—let this be the guiding
principle. We heal. We do not harm. May your gods guide your hand
and your hearts, my friends.”

The applause went on for nearly
ten minutes, and Kei, well used as he was to public speaking and
lecturing, was reduced to tongue-tied pleasure by the response.
Disrespectful man that he was, Arman said it was the quietest Kei
had been in twenty years.

He was invited to give three
further lectures which he gladly agreed to, and the personnel he’d
brought with him were fully occupied advising everyone from
teachers to librarians. Some agreed to remain and continue that
advice, and Kei promised to send further assistance as soon as he
got back to Darshek. The academy was headed for a brilliant future,
and with the patronage of the crown and many of the nobility, it
would be a great success.

That it was intended to reach
out to all levels of society had not gone unnoticed by the Prij or
the Darshianese. In one of several private meetings he, Arman and
Lord Peika had with the sovereign, Nivuman was frank about the fact
that he wanted to raise the intellectual attainments of his entire
population. He wanted health to improve, literacy to improve, and
the quality of industry to rise. In this, he had the support of a
surprising number of the aristocracy, who were sick of a society
which so singularly failed to reach its potential.

“We must move slowly, as I am
sure Sei Arman appreciates,” the sovereign said. “But I have been
reading your own histories, Master Kei. Your society also began
slowly in such reforms, and from an even lower base than we do. I
know I will die long before I achieve my aims—but I will die, I
trust, knowing they are well on their way to being achieved. Peace
and prosperity are the safeguards of my legacy, as they have been
of your country’s.”

“Then, your highness, I hope
the peace that exists now, will continue until long after you and I
are both dead, because I have seen enough of war,” Kei said.

“We all have,” Arman
agreed.

The sovereign gave him a long
look for that remark. “I have watched your career closely for many
years, Sei Arman. I saw you rise through the ranks, become a
general, and everywhere I went, there were whispers about you,
about how you would become Lord Commander, and maybe even
sovereign.”

“Me?” Arman looked genuinely
startled, something Kei hadn’t seen in a while. “I never had the
least ambition....”

“Nor I,” Nivuman said dryly.
“Nor any thought of my brother dying and I inheriting his position
and my father’s estate, but yet I did. Just as you had no idea all
those years ago of ruling north Darshian, and yet now you do. After
you left, there were many pitying words said about your poor
father, your poor brother, and the shame they had to bear. Not so
much pity now, I fancy.”

“If I may be frank, your
highness?” Nivuman nodded gracefully to indicate that he could.
“Why did you bring me here? You could have brought the southern
Rulers here instead.”

Kei leaned forward, listening
intently, as did Lord Peika. He doubted any Darshianese in the
entire history of their country had ever been privileged to hear
the thoughts of the Prijian sovereign in quite this detail or
honesty before. The sovereign took his time answering. “You
probably thought I was trying to annoy someone.”

“The thought crossed my mind,
yes.”

“You’d be wrong, however,
just as you’d be wrong to think I invited your fellow Darshianese
here to irritate people. I don’t do things to annoy people, Sei
Arman. I do things to make them think. Much, I fancy, Master Kei,
as you do when you’re teaching your students, yes?”

The man’s gaze, as ever, was
disconcertingly direct. “Yes, your highness. So what lesson were
you hoping your people would learn?”

“I want them to learn that
there is beauty in the ordinary things, Master Kei, and that a
country can increase the lustre of its reputation as much through
peace as through war. I want to give them the thrill of discovery
and achievement in ways that mean other people don’t have to die,
and to show that it only increases the honour of Kuprij that one of
its own people now rules in Darshek. I want them to stop feeling
ashamed. For twenty years, I’ve had it shoved down my neck that we
lost the war and our honour, and that General Arman had the reward
of a filthy traitor by losing his nation and his home. I have never
seen Sei Arman as a failure or a traitor. An unfashionable view, I
grant you, but not without its adherents,” he added with a slight
smile. “To regain our pride as a nation, we have to embrace our
past. Make no mistake, my friends. I mean to make this country a
dominant force once more. But we’ll do it with our minds and our
discoveries, not our swords. You broke us of the habit of war
twenty-three years ago, gentlemen. I will have my people sucking at
the teat of knowledge instead.”

And may your
gods, if they exist, guide you well, your highness,
Kei thought, feeling rather as if he’d been
present at the birth of something wonderful. Time would tell. He
hoped this unusual man would achieve even a small amount of what he
dreamed, for he had big dreams, and a nation needed people with
such breadth of vision.

There was much to do, and sadly
limited time to do it in. Lord Peika and Arman engaged in a busy
round of negotiations and discussions, while Kei and his staff
worked hard to bed the new academy in. Jera spent a lot of time
with them, but also visited the palace several times to show the
sovereign and his friends his powers. Their soldiers strove to
strengthen further the good relations that had been built up with
their Prijian counterparts, and everyone did their best to foster
goodwill and understanding, being met by equally determined efforts
to do the same from the other side.

Though they were all kept
ferociously busy, there was still time for family, for friends,
often at the same time, as Arman’s father graciously threw his
house open for Arman to play host to whomever he chose. In
practice, that meant personal friends from the embassy and the
resident Darshianese population, but also more than a few of
Arman’s fellow aristocrats. For the first time, Kei was introduced
formally to the people who had been Arman’s friends in his
childhood, or friends of his father, and while there was any amount
of curiosity, and perhaps a little prurient interest in exactly
what they did together in private, there was no hostility. The war
was truly over, at last.

There had been far worse
scandals since Arman’s defection, of course, and since one of
Arman’s fiercest critics and denigrators had himself proved to be
an unspeakable and undeniable traitor, it was now acceptable to
admit that of the two, Arman had been the more noble. No one had a
kind word for the now departed Senator Mekus or his wife. A good
many senior families had lost position and status as a result of
their misguided support for the pair, but even that had been
handled in a way which had been calculated to heal the wounds of a
broken society. No one was hanged or eviscerated, though a death
sentence had inevitably been passed upon Mekus and Mayl—a sentence
they’d escaped when they had fled Utuk for the Welensi Islands—and
a diplomatic retirement from office was all that had been urged
upon the most blatant of their supporters.

Mekus’s granddaughter,
theoretically in line for the throne, had been settled quietly on
one of the smaller Prijian islands, where she would live in
security and luxury, but have no claim upon the position of
sovereign—something the girl herself had readily agreed to, so Kei
was told. Even the senator who had been implicated in Mekus’ escape
had only been stripped of his rank and told to go back to his
estate to contemplate his crime—a severe punishment by some lights,
but Kei didn’t need Arman to tell him that under the former
sovereign, the man would have suffered far worse. The more capable
and less culpable offenders were now being cautiously welcomed back
into government, though they were far from being trusted. Kei had
to admire the way a mild, widowed scholar and farmer had managed a
dangerous state revolt, and come out of it not particularly hated
by most, and admired by many. Arman had once said that Kuprij had
had a long line of strong but stupid leaders. It was more than time
to try something new.

Every day was full, and every
day brought new and unexpected delights from a people and a country
Kei had feared for so long. But finally, the day of the departure
was fixed and at hand. The sorrow of parting was tempered a little
by the decision of Tijus’s son to come with them as they travelled
back through Darshian, to see something of the country and to spend
some weeks with them in Darshek. There was talk of Kei and Arman
coming back the following year to see how the academy was
progressing, and of a visit by Tijus and his family too. What
remained unspoken, though, was the fact that Senator Armis would
never travel to Darshek again—the sea journey was simply too much
for him now. If Arman did not return to Utuk, it was certain this
was the last time he would see him.

Kei gave the two men as much
time together as he could, taking the opportunity to spend time
with Mari and talking to her about the two schools she now ran, and
the two young men she proposed for scholarships. They’d had three
of Mari’s students in Darshek before, but the opening of the new
academy had meant there were opportunities now right here in Utuk.
She’d wanted his advice about what was the best thing to do in the
short term, and on their last morning before leaving, they spent an
hour or so in her lovely garden, talking about the future of the
school. Kei became so engrossed in their discussion he was quite
startled by Arman’s voice.

“Ah, this is where you are. No
one seemed to know.”

“We were hiding from you,
dear,” Mari said, smiling at him. “Are you and Armis done?”

Arman seemed rather subdued,
his emotions tangled and sad. Before Kei could get up, Arman said,
“Mari, Father would like to speak to Kei before Tijus and the
others arrive.”

“Certainly. Kei, you should go.
In the library, Arman?”

Arman nodded as Kei got to his
feet. He looked into Arman’s eyes for a clue, but found none. “Are
you all right?”

“No. But I will be. Go on, he
dislikes being kept waiting.”

Kei gave him a quick kiss, and
brushed his hand, before going into the house, now familiar to him
as his own. He knocked politely on the library door and was gruffly
ordered to enter. The senator was sitting behind a large but
practical desk which, like the rest of the room, was clearly that
of a man for whom this was a place of work as well as
contemplation. The room itself was large, dark-timbered and lined
on all walls from floor to ceiling with books, all showing signs of
long use, and not merely for show. It had, Arman said, once been
his favourite retreat, and Kei wondered if it was a simple love of
reading which had drawn the lonely boy here, or whether he had
hoped, in some small way, to connect with a distant and grieving
father through their shared interest in learning.

“Sit down, my boy. Let me order
you some tea.”

Kei thanked him, and waited
until the bell was rung and the order given to the manservant. He
knew Armis well enough by now that it would irritate him to be
reminded that he had sent for Kei for a reason. Armis didn’t forget
things like that.

Once alone, the senator folded
his hands upon his cane and stared at Kei with intense blue
eyes—not really like his son’s in colour, but the manner and
expression were identical. “You’ve made a conquest of this city,
haven’t you, Master Kei?”

“Hardly, sir, but I’ve been
warmly received.”

“Quite a contrast, don’t you
think? Coming here as a hostage the first time, and in triumph the
second?”

Kei didn’t remind the man this
wasn’t the first time he’d come in triumph—he took his point. “A
welcome contrast, yes, sir.” He waited for Armis to get to the
point, for this surely wasn’t it.

Their tea arrived and was
served, and still the senator didn’t say what was on his mind.
There was something, for sure. He was
uncomfortable and embarrassed—and sad, as his son had been. Kei
decided to break the silence. “Sir...did you and Arman
talk?”

“About what, Kei?”

“Well, about his
departure.”

The sharp gaze became even more
intense. “You mean, surely, about my mortality. Come, come, you’re
a healer. You’re more aware of the frailty of the human body than
most people.”

“I prefer to concentrate on the
person as they are while alive, sir. The only consolation I have
over the death of my parents is that we never wasted a moment of
our time together in regrets. Every memory I have of my time with
them is filled with joy.”

“Unlike those of my son or
myself, you would say.”

Kei looked at him,
responding to the pain he could feel rather than the sternness he
could see. “Did
you talk to him, sir?”

The senator harrumphed and
picked up his teacup in large-knuckled hands. He was adept at
hiding the fact of his advanced age behind his frightening
intellect and wits, but now he simply look old and frail and sad.
“My son...can’t bring himself to say goodbye to me. I can’t bring
myself to say farewell to him either. But yet I must. I need your
help, young man, though it pains me greatly to admit it.”

“To do what, sir?”

Armis thrust out his chin, and
set down his cup. “To tell him...to tell him to go live his damn
life and stop feeling so damn guilty. It wasn’t only his fault we
didn’t speak for all those years, and it’s too late to do a thing
about it. He needs to get on with his life. When I’m gone, it won’t
matter to me what happened back then.”

“Sir...Armis...I don’t think
that’s what he needs to hear from you at all. I don’t think it’s
really what you want to say to him either.”

“So you won’t help. I should
have had more sense than to ask. My apologies for imposing.” He
stared past Kei’s left shoulder and made it plain he very much
regretted starting the conversation at all.

Kei sighed. Two good men, so
very alike in some ways, and both stubborn as all hells. “Your son
misses you, Armis. He misses the years he could have spent at your
side, and in your company. There’s no way he could not regret that,
because it meant so much to him. If your final words to him are
merely to dismiss his pain, you’ll only to add to it. Is that
really the last memory you want to give him? Don’t you have
anything more...paternal...to say?”

Armis cleared his throat, and
still wouldn’t meet his eyes. “No idea what to say. The man knows
I’m fond of him. He surely knows I’m proud of him. Damn it, look at
what he’s achieved, look at what he’s doing now. He knows I approve
of that.”

Kei shook his head slightly.
“Sir...when your wife passed away, did you have a chance to say
goodbye?”

That earned him a quelling
look. “Is this any of your business?”

“Did you?”

“It...took some time. There was
never any hope, the physicians all said so...all I could do was
watch.”

“Sir...Armis...what did you say
to her?” More jaw clenching, and it was clear he wouldn’t answer.
“I’m sorry to have caused you pain, sir,” Kei said. “But
perhaps...the words you need are in your heart already.” He stood.
“Shall I leave you alone now?”

“Yes...no, wait, Kei. There are
things I need to say to you too.”

Kei took his seat again,
and waited patiently, though with a little anxiety as to what the
man might want to say to him. It wasn’t as if there hadn’t been
other opportunities to speak, and they didn’t know each
other that well. He found this a source of regret, and wondered if he
shouldn’t have pressed Arman harder on the subject of returning to
Utuk to visit his family. It had never really seemed possible
before, and while the senator and his son and family were still
capable of coming to Darshek, it hadn’t been so pressing. But there
was a difference between having someone to stay as a visitor, and
seeing them in their own homes while they were comfortable and
surrounded by friends. There was no doubt the senator was a
different man here than he was in Darshek, and Kei cursed himself
for not realising this sooner.

Armis had closed his eyes, but
wasn’t dozing, that was clear. He seemed to be collecting his
thoughts. Kei was prepared to wait—this was obviously difficult.
Finally, the senator cleared his throat. “I hadn’t realised, until
Arman came back the first time and explained, that you and your
kind, like young Jera, cannot have children. This must be a sorrow
for you and those like you.”

This was frankly the last thing
Kei had expected him to mention, and it caught him mentally on the
hop. “Er...well, yes it is. But there’s not very much we can do
about it. Some of us adopt, some...make arrangements.” He coughed,
thinking perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to mention Seiki and Mila in
front of a straight-laced Prij. “I know it’s a sorrow Arman could
not have a child because of his liaison with me—”

“Nonsense. As if you
haven’t given him far more than any child could have done. I don’t
mention it for that reason. I mention it because I think it’s a
pity, because you would have made an excellent father, as you’ve
made an excellent spouse for my son. When Arman told me he was
running off with you, I was naturally aghast at his
foolishness...but then...I was rather pleased for him, in a strange
way.” He smiled. “I disapproved of his impetuousness, of course.
But...to see my boy follow his heart, for love and for honour, to
know this was what he wanted more than anything in the world and he
was about to win it.... I prayed he was making the right decision,
and he was. You made my son a happy and peaceful man. No wife could
have done more for him, and you certainly did more than
his wife
ever did.”

“I’d hope so,” Kei said rather
tartly. Mayl was still a sore point after all these years.

Armis raised an eyebrow at him.
“Ah yes...she was rather unkind to you personally, wasn’t she?
Mekus is dead, so they tell me.”

Kei jumped a little in shock.
“Sir? When did you hear that?”

“Only yesterday. I told Arman
just now. He was heartbroken, naturally,” he added dryly.

“I’m sure. And her?”

“No one knows. She seems to
have disappeared. No doubt she’ll turn up and cause trouble again.
If she’s wise, she won’t set foot in Kuprij. His Serenity is a
forgiving sort of fellow, but not that forgiving.”

“No, I imagine not.” Mekus was
dead—was it really true? His heart pounded a little as memories
drifted in, unbidden, unwanted. Had it really been twenty-three
years...?

The senator nudged Kei’s teacup
towards him. “It was a very long time ago,” he said with
uncharacteristic gentleness. “And despite the horrors, so much good
came from that time. If it hadn’t been for the war, my son wouldn’t
be the man he is today, and I fancy, we would still not be
speaking. Nor would our two countries, I imagine.”

“A war to make peace? A
contradiction in terms, surely.”

“Perhaps, but it was what
happened. Just as my son had to leave so he could come back to me
again.” He got awkwardly to his feet, and Kei hastily rose to help
him. “Damn this arthritis. In my head, I’m still twenty. My body is
a traitor.”

“An old and faithful servant,
sir, and needing to be treated gently if it’s to serve you a long
while yet.”

“No need to humour me, young
man. I’m not afraid of death,” he said with a fierce glare as he
straightened.

“Even so, there’s no need to
wish it to come sooner than it needs to. You’re in a remarkable
health for a man of your age. I wouldn’t be laying out money to the
temples for your obsequies just yet.”

Armis gave him a wolfish grin.
“Oh, I’ve made it clear the only money they’ll get is if I’m
upright and breathing. Gives them an incentive to pray for me to
stay that way.”

Kei grinned back. “Very wise.
You want to go to the garden?”

Despite the imminent arrival of
the guests, Kei found Arman and Mari still talking together,
kneeling beside a bush Mari was showing to Arman. They stood as Kei
and the senator slowly approached, and Kei went to Mari’s side and
took her hand.

“Mari, let’s finish those
students’ reports and then I’ll help you in the kitchen.”

Mari looked at him in surprise
as did Arman, but Kei only smiled. “Arman—stay and talk to your
father.” He reached for his lover’s hand and tugged him close. “And
listen, my love,” he whispered before giving him a quick kiss.
“Come on, Mari—let’s get this paperwork done.”

She waited until they were
settled in her little sitting room. “Now what was all that about,
young man?”

“The senator and his son still
hadn’t finished their conversation—that’s all. It’s one they need
to finish.”

“Yes, they do. They’re lucky. I
never had that chance, not with my son nor my husband.”

“And what would you have said,
if you could?”

She smiled rather sadly. “The
only thing that matters. That I loved them, and I always will.”

“And that’s all Arman and his
father need to say. They just need to find the words.”

She patted his hand. “I think
they will now. Bless you, Kei. Now—to paperwork.”
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“Son, you’d
get a better view of the road if you climbed a tree near the
waterhole than wearing out my floor to look out the window every
two minutes.”

Romi grinned as Karik flushed.
“Sorry, Pa. But they should be here by now, shouldn’t they?”

Reji calmly continued his
harness stitching as he answered. “Depends on whether they stopped
to pick flowers or not. They’re travelling with a big group and who
knows who stopped by to talk to them? Arman can’t just race on like
he normally would. They’ll be here soon enough—want me to find you
some more chores to take your mind off it?”

“Pa! I’m on holiday!”

Reji wagged an awl at his lad.
“No one gets out of chores in this house, you know the rule. Not
unless we can’t catch you.”

“Sounds like a hint, Karik,”
Romi said, getting to his feet. It was probably time to drag Karik
outside for a walk—his lover had been on edge for hours despite
working hard at various small jobs his parents had asked them both
to do. He was such a little boy sometimes, though to be fair, the
entire village was in a tizz because of the imminent arrival of the
Rulers’ caravan. Just because one of the Rulers was Arman, didn’t
mean this wasn’t a big thing for Ai-Albon. The frenzied cleaning
and restocking that normally took place around now had started
early and no one had been immune. Jena and Reji had probably been
the most relaxed but even Reji had repainted his windowsills. He’d
claimed they needed doing anyway. Romi didn’t doubt that but
still....

The village summoning horn cut
across their thoughts, and though it instantly made his heart race
as it did those of all Darshianese, he quickly realised the message
was ‘Friends approaching, all welcome.’

“They’re here!” Karik yelled,
then raced out of the door without a backward glance.

Reji shook his head and laid
his leatherwork down. “Three or twenty-three, would you say,
Romi?”

“Three. Today, at least. Come
on, let’s go enjoy the show.”

The first time Romi arrived in
Ai-Albon with Arman, Kei and Karik, it had been a low-key affair,
partly because Kei hadn’t been at all certain how he’d be received,
not just by Jena who was guaranteed to be hostile, but by others in
the clan. In the end, his sister and her husband had discreetly
carried him and Arman away so Karik and his mother could have their
reunion without having to deal immediately with the thorny question
of her quarrel with Kei. Whatever official welcome had been made to
Arman, had happened out of Romi’s sight.

It would be different this
time, he suspected, and as he and Karik’s father walked out of the
house rather more casually than Karik had, the evidence was there
already. People were coming from all directions, looking
suspiciously well groomed and clean. Down the street, Kei’s father
and uncle, the clan head, Fedor, walked sedately with his wife,
Sira, at his side, followed by the clan elders. Being an elder
himself, Reji excused himself to join them, and Jena slipped out
from wherever she’d been working for the last hour to join him.
Children bounced up and down with excitement, and Karik paced
impatiently at the front of the crowd. “You’d think you’d never met
any of these people before,” Romi said, sighing and tugging Karik’s
long golden braid.

That got him a slapped hand and
a glare. “I just want to hear all Kei’s news, that’s all. I don’t
give a damn about the rest of it.”

“Yes, dear. Of course.”
It was probably true. Kei’s reports of the doings in Utuk had made
Karik deeply envious, and regretting even more that he and Romi had
not been able to get away to join them. Even though they’d had
several more messages through Seiki before they’d left Darshek, it
wasn’t quite the same as speaking to his uncle in person. To be
honest, Romi was more than a little curious himself about how
things had gone, but years of command had taught him just a little
self-control. Unlike some people, he thought, grinning
at Karik, who gave him another evil look before resuming his long
stare down the road.

It didn’t take long before
rising dust and the distant sound of beast feet and wagon wheels
announced the new arrivals more convincingly than the horn had, and
as they finally came properly into view, the children ran down the
road towards the caravan, laughing and shouting. It wasn’t every
day the Rulers came to the village, and people were determined to
get a good measure of fun out of it.

Romi refused to run towards the
wagons, and though Karik clearly fought the impulse to do so, his
lover managed to preserve a modicum of dignity, and waited for the
six wagons and some forty beasts to come to a slow halt at the edge
of the village. The soldiers came to the front and dismounted—the
lieutenant shouted commands and the squad split, making a perfect
honour guard between which the two Rulers, Kei and their assorted
civilian companions walked down the village’s main street. All
rather theatrical, but it appealed to Romi’s military taste, and no
one could consider it a casual arrival.

Arman stopped and spoke up in
his distinctive, drawling manner. “Clan head Fedor, the Rulers of
Darshek greet Ai-Albon, and seek your hospitality for weary
travellers.”

Fedor walked forward. “Ai-Albon
greets the Rulers of Darshek and your companions, and bids you all
enter,” he said in a clear voice, raising his hand. “Welcome home,
my lord.”

Arman grinned, and then Kei
stepped out from behind him and ran to his father, hugging his
parents enthusiastically. That was the signal for general chaos to
break out, and old friends and new were greeted and claimed and
welcomed with the generosity Romi had come to expect from this
clan. Karik peeled off, to be immediately swallowed up in the
crowd, but like Reji, Romi hung back—he figured he’d get his turn.
Jena plunged straight in, and moments later Romi saw Kei embracing
her, only surrendering her when his sister made her claim.

After a few minutes, the horn
was sounded again—Fedor wanted to speak. “Well now, everyone. Meis
and Rin have the billet assignments. My lord Peika and your lady,
please be welcome at my home. Kei, you and Arman are at your own
house with Myka and Banji. Jera, with Reji and Jena. There will be
a clan supper in the square at sunset. Lieutenant? Please speak to
captain Romi about your people. Karik, go help. Any questions?”

Arman lifted his hand. “Er,
Fedor, my nephew...?”

“Karik?” But now a tall, young
Prij had come to Arman’s side, and was looking back at Fedor with
commendable composure. “Oh, yes, of course. Your nephew.”

Arman brought the lad forward.
Karik drifted back towards Romi, watching his uncle with
considerable attention, his expression unreadable. “Fedor, may I
introduce my nephew, Sei Tije of Utuk, son of Senator Tijus, my
brother, and his wife Temir.”

Fedor bowed. “Welcome, young
man. Ai-Albon greets you.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m delighted
to be here.”

Romi was surprised at the
immaculate Darshianese. Karik’s penetrating stare never wavered as
Fedor explained that Tije would be billeted with Myka. “But if
that’s not suitable, then we can always bunk you somewhere—you
don’t take up much room,” he said, which made several people laugh.
“Arman? I’ll leave that to you. Come on up to our house when you’ve
settled in.”

Arman waved in acknowledgement,
then put his hand on his nephew’s shoulder. It became clear he was
bringing the lad over to meet Karik and Romi. Behind him, Kei
looked up, then excused himself from Myka and Banji. “Karik? You
knew Tije was coming, yes? Tije, this is your cousin, Karik.”

Tije held his hand out.
“Pleased to meet you, Karik-gidu.”

“You already did.” Karik shook
the lad’s hand rather warily. “You probably don’t remember
that.”

“No, I do,” Tije said quietly.
“But we weren’t properly introduced then. Uncle?” he asked
politely, nodding at Romi.

“Ah, this is captain Romi,
Tije. Karik’s lover. Kei told you about him.”

The lad’s expression lit up.
“Oh, yes, and all your adventures in Andon—I’ve been wanting to
talk to you all about that, captain. What you’re doing sounds so
exciting. I can’t wait to hear more about it.”

Karik was still staring at the
boy in an almost hostile fashion. Kei broke things up. “Ah, Tije,
Romi and Karik need to see to the soldiers. Why don’t we let them
get off and we’ll talk to them later?”

“Of course. I’m sorry to hold
you up,” Tije said, bowing.

Romi smiled at him politely,
and then grabbed Karik’s arm. “Come on, work to be done.”

He hauled his lover off over to
where the soldiers had returned to their beasts and were busily
unsaddling and unhitching them. There were too many for the village
stables, but they’d be fine in one of Reji’s large pens, or just
roped together. Romi found the lieutenant who saluted smartly, then
listened to the brief instructions Romi had to give him from Fedor.
“That’s fine then, Romi. I think most of the lads will just want a
bath and a beer. I’ll come find you if there’s a problem.”

That suited Romi—he’d only
agreed to liaise with the delegation’s squad as a courtesy to
Fedor, but he was on holiday too, and these men and women had been
on duty for over two months together without a problem. He wasn’t
really needed—Fedor and his wife had managed to find places for all
fifty new arrivals among the village homes, and not a single
soldier would sleep under canvas tonight. It would get a bit tight
as people started to arrive for the night of the ancestors and to
meet the Rulers, but Fedor made it a point of honour that everyone
would have a proper bed—or something approximating it, anyway.

As Romi and Karik walked among
the soldiers and civilians, they were greeted cheerfully, and given
brief reports on how things had gone as they’d made their way from
Urshek up through the dry regions. There would be plenty of time
for a proper debriefing since the caravan was to stay a week,
longer than they had in any of the other villages, allowing
everyone a break and to properly celebrate the night of the
ancestors. Then the travellers would split up, and the smaller
group, including Kei, Arman, Romi and Karik, would make a somewhat
speedier return to Darshek, Lord Peika and his wife taking over the
rump end of the journey.

Karik was rather distracted,
and somewhat less interested than Romi expected he might be in the
news from their colleagues, though he listened politely and
promised to spend a lot more time with everyone the next day. The
new arrivals drifted off, claimed by their hosts and offered
refreshment, food and baths. Romi would have liked to have gone and
found Kei or Jera, but something was bothering his lover and he
needed to find out what that was.

He wasn’t surprised to find
Karik heading to where a group of beasts were being brushed down
and watered—he often did the same at the barracks when something
was troubling him or the training hadn’t gone particularly well.
His offer of assistance to the young soldiers working with the
animals was gratefully received, and Romi, giving in to the
inevitable, asked for a currycomb and set to work alongside
him.

Karik’s face was a mask of
concentration, as if this one scruffy animal was the most important
thing in his world and nothing else mattered. Romi was used to this
too—it was how Karik did most tasks, and was one of the things that
fascinated Romi about him. He kept an eye on Karik as he worked on
his own animal, admiring his lover’s care for the beast, how he
silently assessed the animal’s condition, noting small injuries and
oddities. Romi was sure that by the time Karik finished the job, he
would know the state of the beast better than the men who had been
working with it and using it for months.

They finished their animals,
and then there was no more excuse to avoid conversation as the
other beasts were ready to be led to the pens. Karik looked about
to follow them, but Romi caught his arm. “Walk with me?”

A single glance sideways and
then Karik nodded, falling into step with Romi as they headed
towards the cemetery.

“Tije’s a good-looking fellow.
You can see the family resemblance.”

“Yes, can’t you just.”

The bitterness in Karik’s tone
surprised Romi. “I thought you didn’t mind him coming to visit in
Utuk. You said it might be a good idea for a Prij with a brain to
have a look at what we’re doing.”

“I did. It is. It’s
just...his nephew. His real nephew.”

“Ah.” Karik was jealous, pure
and simple. Romi supposed, given his peculiar family situation, he
had a little right to be. “Arman’s fond of you both, I’m sure.”

“Yes, I’m sure too. But Tije’s
the real thing. At least he was polite enough not to laugh when
Arman called me his cousin.”

“Why would he? I mean, so far
as Tije’s concerned, you are—doesn’t he believe that you’re really
Arman’s son?”

Karik gave him a startled
look. “Oh—you’re right. I mean...unless Arman explained...but he’s
never come out and said to me that he’s not my father, and Tije
would have been old enough to know about the court case, I guess. I
hadn’t thought about that.” He stared at Romi, looking really quite
perplexed. “But if he thinks that—gods, he’ll think the
situation with Ma and Pa is really strange. The Prij don’t much
care for adoption, and especially where the parents are still alive
and around. Maybe I should say something.”

“No, I really don’t think you
should. Arman’s relationship with his brother’s boy is his own
business, just as your relationship with Arman is your own. If
Arman wants Tije and his family to know the truth, then that’s for
him to tell. If Tije brings it up, then that’s different.” He
grinned suddenly. “You remind me of someone.”

“Who?”

“Your daughter. ‘Mine, mine’.
Ouch!” He grinned harder as Karik whacked his arm. “I knew you’d do
that. Now come here and kiss me better.”

“Grrrr.” But Karik obeyed
anyway, and Romi squeezed him hard before kissing him possessively.
“You really think I’m being childish?” he asked as he pulled his
lips away.

“I think you’re adjusting to a
reality that had only been a theory before. Tije seems a nice
enough young fellow and Arman would have sent him packing long
before this if he wasn’t, so I think you should relax. After all,
he’s been around for a long time and Arman hasn’t changed his
attitude because of it. You saved Arman’s life, remember? Your
friendship with him isn’t based on blood, it’s based on something a
lot stronger—respect. You had to earn that, and with Arman, once
you’ve got his respect, you don’t lose it.” He kissed Karik’s
forehead gently and held him close again. “Now, speaking of your
daughter—don’t you want to be there when your Ma gives Kei the
news?”

The clouds lifted, and Karik
was now simply a proud father with a good joke to play on his best
friend. “You bet. Race you?”
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Tije looked at his uncle,
eyebrows lifted in confusion. “What did I do, Uncle Arman?”

Arman glanced at Kei, who
smiled wryly, and answered in his lover’s stead. “Nothing, Tije.”
Except exist, perhaps. The wave of
jealousy that had boiled out from his nephew had surprised him, but
perhaps it shouldn’t have. “Karik didn’t enjoy himself much in Utuk
and I think you reminded him of that.”

Tije nodded. “I’m sure it was
awful, having to stay with Senator Mekus. I won’t mention it
again.”

“Like I said, you did nothing
wrong. Karik can be a bit volatile—nothing to do with you, and it
never lasts for long.”

“Kei! Are you going to stand
around all day?”

His sister stood there with her
hands on her hips, trying to sound annoyed but spoiling the effect
by grinning. “Oh, so sorry, milady. We’ll be right there to dance
attendance on you.” He clapped his hand on Tije’s shoulder. “Come
on, it’s time you met the rest of the clan.”

Kei and Myka’s house was
bursting at the seams, and only got more squashed as packs and
stores were settled and more people came to join them. Tije was
introduced and warmly welcomed, then tea and cakes were served to
tide everyone over until supper. Conversation centred mainly around
village news, Myka saying that she wanted to wait until Karik and
Romi arrived before Arman and Kei told everyone about the trip from
Urshek.

Not long after, Jena arrived
with Reji and Jera, Keiji politely shifting off the long seat so
she could sit next to Kei and Arman. Kei had been relieved Jena had
greeted him so enthusiastically—he couldn’t detect any shadow on
her feelings now as she smiled at him. He wished he could feel as
easy as he once had with her, but it would take a while before he
could forget their quarrel. He blamed himself entirely for it, but
it had made him realise how fragile friendships could be when a
loved one was under threat. He’d believed nothing could harm his
relationship with Jena, and he’d been proved brutally wrong. He
couldn’t yet—perhaps never would be able to—take it for granted
again.

The conversation was now pretty
deafening, but young Tije listened to all that was going on around
him with his usual calm demeanour. Kei had been very impressed with
the lad, and thought him a credit to his parents. Though it all
must have been very strange to a pampered young nobleman, he’d met
every challenge with grace and quiet humour, and not attempted to
shirk the least chore or discomfort, sleeping with the other
civilians and refusing all special privileges. Kei had sensed
Arman’s personal pride in his nephew’s performance, but it’d had
wider implications. For many of the people they’d met in the dry
regions, the last Prijian aristocrat they’d encountered had been
Arman himself, during the war, and that was not calculated to
endear the race to anyone.

With his uncle, Tije had proved
that not all highborn Prij were arrogant ninnies, or cruel, and
that the future of Kuprij could be as enlightened as Nivuman wanted
it to be. The fact he spoke perfect Darshianese had gained him
friends, and his polite, interested manners had won over those who
might have had reason to resent his race or his privileges. In
fact, the very first person he’d failed to charm almost immediately
had been Karik. It remained to be seen if Kei’s nephew would put
aside his petty feelings and learn to appreciate Tije’s good
qualities.

We’ll soon
find out, Kei thought, waving at Karik
and Romi at the door. They’d done a double take at the number of
people in the room. “Over here, Ka-chi! Always room for one more,
you know.”

“One, yes,” Arman grumbled, but
somehow they managed to fit Karik’s compact form into the
mess.

Romi, being as big and wide as
Reji, didn’t even try to squeeze in, and stood on the edge of the
gathering, grinning down at them all. Karik gave Tije a brief
smile, but when Tije offered to move to let Romi sit, he only said,
“Oh, leave it, I see enough of him.”

Tije blinked a little, then
glanced at Kei for reassurance. Kei nudged his nephew. “Karik,
manners please. Some people weren’t raised by urs beasts, you
know.”

“I don’t know how you would,”
Jena said tartly, reaching behind Kei to tug on his braid. “And
just who are you calling an urs beast, hmmm?”

“Jena, please, my
position!”

“No use, Keichichi,” Reji said,
laughing as Jena relented not one whit. “You know no one here’s got
any respect for position. Though I could have sworn I raised my boy
with better manners than that.”

Karik flushed. Kei frowned at
Reji, then put his hand on Karik’s shoulder, feeling his intense
mortification at being ticked off by his father, even if only
teasingly, in front of his uncles and his as yet unfamiliar cousin.
“Only joking, Ka-chi,” he whispered, then looked at Arman who,
thankfully, took the hint.

“I suppose you want our news
now?” he called over to Myka.

Kei kept his hand on Karik’s
shoulder as Arman reported on how things had gone in Utuk. There
was a lot to tell, and a lot of questions. Jera raised laughter
describing the demonstrations of his Gift he’d given to the
sovereign and selected nobles, and then had to promise to do the
same for the clan since so many of the people had never met a truly
Gifted before.

“And how did it go at
Ai-Vinri?” Romi asked, when things got a little quieter.

“Very well. The ban was
lifted,” Arman said briefly, glossing over just what a significant
and, at times, painful event it had been. Plans to visit Ai-Vinri
had been the subject of no little discussion, and caused a huge
headache for all concerned, since the ban on the Prij entering
it—and Arman especially—was still in place. But at the same time,
the clan accepted the authority of the Rulers in Darshek, and it
was unthinkable that one of them should be barred from
entering.

In the end, Arman had said the
decision would be left entirely with the clan, and if they refused
him entry, it would be considered a purely personal issue and not
have any impact on the dignity of the Rulers or their authority, a
fudge which had made Lord Meki grumble a good deal before they had
left, but which was really the only realistic option. Kei had
resigned himself to spending that part of the journey under canvas,
because he would not accept an invitation on his own behalf Arman
could not be part of.

But when they had got to the
outskirts of Ai-Vinri, they’d been in for a surprise. The caravan
was met by all the elders of the clan, who had an invitation to
deliver to Arman and to Tije—that they should participate in a
ceremony of reconciliation between the two races, so the ban could
be lifted. On his own behalf, Arman agreed immediately, and Tije
had had no more hesitation, though Arman had been privately worried
as to the effect on a young, inexperienced lad.

He needn’t have worried.
Fejsik, the now very elderly clan head, had met them in the
village, and a clan meeting was held in the square. People were
invited to address the meeting and their visitor, mostly the
relatives of the ten hostages who had been killed all those years
before, speaking of their sorrow and how their lives had been
affected. It had been very moving, and rather distressing—but it
had been a healing sadness, a shared grief which allowed the burden
to lessen. When the clanspeople had finished, Fejsik rose, and had
spoken quietly of his own loss of his beloved daughter, and how he
had sought to ease his pain by keeping the race which had killed
her and the others out of their home.

“But now I am old, and soon
will die and be reborn,” he had said, his voice husky and a little
weakened with his age. “I don’t want to face my child in my new
life with the stain of hate on my soul. Something new must come
from our pain. We won a peace at great cost, we placed great trust
in our former enemy and it has been repaid many times over. The
future does not belong to hate. Arman, please, come forward.”

Arman had done so, and Fejsik
extended his hand. “In the memory of my daughter Myri, and the nine
others who died, I offer you friendship, Arman of Utuk and
Darshek.”

Arman had clasped Fejsik’s
hand. “In their memory, for the sake of the Prij who now only want
peace with your nation, and in my own name as both a Prij and a
Darshianese, I accept your friendship, Fejsik of Ai-Vinri.” He
knelt and bowed his head.

Fejsik had placed his hand on
Arman’s head. There had been only silence as people looked upon
this act of atonement. Kei had sensed great sadness, but also a
feeling this was right and good, that it was well done. He had
never been more proud of Arman than at this moment, never more glad
to have been part of bringing him to Darshian.

But Arman, for now, chose not
to give all the details of their time in Ai-Vinri, and Romi
accepted his bare assessment without asking for elaboration, though
Jena looked at Kei. “Later,” he mouthed, and she nodded. They could
have discussed it through her gift, but Kei had too many claims on
his attention right now.

Tije smiled at Karik, then said
hesitantly, “I suppose you’ll be pleased the ban has been lifted on
the Prij, then?”

Karik stiffened. “Actually,
it’s never affected me because I’m Darshianese.”

Tije actually leaned back,
clearly upset at his gaffe. “Oh...uh, I’m sorry, I meant no
offence.”

“Karik, stop being a brat,” Kei
said quietly. “Tije, Karik was naturalised as a baby. Arman was
made a citizen too, but the ban extended to him personally, not
just on account of his race. I was there when Fejsik made that
decree—he was very upset, still grieving hard for his daughter. He
didn’t have time to think it through, but even just a couple of
months later when we were all there again, he had already begun to
regret it. I think we gave him the perfect excuse to drop it
gracefully, and at the same time do some good for the village.”

“Fejsik’s a good man,” Karik
said, nodding. “He could have been really spiteful towards me with
my connections, but he was never anything but kind.”

“He’s one of the great clan
heads,” Kei said, “and Darshian needs many more like him.”

“I was honoured to meet him,”
Tije said. “I don’t think many Prij know what happened in the war,
at least not about that incident. If it had happened in a Prijian
village, I don’t think either of you would ever be welcome. When I
join the government, I intend to make sure this peace lasts.”

Karik was rather startled, as
if he’d forgotten Tije would one day be a senator. Kei nodded.
“Then I hope your sovereign and his successors help you with that,
Tije. So many good things are being done now between our countries.
You and Karik are the future all of us have worked so hard
for.”

Tije smiled. Karik was still
rather tense, and Kei wondered how these two would ever become
friends, as he was sure they should be.

“Leave it,
Kei.” He jumped, then looked at
Jena. “He has to get used to
it.” She cleared her throat. “Oh, Kei,
there’s a little bit of news that you might be interested in. Mila
and Seiki will be needing more of your babysitting
services.”

For a moment, he was
nonplussed by the abrupt change of subject, then, as he looked at
his friend and her son, then up at Reji and Romi, grinning like
fools, he whooped and grabbed Jena and Karik into a two-armed hug.
“Really? When? I mean, not when, when? And you never said
anything, you damn woman!”

Everyone in the room except the
new arrivals had heard the news and had just been waiting for his
reaction, so he played up to it, scolding Karik and Romi
ferociously for keeping the secret. He didn’t have to feign his
delight, nor did Arman—Arman was probably even more pleased than
Karik, and Karik looked like he was about to split something from
smiling.

Tije was completely bewildered,
but clearly too polite to ask.

“Karik’s going to be a father
again,” Kei said, grinning, but then as Tije raised his eyebrows,
and looked over at Romi and then back at Karik in even greater
confusion, he realised he’d just committed a major error. “Um, I’ll
explain later.”

Karik was glaring at him, and
rightly so. “Sorry,” Kei mouthed. Arman shook his head. Oh well,
the secret was out. They would soon find out if Tije’s tolerance
and accepting manners had a limit.

He didn’t really have a chance
to apologise to Karik at the supper—so many people wanted to talk
to him and Arman, and this wasn’t something he could thrash out in
a crowd. In a few snatched private moments before they’d headed
out, when Kei had berated himself for his idiocy, Arman only said
it had been a pity Tije hadn’t heard it from Karik himself, and
that they would have to explain it later. How, Kei didn’t know. The
number of Prijian taboos that Karik, Mila and Seiki had
transgressed probably meant, by Tije’s lights, they were beyond any
possible redemption.

The travellers were tired, and
with the night of the ancestors coming up, no one wanted to make a
long evening of it. People drifted back to their houses, guests in
tow, after only a couple of hours. Myka and Banji had already gone
back to bathe, and his sister told him not to be late.

Arman and Tije were talking to
Reji and Fedor. Karik stood with Romi and Keiji, listening to
something Peit was saying. Kei wandered over, waited for Peit to
finish and go off in search of his wife, then poked Karik’s
shoulder. “Would it help if I said I’m an idiot and you can tell me
that as often as you like?”

“You’re certainly a big-mouthed
idiot,” Karik said, scowling at him. “But I guess it might have
come out accidentally anyway, since he’s coming to Utuk. But I
won’t have him being rude about Jes or her mothers—I don’t care who
his pissing Pa is.”

Kei held his hands up. “Hey,
calm down, Ka-chi. Tije hasn’t said a word about it, and he’s not
like that, not that I’ve seen.”

“He’s a Prij, they’re all like
that,” Karik said, sniffing.

“That’s my broad-minded lover
for you,” Romi said. “Karik, you know perfectly well even some of
us find it all a bit unconventional. Give the lad a chance.”

“He seems really nice,” Keiji
said. “I was talking to him before and he was just normal. It was a
bit like talking to Arman, only not so scary.”

Kei laughed. “Sounds about
right. Karik, he’s not competition, and never will be. Arman has
several nieces and nephews, but you’re his boy, you know that.”

“Only not really.” Karik
glanced at Romi. “Maybe I better explain it to him before he gets
to Darshek.”

“Let me—I made the
mistake, I’ll fix it.” And I
won’t be so defensive, Kei added
silently. “Keiji, your Ma said to hurry on back and have a wash.
We’ll be along soon and wanting a bath.”

“Yes, uncle Kei. See you all
tomorrow!”

Kei waited until he left,
before turning back to the other two. “I really am sorry, Ka-chi. I
was just so happy, I forgot. It’s such wonderful news.”

“You can make it up to me by
making sure Mila is delivered safely,” Karik said, relenting. “Oh,
stop looking so worried. I don’t care what Tije thinks.”

“You should,” Kei said, now
completely serious. “He really will help govern Kuprij one day, and
that’s why I want him to see and learn as much as he can now. Romi,
I want you to show him everything you and your team are doing, even
take him on field exercises if it’s safe. Karik, this is your
chance to address the nation of Kuprij directly, so make the most
of it. We built some wonderful bridges in Utuk, but we need to keep
strengthening them. Tije’s Pa knows that, and so does the
sovereign. Tije won’t be the only nobleman we bring to Darshek, and
we have to give them the same message—Darshian wants peace, and
wants to share knowledge. We’re no threat, and we won’t be
threatened. So stop looking at Tije as competition and see him as a
visitor to cultivate. Please, nephew? I’d take it as a personal
favour.”

“You don’t have to ask.” Karik
gave him a wan smile. “I’m sorry too. I’ll do better tomorrow.”

Kei pulled him into a hug.
“Don’t worry, Ka-chi. Now, I better collect everyone, and go and
get clean. I really, really need a bath.”

“Ah, Tije’s going to join
you?” Romi asked, raising an eyebrow. “That’s rather open-minded
for a Prij.”

“He’s a good lad. Got a
lot in common with you, Karik, though he’s more polite. Like you
were as a boy.” Kei grinned as Karik aimed a mock-slap at him.
“And he never tries to hit his elders and betters. Karik, in the
morning, I have work for you to do.”

“I’m on
holiday!
Why don’t people listen to me?”

“Scientists and healers are
always on duty, sorry, nephew. Good night.”

Fortunately, though Karik
affected a slightly curmudgeonly air at times, he was still
essentially the same sweet-natured lad he’d always been, and his
nephew would do as he said and make every effort to be friends with
his cousin. ‘Cousin’, Kei thought slightly bemusedly—Karik’s family
was certainly an eclectic bunch. But then, so was Kei’s.

Arman and Tije were more than
ready to leave. Arman was drooping a bit—it had been a very early
start, and Arman and Lord Peika had had some long discussions with
farmers who’d joined them at the campsite and ridden along with
them for a bit. Arman had been on duty almost the entire time
they’d been away.

The stop in Ai-Albon would be
more recreation than work, but even so, for once he was there in an
official capacity and doubtless tomorrow there would be meeting
after meeting with people travelling in to meet him and to be with
the clan for the night of the ancestors. Lord Peika was originally
from Ai-Beyto and had family there, so he would claim a rest in the
next village, but both men would doubtless be glad to get back to
their permanent homes. None of them, Kei thought ruefully, were
really young enough for this kind of thing any more.

Keiji was waiting for them at
the house. “Ma and Pa have gone to bed. Tije, do you want me to
wait up for you?”

“We’ll show him the way,” Kei
said. “Off to bed with you, young man.”

“Kei, I’m not a little boy any
more,” Keiji complained with all the dignity of his seventeen
years.

“Son, neither am I and I’ll be
looking for my bed soon enough,” Arman said, clapping Keiji’s
shoulder. “See you tomorrow.”

Arman led them all into the
washroom, and once the door was closed, turned to Kei in mild
reproof. “He really isn’t a child, you know.”

“Sorry—when you’ve birthed them
and bathed them and let them puke over your shoulder, they’ll
always be children to you. I expect your parents do the same thing,
don’t they, Tije?”

“They’re pretty good about
treating me as a grown up. Grandfather is the worst—uh, no offence,
uncle Arman.”

Arman only grinned. “None
taken, lad. Come on, my old bones need that bath.”

Despite his words to
Romi, no one had been more surprised at Tije’s ready acceptance of
Darshianese bathing customs than Kei. Actually, he’d put his own
uncle to shame, since Arman then couldn’t admit he didn’t bathe with
anyone but his lover. It had been one of the more amusing aspects
of the trip, in fact, watching Arman overcome twenty-three years of
inhibitions and finally take that final step towards fully becoming
Darshianese.

Though Kei would have loved a
private bath with Arman, this was still bliss, he thought, sinking
into the deliciously hot water. Arman already had his eyes closed,
savouring it. Tije’s fair skin pinked up, but he seemed to be
enjoying himself. “You’ll have to convince your father to install
one,” Kei teased.

“I’ll certainly try. He said
he’s enjoyed them when he’s come to visit, but I don’t think you’d
ever get him sharing one—not like you, uncle.” Arman grunted, and
Kei hid his grin. “Kei, may I ask, if it’s not impolite....”

“About Karik and the baby?”

Tije nodded quickly. “I don’t
want to cause any more offence. Karik doesn’t seem to like me much
already.”

“He’ll get over it,” Arman said
in a low rumble—he sounded half-asleep already. “Kei, can you
explain? My brain is too tired for this.”

Kei discreetly took hold of his
lover’s hand. “Tije, you recall the gifted such as myself and Jera
can’t have children?”

“Yes, I remember. It’s very
sad.” He waited politely for Kei to continue.

“Well, one of Karik’s dearest
friends is truly Gifted, a mind-speaker—Seiki’s one of the people
who’s been keeping us all in touch with Darshek over the last few
weeks. She has a normal lover—another woman.”

He waited for Tije to assess
that, and checked his reaction. So far, it was only curiosity—at
least he had some experience of same sex lovers behind him. “Mila
and Seiki were desperate to have children, and so Karik,
uh...offered to help out.”

Tije stiffened.
“Karik...and someone else’s lover? Did her partner
know?”

“Yes—it was all mutually
agreed. Now I know it’s unusual,” he added hastily, seeing that at
last, Tije’s upbringing caused a difficulty he’d so admirably tried
to avoid for weeks now, “but so is Mila and Seiki’s situation. No
truly Gifted has raised a child of their own in over a hundred
years, probably more. What Karik has done is almost a miracle—and
Jes is a beautiful child. You’d like her a lot.”

Beside him, Arman had gone very
still, but he wasn’t saying anything. Yet.

“But Mila is being unfaithful?
Doesn’t that matter?”

“Not in her heart. It’s not
like she’s deceiving Seiki. They both want this. Karik’s not
emotionally involved with Mila.”

Tije was very quiet, and Kei
felt his disapproval.

Arman stirred. “Tije, fidelity
is taken just as seriously in Darshian as it is in Kuprij, and
Karik’s sense of honour is as well-developed as your own. This
isn’t moral turpitude, but Karik giving two fine young people a
chance to be parents, and a damn good job they’re making of it too.
You’ve met Seiki, though you probably don’t remember her. She’s a
very kind, decent person, and Mila would grace anyone’s home.”

“It’s very strange, uncle.”

“Yes, I know it is, nephew. But
then so is this,” he said, splashing his hand through the water.
“What would your grandfather say about this, do you think?”

“He’d be shocked. But then he’d
probably try it once just to see.”

Kei grinned. “He probably
would. Tije, Mila and Seiki and Karik don’t need your approval. But
at least try to understand.”

“I will,” he said earnestly.
“So, you have a granddaughter, uncle Arman? Father never mentioned
it.”

Arman coughed and sat up.
“Uh...technically,” he said, glancing
at Kei. “But I really don’t...think of it that way. Karik’s Jena
and Reji’s boy now, and Jes is their granddaughter. You’ll, um,
upset people if you refer to her in any other way. I’d be grateful
if you didn’t mention it to your parents or your grandfather
either—it’s not really a family matter.”

Tije stared, but then nodded.
“Yes, uncle. I understand,” he said, though he clearly didn’t.

Kei sighed. “Well, gentlemen,
lovely though this is, Arman’s falling asleep and he’s far too big
to carry up the stairs.”

That got him a poke in the
side. He stuck his tongue out, scandalising Tije afresh. “Come on,
dear.”

Arman growled as he stood up
and stepped out. In a few minutes, they had privacy again in Kei’s
old room—which had been Meran’s but now Meran was married and
living in a new house with Gyo. It had been strange, coming back
here and staying in his former home—for years, he and Arman had
stayed with Jena and Reji, but after the quarrel, of course that
hadn’t been allowed, and now Karik needed space for his own
lover....

So many changes to his life,
his family. But he would change very little of it, and that which
he would, was better left unchanged.

He hung up their house robes
behind the door, and then sat on the bed so his hair could be
groomed. No matter how tired Arman was, he always insisted on this,
and to be truthful, Kei doubted he would sleep properly unless this
little ritual was carried out.

“Tije is trying hard, but I
don’t think he can really accept any of it,” he said, as Arman
began the familiar, careful movements, so soothing and pleasant to
them both.

“Give him time. Tije’s an
intelligent and tolerant boy, and you have to admit the situation
isn’t common even by Darshianese standards. I was more concerned by
Karik’s behaviour—what on earth is wrong with him?”

“You, beloved,” Kei said dryly.
“Karik suddenly has to compete for attention from his favourite
uncle, and he doesn’t like it. If Tije were less handsome and
poised, he wouldn’t be such a threat.”

“But that’s ridiculous! I
don’t....” Arman tugged Kei around to face him. “Ah. It’s nothing
to do with anything I’ve done, is it?”

“Not a bit of it. I think
Karik’s more jealous of your blood relationship with Tije than
anything else.”

“But so far as he
knows, he has a blood relationship with me.”

Privately, Kei wondered if
Karik really believed that—the lad was more than clever enough to
work out all the clues for himself. “Not one anyone can openly
acknowledge. He’ll get over it. It’s just the time of year, when
we’re all thinking about family and home more than usual.”

Arman nodded and went
back to carefully combing and rebraiding Kei’s hair. Family and
home were certainly on Arman’s mind. His lover would
need all his family—blood or adopted—around him when his father
finally left him. They’d managed to say their goodbyes, which was a
good thing. The ache was still there, nonetheless, and always would
be.

Arman finished and they got
under the covers, for once far too tired to make love. Kei snuggled
into Arman’s strong arms and thought how very wonderful it was to
have someone like him to come home to.

“Maybe I should tell him,”
Arman said, just as Kei was drifting off.

“Who? What?”

“Karik. About...not being his
father. And Tije too. It might make things more
understandable.”

“It might make things
much worse too. Tije’s not entitled to Karik’s secrets or even yours.
I slipped up tonight, but that wasn’t my intention. Let’s not stir
the pot even more. Karik won’t thank you for naming him a bastard
in front of his fancy cousin, and Tije won’t think more of Karik
for it either.”

“I didn’t mean....” Arman
heaved a deep sigh. “I’m no good at this kind of thing.”

Kei kissed him, cuddling in a
little closer. “You handle the sovereigns, I’ll handle the
relatives. Sound fair?”

“Perfectly. Good night, my
love.”

“Good night, Arman.”
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“What a view!” Tije
peered eagerly across the vista towards the sparkling ocean. “I had
no idea Darshek plain was so big!”

Karik nodded. “It’s a big
country. You get an even better view if you climb one of the
trees.”

Romi glanced at his lover—was
this some test of Tije’s gameness? “You think Arman will be
thrilled if you break your neck trying, Karik?”

“I’m not suggesting it—I was
just saying. I don’t think I’d dare, not just for a view—not now.
I’m not young and stupid anymore, Romi.”

“Of course you’re not, dear,”
he said, grinning. Tije hid a smile behind his hand, and after a
moment, Karik just shook his head and gave Romi a gentle smack on
the arm.

“Come on, Tije—even without a
tree, there’s a place where you can get a little higher, and you
can see the quarries.”

Romi watched them go, relieved
the two of them had finally settled into an easy relationship. It
wasn’t quite friendship, but Karik had dropped his jealous
hostility and now treated Tije as an honoured guest, to be given
consideration and shown novelties like any other. Whether they
would ever be more than this to each other, remained to be seen,
but peace had broken out pretty quickly and Romi gave both Karik
and Tije credit for that. And Arman and Kei too, in their own kind
way. The week in Ai-Albon had been very pleasant, and Tije had been
genuinely moved by the ceremony of the night of the ancestors. He’d
told them that a similar thing had been held in Ai-Vinri after the
reconciliation and he’d been invited to light a candle in memory of
the departed too, which he’d gladly done. As an ambassador for his
country, he was doing a fine job.

He wasn’t the only one. Seeing
Karik working with Kei’s staff and the villagers, enthusing about
the work the new expeditionary unit would be carrying out, and how
Darshian needed more researchers, more people observing, reporting
and exploring their own country too, Romi made a pledge to himself
to arrange for Karik to travel further south, even to Urshek, to
spread the word about their work. Relations with the southern
academy were still rather cool. Kei had pointedly not paid a visit
on their way through, though their group had been received warmly
by the southern Rulers—and there was the thorny question of Soza
still being on the run, whereabouts unknown—but Karik was able to
inspire people so thoroughly, his presence as a recruiter would be
vital. When they returned to Andon, his talents would be
indispensable to their freshly trained team, ready to spread their
knowledge to the Andonese and to select those who would in turn be
trained and lead teams—a slow, organic process that would bear
fruits in the long term.

Arman was a long-term thinker,
and this was a typical plan of his, one that would be of less
benefit to him than to Jes’s generation, but one which would mean
she and her children would lead healthier, more productive and
interesting lives. Even to a childless man like Romi, there was a
lot of satisfaction to be gained from that.

The sun was going down before
Karik and Tije returned, Tije smiling at something Karik was
saying, his hands animated as they got when he was really excited.
Romi turned and found Kei close by, watching. “They’re more alike
than they think,” Kei said quietly. “Both very good men, both going
to make a mark on their countries. As will you, Romi.”

“I’m going to try. Looking
forward to going home?”

“I’m always home, if I’m
with Arman,” he said with a slight smile. “I’ve enjoyed this time.
We should do it again. It’s too easy sitting in Darshek and losing
touch with what is
Darshian. He’s felt it too. He wants to go back
to Utuk, though who knows if it will be soon enough.”

“Soon enough?” Romi cocked his
head, confused.

“Soon enough to see his father
again. But if it’s not...they made a peace. It was beautiful.” He
smiled again, a little painfully. “To have the chance to say
goodbye is no bad thing.”

Romi remembered that Kei had
been denied that gift with both his parents. “No, it’s not. Come
on, last supper on the trail, and tomorrow, we can eat Pira’s
food.”

Kei grinned at him. “Ah,
now, that I have
missed.”

Romi waved to Karik who
waved back, but he was still talking and there was no need to drag
him away. Romi and Kei made their way over to the cooking fires,
where the evening meal was being prepared. Jera was helping two
soldiers with a wheel repair, holding the wagon up without the
slightest effort so they could get under it—his Gift had been very
handy, everyone had agreed on that. It might not be the last chance
for him to use it on such a journey—Jera had got the taste for
travel. Maybe before too long, all of the Gifted would leave their
refuge and come see the rest of the country. One day.

Arman was hunkered down,
tending to the fires. He’d insisted on his share of the chores too,
much to the surprise of the soldiers, most of who hadn’t even been
born when Arman had given up his role as a general. Arman appeared
to have rather enjoyed getting back under canvas—life was certainly
simpler on the road, though he’d still been busy with Ruler duties.
Ah well, the interlude was soon to be over. They would spend
tonight at this staging post on the Kislik range, and they should
get to the foot of the mountain before noon. Arman and the others
would then make haste back to Darshek city, leaving the soldiers
and civilian staff to bring back the wagons. The road from the
range to the city was long and dull, and it was simply a waste of
senior personnel’s time to have them crawl along on this last leg
of the journey. Romi was eager to get back—he’d enjoyed his break,
enjoyed seeing more of the north, but he had work to do and he
wanted to get back to it. Karik, he was sure, felt much the
same.

Still, it was nice being out in
the open this last evening, the weather fair and the sky clear, the
moon full and fat above them. People took their ease by the
campfires, talking quietly, laughing at small jokes, and listening
as one or other held court briefly, explaining something.
Friendships had been made on this trip, and though people would go
their separate ways tomorrow, those friendships would remain. It
was no bad thing to have civilians travelling with soldiers,
soldiers seeing how the civilians worked. It was a lot more
balanced and pleasant than the arrangement on the Andonese mission,
where the civilians had been vastly outnumbered, and for much of
the time, not inclined to throw their lot in with their soldier
colleagues.

No—that wasn’t fair. Karik had
done that from day one. It had only been Soza who had refused to
join in.

His mood darkened, thinking of
that piece of urs shit. “Romi?” Kei asked, coming to sit by him
with a mug of tea. “Something wrong?”

“No. Just memories. Soza,” he
explained when Kei lifted an eyebrow.

Kei’s expression clouded a
little. “Ah. Karik’s moved on quite well, I think. I’m proud of
him—and you—for that.”

“Karik’s courage was never in
question. Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to strangle that scrawny
neck. Did we never hear a word of him? It’s so odd that no one’s
reported anything.” He knew they’d been thorough. Arman had sent
out so many requests, asking personally for assistance—it seemed
incredible not a breath of a report had come through.

Kei poked the fire, his
handsome face suddenly solemn. A little distance off, Arman raised
his head and glanced their way—it was absolutely uncanny how the
two of them, one completely ungifted as he was, could sense each
other’s mood the way they did. Kei gave his lover a slight nod of
reassurance, then Arman did the same before turning back to his
conversation with Jera.

“Something’s happened?” Romi
asked, scanning the group for Karik—there he was, talking to one of
the soldiers. Tije was with him again—good. “Something...bad?”

“Something unconfirmed, which
is why I’ve not mentioned it to Karik or you before. Arman is going
to keep pursuing it.”

“Kei—tell me. I won’t tell
Karik unless you think it’s wise, but I’d rather know.”

Kei nodded, his eyes still on
the twig he was playing with, setting the end on fire and waving it
out, over and over. “One of the new masters in Utuk said they had
had someone apply for a position as a herbalist—a Darshianese. Said
he’d been working on ships sailing the routes around the Welensi
and Itenwi islands, working as ship’s physician and trading
medicinal plants. The man seemed knowledgeable but rather hesitant
to give references or his background, and when pressed, he just
left. The description matched, more or less, though of course the
name didn’t.”

“Do we know where he went?”

Kei shook his head. “No,
and I didn’t want to press it. The master mentioned it to me
because he was curious if I knew the man. I said I didn’t and, of
course, didn’t mention my suspicions. I did say I personally
wouldn’t employ anyone without confirming their credentials, and
that anyone I’d trained would be happy to provide them. I hope that
was enough of a warning. I had a message sent to Bren in Utuk—he
ships a lot of the herbs we buy from the south and from Kuprij—and
he said he’d heard the name Soza may be using, but knew nothing of
his whereabouts. There are a lot of ships and it’s a large trade.
He has hundreds of places to hide.”

“He can’t keep changing his
name—not and build his reputation. He’s not a healer—how can he get
work as a physician? And he gets seasick too.”

Kei shrugged, still looking
rather grim. “Lots of sailors get seasick—and he’s got access to
narcotics, so he might be using them for the worst of it. He had
very basic healer training—similar to what your soldiers are doing
now—and he’s very knowledgeable about medicinal herbs. No
hesitation in using them either as we know,” he added bitterly. “He
can pick up the rest as he goes, and to be honest, he would be no
more useless than a lot of even supposedly qualified Prijian
physicians. A lot better than most ships would have access to. I’m
sure he’s had no trouble getting a place on a boat.”

Romi nodded. “Explains why no
one’s heard anything of him in Urshek, at least. Have you put the
word about?”

“As much as we can. It’s not
absolutely certain it’s Soza, Romi.”

“Sounds pretty damn certain to
me,” Romi said, grinding his teeth a little. “Should I tell him?”
he asked, looking over to where Karik was still intent on his own
conversation. He had been doing so well—not a flashback in months,
and their sex life was happy and fulfilling. Romi really didn’t
know how this would affect him.

“I leave that to you,” Kei
said, looking over to his nephew too, and frowning unhappily. “I
can see arguments both ways. At least it would reassure him that he
wasn’t likely to run into the man in Urshek, should he decide he
needs to go there.”

“But Master Jezinke—”

Kei turned to him, eyes
narrowed in annoyance. Not at him, Romi knew. “Jezinke’s a fool.
The more I hear about how he’s running things, the more I think
that, though it’s not very charitable towards an otherwise fine
researcher. He shouldn’t be running that academy. I’ve made my
feelings known to those who might have influence, and we’ll have to
see what happens. He’s nearly seventy. I suspect in the near future
he’ll receive an offer of a generous pension and an invitation to
retire. Arman’s counterparts aren’t happy either. Really, it was
scandalous the Utuk academy got more help from us than from the
south, and what they did get from the south was a shambles. I’ll
send a team down there for at least six months to make up the
deficit. They were too polite to ask until I got there. I’m so glad
I decided to go in person. There’s no substitute.”

“Agreed. I’ll tell Karik, I
think—but perhaps not just yet. Maybe when Tije goes home.”

“Good idea.” Kei looked
towards Karik and Tije again—the two men were making their way over
to them now, bearing mugs and plates of food. “I can imagine how
much Karik does not
want Tije to know the smallest thing about
this.”

“So can I. So,” Romi said,
grinning up at his lover, and betraying nothing of what he’d just
learned in his expression. “Where’s my supper?”

“In the pot, go get it,” Karik
said flatly, making Tije smirk. He was finally used to his cousin’s
somewhat sarcastic humour.

“Such a kindly person, my
lover,” Romi said, shaking his head. “Kei, shall I get yours?”

“If you don’t mind. I’ll make
sure Karik doesn’t steal your seat.” Karik stuck a most
disrespectful tongue out at his uncle. “Tsk. Young people, don’t
you think, Romi?”

“I’m sure he’d side with the
elderly, since he is one,” Karik said, sitting next to the space
Romi had vacated, but ostentatiously not allowing his bottom to
intrude in it by an inch. “Off you go.”

“Manners of a pissing urs
beast, I’m telling you.”

Romi loved being teased
by Karik, and he grinned as he went in search of the food. But as
he waited for access to the stew pot and for a share of the camp
bread, he couldn’t help thinking about Kei’s revelations. In some
ways, the situation might actually be worse if Soza were found—Romi
had some doubt as to whether a successful prosecution could be
brought for any of his crimes, and if a prosecution
failed,
then the man was quite brazen enough to re-establish himself in
Urshek, possibly even in Darshek. At least this way, he was a
fugitive, unable to show his face, and for someone like Soza, that
might be the worst punishment of all—being unable to boast of his
credentials, and never able to attain a position of any importance
at all.

Karik wasn’t at all sure what
would make him feel better about what had happened to him—for it
not to have happened was the only certainty and of course, that
just wasn’t possible.

Judging the right time to tell
him was going to be tricky. If Karik had been fretting about it,
then the decision would be easy. While he was so happy and busy and
determinedly putting the attack behind him, Romi would do nothing
to destabilise him—but Karik better not find out the information
had been withheld from him or there’d be hell to pay. He sighed as
he collected the plates and mugs and walked back to Kei and the
others. Being a good lover could be damn hard sometimes.
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Tije probably wasn’t aware how
much anxiety he was giving everyone, Kei thought rather fondly, or
that he had his own personal Gifted watchdog keeping an eye out for
an inexperienced rider. Tije had never ridden an urs beast before
he’d joined the Darshianese mission, though he was a fine jesig
rider, and had only learned how to manage the much larger animals
on the road. That was fine when they were travelling with the
wagons, going no faster than a slow trotting speed. But now they
had reached Darshek plain, they were supposed to be riding with
some haste along the main highway. Arman had asked the lad if he
would prefer a calash was summoned, and that had offended Tije’s
pride so much his uncle relented and said that of course he would
be fine on a beast.

Then Arman had gone straight to
Jera and begged him to make sure the lad didn’t fall and crack his
skull or worse.

In the end, their worries were
unfounded, as Tije rode completely confidently and his beast was
thus far completely disinclined to do anything but settle into the
familiar loping stride. Karik and Romi rode on either side of him,
but the three were just chatting as best they could, given their
speed, and didn’t seem worried. Kei was glad they hadn’t had to
make a concession to Tije after all—the necessarily slow pace of
their journey had been the only serious frustration of the entire
project, and now it was nearly all over, he was eager to get back
to their house and the academy. There was so much to be done, and
so much had come of their journey. It had been the perfect tonic
after the horrors of the previous year, and he now felt invigorated
and fully ready for his job again.

He’d found it hard to settle in
before now. Nagging guilt and depression had given him severe
doubts over his decision to go back to work. Now he knew he’d done
the right thing—and could even face the prospect of Karik going on
another Andonese mission with something approaching equanimity. If
anything happened to Karik this time, it would be a blow—but one he
could deal with. The important thing was that he, Jena and Karik
had come to an understanding over Karik’s career, and Jena no
longer felt Karik was in thrall to Kei’s manipulations on the
subject. And if she was no longer under that illusion, then neither
could Kei be. Karik had convinced them very thoroughly his destiny
lay in his own hands, and that Jena, Kei, Reji and Arman all had to
allow him to seek that destiny in his own way. It had been the
painful gift Arman’s father had given his son, and it was what
Karik’s parents had given him. It was what a good parent had to do,
in the end.

Kei wondered if Tijus would do
the same for Tije. The lad had a strong, enquiring mind and though
he seemed interested in following in his father and grandfather’s
footsteps, Kei had to wonder if, having tasted a little of what the
wider world could offer, the lure of travel and exploration might
pull him from that path. But, as the Prijian sovereign had said,
for Kuprij to become great in a way that did not involve conquest
and war, they needed young people like Tije to stay and work for
the good of their own country. The only way that would happen would
be if they offered something to fulfil the promise of such bright
minds.

“Plotting again, dear?” Arman
said, leaning over to pat his arm as they slowed down to let wagons
cross the road.

Kei smiled at him. “Just
thinking about the future. I’d never have dreamed Kuprij could play
such an important part in it.”

“It played an important part in
your past, so it was always likely.” He nodded towards the young
people. “I have to say if the future is in their hands, then it’ll
be a bright one.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”
He stole a quick kiss then kicked his beast into motion again.
“Come on, I can practically taste Pira’s sweet cakes!”

They reached the barracks two
hours after noon, their arrival announced by Neka who had been in
near constant contact all day, though most of it had been speaking
to her lover whom she’d missed. The feeling was clearly mutual,
because Jera had only waited for them all to set foot in the
barracks before dismounting, murmuring an apology and a promise to
be in touch very soon, and then rising into the air and heading
straight across to the city and the House of the Gifted.

“I think Neka’s going to be out
of action for a while,” Kei said, trying to keep a straight face as
they watched him fly off—they couldn’t sense Jera’s eagerness like
he could. Neka would be a very busy—and satisfied—lady in no time
at all. Then he spotted a familiar figure striding towards them.
“Ho, Tiko!”

“Hello, Kei—welcome back, your
lordship,” Tiko said, winking at Arman. “Captain, Karik—and this is
Sei Tije, yes?” He bowed. “Captain Tiko, at your service.”

Tije dismounted and then bowed
properly. “Just Tije, captain. Thank you.”

“Then it’s Tiko. Good journey?
The reports all said so.”

“An excellent one, Tiko,” Arman
said, “and we’ll have a great deal to discuss, you and I. But first
things first—we want to get back to our house. Romi and Karik are
with us this evening. Can you organise a vehicle?”

“Ah, I can, but there’s
something I need to report. We had a Prijian woman turn up three
days ago, two children in tow. She went to the Rulers’ House first,
and Lord Meki ordered her to be detained here for your
arrival.”

Kei felt Arman’s surprise—and
some apprehension. “Detained?” Arman snapped. “What woman? What’s
her name?”

Tiko scratched his chin, not
put out by his Ruler’s irritation. “Well, you see, that’s the
problem. She won’t give a name—all she’ll say is that she wants to
speak to her son, Retis.” Kei jumped a little in shock, and Arman’s
expression became a deep scowl. “When she was told no one of that
name was known in Darshek, she said that you would know who he was,
because you’re his father.”

Kei swallowed, and placed his
hand on his lover’s arm to soothe the already rising anger and
turmoil. Karik, who had come close enough to hear the last part of
Tiko’s report, gasped a little.

“Karik?” Romi asked. “What’s
wrong?”

Karik keep staring at Tiko as
he answered. “It’s my mother...Arman, can it be her?”

Arman’s lips pressed into a
hard line. “We’ll soon see. Tije, I’m going to ask you to wait for
me. Tiko, can you have someone take him somewhere, give him tea and
something to eat? Romi...no, you better come along too. Damn her,”
he muttered.

Kei couldn’t help but agree.
Damn Mayl indeed—if this was her.

~~~~~~~~

The last time Karik had felt
like this had been back on Andon—for a very different reason, of
course, but the effect was the same. Romi only waited for a
corporal to be summoned and lead Tije away before asking, “What do
you mean, your mother? I thought she was in the Welensi
Islands?”

“So did I,” Karik said quietly,
feeling sick. “Arman? What’s going on?”

“I really don’t know, son.” His
uncle came to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Do you want to
see her?”

“I have to. You, uh...don’t
have to. I know you don’t want to.”

“Neither do you, I know. No, we
best face this together. Kei, Romi, please, don’t say anything, or
interfere. Karik, will you let me take charge?”

“Yes, uncle.” Romi came to his
side and squeezed his arm. “I’m all right,” he muttered.

“You’re not, but I’ll let you
handle it. Tiko?”

Tiko had been watching them
from a discreet distance and now approached. “We gave her one of
the married officer’s quarters—it was either that or the lock up,
and it wasn’t fair on the boys.”

“Boys?” Arman asked. “You said
two children—hers?”

“So it seems—they call her
‘mama’ anyway. One’s a Prij, the other’s half-Welensian islander by
the look of him. You better come and talk to her.”

Karik didn’t need to see the
grim turn of Arman’s mouth to know this wasn’t something he wanted
either. Kei was uncharacteristically solemn, frowning and clearly
worried—none of them had any reason to be pleased at this news.

As it turned out, they
were taken to the same part of the barracks where he and Romi had
their own quarters, along with other partnered but childless
officers. Kei kept his hand on Arman’s arm, and Romi did the same
for Karik, which was good because he really felt as if he’d been
chopped off at the ankles. He’d thought Tije’s appearance in the
village had been a shock—that had been nothing. What was his mother
doing here? Why here now?

One of the quarters had guards
posted outside the door, so it was easy to guess where she was.
Tiko asked them to wait while he fetched her. A few moments later
he emerged from the quarters, a woman with two small children
behind her.

Karik felt paralysed, unable to
move forward, not willing to retreat like a coward even though his
courage was fast deserting him, but Mayl had no such reservations.
“Retis! Oh, darling, I’ve missed you!”

She ran to him and flung her
arms around him. Karik simply didn’t know what to do or say—she
seemed so happy to see him, yet he didn’t feel anything like the
same. She didn’t really look much like the woman he
remembered—she’d grown heavier, faded, and lines of either sorrow
or temper now marred her mouth and eyes. He’d thought she looked
like a goddess almost, the first time he’d seen her. Now she looked
rather sour and run down—even her clothes were dingy and not
particularly clean.

Arman intervened, roughly
pulling her off him and thrusting her backward. “Mayl.” He made the
name sound like the vilest curse. “What are you doing here and who
are these children?”

“I wanted to be with my son,
Arman,” she said, tilting her chin. “These boys are Retis’s
brothers—he’s entitled to meet them.”

“B-Brothers?” Karik stuttered
in shock, looking down at the two boys, now pressing close to
Mayl’s leg.

The older child, fair haired
and sullen, glared up at him. The younger one, clinging to his
brother, had black hair, black eyes but pale skin—he looked no
different from the few Welensi islanders Karik had ever
encountered. “Yes, your brothers, Retis.”

“His name’s Karik,” Arman
snapped. “You agreed not to interfere with him seven years ago. Why
are you here?”

She turned cold eyes on him. “I
need my son’s help. How can he deny his own mother when she asks
for his assistance? Retis, we need you. I am without a home or a
husband.” She fell to her knees and clasped her hands in front of
her. “I beg you to help us.”

Karik, still frozen in shock,
turned a pleading look on Kei for help, but it was Arman again who
acted, dragging her to her feet. “Enough theatrics, Mayl. I know
Mekus is dead—and you’re a convicted criminal. Karik can’t help
you, and I won’t allow him to try. Just take yourself out of
Darshek and keep away from us. You’re not wanted.”

She glared at him and shook off
his grasp. “Will you condemn two innocent children too? You’d let
Retis’s brothers starve?”

Kei gave her a peculiar look,
then knelt in front of the boys. “Hello,” he said gently in
Prijian. “I’m Kei. What’s your name?” he asked the older one.

“He is Minan,” Mayl answered.
“The other one is Ry-zilim.”

Kei ignored her. “How old are
you, Minan?”

“Six. Go away.” The boy stepped
back a little, his arm protectively around his brother.

Kei obeyed at once, standing up
and moving away from Minan, who continued to watch him warily.
“Arman...she has a point. We can’t allow the children to
suffer.”

“Oh, gods, are you going to
fall for this trick?” Arman said, looking at him in disgust. “These
aren’t her brats—who’s the father? Mekus? I don’t think so. Where
did you pick them up, Mayl?”

She slapped him, and he grabbed
her fist, crushing it until she winced. Karik was as shocked by
that as anything else—Arman had never been violent to a woman in
his presence before. His uncle looked terrifying in his anger,
forcing his former wife backwards. “That’s a habit I suggest you
lose, woman,” he growled. “Assaulting a Ruler is a very serious
crime in Darshian, though I suppose having plotted to murder a
Prijian sovereign, you don’t rank it very highly.”

He let her go with an
expression of profound distaste, and she backed away, rubbing her
hand with a wounded look at Karik, as if she had expected his
protection. The boys clung hard to her, and stared at him too, as
he was somehow responsible for all this. But Arman ignored all
three of them, turning to Tiko again. “Put this woman under arrest
and keep her guarded. If the children don’t appear to be cared for,
take them from her—can you arrange someone to check them over?”

Tiko snapped to attention.
“Already done, my lord. The boys needed a good feed and were sick
on the ship but they’re in reasonable health.”

“Good. This woman is a
convicted criminal of the state of Kuprij, and to be treated as
such. The children are wards of the state of Darshian. They can
remain with her until we determine their parentage and their best
disposition. I will meet my fellow Rulers tomorrow and this will be
discussed, but she is to remain under close guard until you hear
otherwise. Karik, we’re leaving. Tiko, get her out of my pissing
sight.”

Mayl looked confused—Arman had
given his orders in Darshianese, and she seemed to have learned no
more of that tongue than she’d known when Karik had first met
her—but as Tiko took her arm and the soldiers moved in, she
struggled. “No! Retis, don’t let them hurt your mother! Please,
save me and your brothers!”

Karik turned around and walked
away, trying to ignore her words and the heartrending cries of the
children, frightened by the soldiers and their mother’s hysteria.
Romi came up silently beside him and put his hand on his shoulder,
and they walked out of the yard together.

Then Karik stopped,
shaking. “Oh...gods...Romi....” He wanted to vomit, wanted to clap
his hands over his ears to stop the sounds of the carrying on
behind them. Why now?

Romi put his arms around him,
rested his chin on Karik’s head, lending his strength and his
courage to his pathetic lover. “Shhh, it’s all right,” he murmured,
stroking his hand down Karik’s back. “She can’t hurt you and she
can’t claim you. Arman will handle it—that’s his job.”

But it’s
my mother,
Karik thought, even as the warm comfort of Romi’s hug worked its
healing magic on his soul, and prevented a total collapse of
dignity. Or something. What
in hells do I do now?

~~~~~~~~

Arman didn’t flinch through all
of his former wife’s histrionics and was completely unmoved as she
was dragged away, though he regretted the little boys had seen this
mess. Kei was distressed but that was almost certainly on behalf of
the children.

“Come on, Karik needs us,” he
said as the door was finally firmly closed behind Mayl, and her
nonsense muffled. “Tiko? Is there anyone who can care for those
boys?”

Tiko frowned. “Well, I dare say
I could find some people willing to try, but whether the upset to
the children would be worth it, I don’t know. She does seem to be
looking after them, and the older one, Minan, doesn’t want anyone
hurting his Ma or his brother.”

“Of course he doesn’t—he’s a
good boy, that’s why,” Kei murmured. “Arman, I suggest you don’t
break them up right now. The children are terrified and distrust
everyone but her—you won’t help them, not in the short term.”

Arman grunted, annoyed at
even having to consider Mayl as part of any child’s welfare. “And
what are her feelings towards them? Is she their mother?”

Kei looked back towards the
quarters, frowning. “She...seems uninterested in them, but it
wasn’t a situation where her maternal feelings would be on show
anyway. The older child is the very image of Karik at that age—it’s
uncanny. But that might just be because he’s Prijian. I can’t offer
you a definitive answer. You’ll need to question her.”

“Oh, I shall, believe me. Thank
you, Tiko. Lord Meki knew, didn’t he?”

“Yes he did—but he wanted to
make sure there was no doubt at all before formally notifying the
embassy. Will you tell him now?”

“Tomorrow—at least, officially.
Tonight, Karik and I need to talk. Uh, you better send for Tije—but
not for a few minutes. With the carriage is soon enough.”

Tiko saluted. “Right you are,
my lord. It’s good to have you back, Arman—but I’m sorry for young
Karik.”

“Me too,” Arman said heavily.
Just what the lad did not need after all that nastiness last year.
“Come on, Kei.”

They found Karik being
comforted in a private corner by Romi, who had his arms around him.
Karik seemed very distressed—who could blame him? Kei went to him
immediately and spoke in a low voice. Karik listened and nodded and
then broke free from his lover’s embrace, wiping his eyes. He
looked as if he was about to be sick, but was bravely pulling
himself together.

“Sorry, uncle. It’s just a
shock. Are those boys my brothers like she says?”

“I really don’t know—I’m sorry
to say it about your birthmother but she’s a habitual liar and
completely untrustworthy, so I do believe her capable of using the
children as a shield. But in any event, she’s not your problem. I
officially forbid you to attempt to assist her—she’s trying to
manipulate you on the basis of a nonexistent relationship. Legally,
she signed you off seven years ago.”

Karik blinked. “S-signed me
off?”

This was
not the
venue Arman would have chosen to discuss this, but it was
unfortunately unavoidable. “She, uh, and Mekus—formally
relinquished all claim on you and your line. Under Prijian law, and
by any measure, you’re not her child any more.”

“Relinquished...why?”

Kei cleared his throat. “Karik,
perhaps we—”

“Kei, no,” Arman said firmly.
“He needs the truth. Karik, she and Mekus were paid a fortune in
compensation for surrendering their claim on you. Money my father
paid.”

Karik went chalk-pale and
Romi’s arms slid around him again. “She sold me?”

There really was no nice way of
putting it, and Arman didn’t even try. “Essentially yes. I’m sorry,
son—I didn’t think at the time you needed to know the details, but
it’s time you realised what kind of person she is. She’s not here
out of some maternal instinct—she just wants to use you. She only
ever wants to use people for what they can give her. With me it was
my family’s money and our position. Mekus was the same. You—you can
protect her from the consequences of her terrible crimes, or so she
thinks.”

“Will you send her back to
Kuprij?” Romi asked, his face stern. “She’ll be executed, you know
that.”

“Arman?” Kei said quietly, as
Karik flinched in horror, his eyes going impossibly wide. “That’s
unthinkable.”

“Not to me,” Arman muttered,
but then regretted it as he saw Kei’s revolted reaction. “Yes,
yes—but I refuse to deal with this now. We’re all tired, we have my
other nephew to look after and I will not be bounced into an
emotional reaction by that bitch. Uh, sorry, Karik. I keep
forgetting she’s your mother.”

Karik straightened up and
gave him a haughty glare. “My mother is Jena of Ai-Albon,” he
announced, his voice increasingly firm. “My father is Reji of
Ai-Albon. My name is Karik, my clan is Ai-Albon.”

“Well said,” Romi murmured.

“Indeed,” Arman agreed, proud
of his nephew’s spirit. “Karik, everyone—we need to talk but for
the love of mercy, let’s not do it in front of Tije or Pira. I’ll
explain things to Tije as best I can. Romi, please let your colonel
know you’re back, and then ask Tiko to bring Tije and the carriage
around.”

Romi saluted and did as he was
asked, leaving Arman with a worried lover and a distressed nephew
to deal with. Not how he had wanted their return home to go in the
slightest.

~~~~~~~~

It had been a subdued
evening, hardly surprisingly. Kei felt very sorry for Tije, who was
understandably confused, and trying very hard not to upset anyone.
Kei did his best to reassure him, but his first concern had to be
for Karik. His nephew tried valiantly not to let any of his
distress show in front of Pira and was successful enough that she
didn’t seem to realise anything was amiss other than travel
fatigue. Kei was grateful for that—it was hard enough to explain to
people directly involved in it, and Pira was hardly sophisticated
enough to understand all the ramifications. Kei was glad she
wasn’t. He wished he
wasn’t.

In the end, everyone retired
early, using weariness as an honest excuse. Kei waited until he and
Arman were alone and behind a solid wooden door before he raised
the subject. Tired though he was, Arman still sat Kei down and
began the nightly ritual of hair grooming. Kei let the familiar,
beloved actions soothe him for a few moments, but then said,
neutrally as he knew how, “You simply cannot send her back to be
hanged, Arman. It violates every principle of Darshianese law, and
would be dreadful for Karik.”

Arman sighed quietly and
continued his careful work. “You assume I know none of this. I’ve
actually witnessed the executions of convicted traitors—trust me
when I tell you, you’re lucky you don’t know the real details.” Kei
winced—he didn’t want to hear more. “I know it violates Darshianese
law—but we have also signed extradition treaties with Kuprij. We
recognise each other’s laws for certain crimes, and high treason,
except in a state of war, is one of the first on the list. Mayl and
Mekus arranged for an assassination attempt on Nivuman—can you
imagine how many people would have died cruelly and unnecessarily
because of that act, brought on by nothing but greed and ambition?
Do you think she should just be set free because she’s pleading her
belly?”

“No, of course not! But...she
should be just locked up, reformed....” He stopped, trying to
imagine if the viciousness he had sensed in Mayl from years ago,
and which wasn’t the least unchanged that he could see, could ever
be reformed. “Killing is always wrong, Arman. To take a life of a
person in cold blood, for revenge, can never have any
justification.”

“It’s what
she was
going to do, Kei. I don’t believe for a minute it was all Mekus’
planning—she’s not easily led and is perfectly capable of plotting
this herself, even without him. That’s why I distrust this business
with the children.”

“Minan is six,” Kei said
slowly. “Which means he was conceived not long after you left
Utuk...could she have found it politic to get pregnant?”

Arman gently gripped him at the
back of his head, at the base of his braid, and made him turn. His
expression was sombre. “I more or less accused her of infidelity to
Mekus in front of him, cast doubt on his obvious belief that Karik
was his.”

“So—she might have been
in a hurry to make sure he thought he was capable of impregnating
her.”

Decades-old pain and shame were
fouling his lover’s feelings, and Kei very much regretted that this
was all coming up again.

“She did it to me, why
not?” Arman said, sounding more casual than he obviously felt.
“If we assume the boy is hers.”

“It’s the most likely
explanation. I can’t see her looking after children who weren’t
hers. I wonder who’s the father of Ry-chi?”

“Ry-chi?” Arman frowned at him.
“Don’t go getting attached to those children. They very likely will
have to be sent back to Kuprij too.”

“To be killed?” Kei placed his
hand over his heart in shock. “No, Arman!”

“No, no—to whoever has claim on
them. Mayl still has relatives there. Of course the children won’t
be cast adrift—do you think me a monster?”

Kei kissed him in apology. “No,
of course not...I’m sorry, this is all horrible. Poor Karik. And I
pity those boys. Minan’s so frightened and yet he’s trying to be a
big brother to Ry-zilim. He deserves better than this.”

“Any child does. If I ever had
the slightest guilt over removing Karik from her charge, I
certainly have none now. I didn’t realise he didn’t know about the
death sentence.”

“He’s had some dreadful shocks
all round. Was it wise to tell him about the legal settlement?”

Arman made him turn around
again so he could finish the braid. “I don’t want Karik developing
some spurious notion of duty towards her, or feeling sorry for her.
She doesn’t deserve it. She gave birth to him, but never cared
about him, and she doesn’t care about him now. I want him to know
that, however brutal it is for the poor lad. He’s strong—he’s dealt
with worse. Now I want you to stop pressuring me about Mayl’s fate.
I’m a Ruler, and nothing will happen that all eight of us do not
agree to. Even if you don’t consider me merciful, I’m sure you have
faith in the mercy of the others.”

Kei twisted and put his
arms around his lover, ignoring the murmured protests about the
messed-up braid. “I saw you in Ai-Vinri, my love. I know you as I
know myself, and I know you’re just and merciful. I do trust you.
I’ll advise if you want me to, but I won’t pressure you—at least,
no more than I would any other Ruler. In my position, that is my
duty.”

“Yes it is, and we’ll call on
your advice. But curse that pissing woman!” he added, shaking his
head in anger. “Why couldn’t whatever carried that old bastard off,
have killed her too?”

“Then there would be two
orphans adrift. See this as a chance to save those children.
They’re innocent and need protection. I know you’re good at
that.”

“Hmpf. Stop winding me about
your little finger, beloved, because it’s no challenge at all.”
Arman pushed the hair away from his neck, and gently kissed the
tender skin there, making Kei shiver.

They made love then, just using
their hands and mouths, too tired to get up to anything more
energetic, but needing the connection and the comfort. Arman’s
spirit was calmer by the time Kei was lying in his arms, sated and
peaceful, and he fell asleep within minutes. Kei wasn’t so quick to
drop off. He couldn’t stop himself picking at this dilemma, or
thinking about Minan’s brave, frightened little face. It could have
easily been Karik instead.

He would
not allow
those boys to be pawns in some manipulative game played by their
mother—or by anyone else. And he intended to make sure no one
forgot about them either.
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Normally Arman would be up and
away to his office not long after dawn, so he could work while the
House was quiet. He often broke his fast in Meki’s apartments,
since his friend and fellow Ruler very much enjoyed the company and
the chance to gossip informally. But this morning, he needed to
delay so he could take Tije with him, and see Karik and Romi off
before they returned to barracks. Karik had spent a sleepless
night, that much was certain, and was pale and dull-eyed as he took
his place at the table, Romi touchingly protective at his side.
“Are you sure you want to return to duty today, nephew?” Arman
asked, taking advantage of Tije’s absence to ask. “No one would
blame you for delaying a little.”

“Would that make it any
easier?” Karik asked sullenly. “I’ve got things to do—we all have.
But when will you be...interviewing her?”

“I’ll speak to the other Rulers
this morning, and then I need to formally advise the ambassador. I
plan to have her interrogated this afternoon, though whether I will
be present or not, I don’t know.”

“I want to be there.”

“No, I can’t allow that. Not
yet anyway.”

“Why not?” his nephew snapped.
“Why are you trying to protect me?”

“Because I love you.” Karik
went very still. “And I won’t let her hurt you or anyone else I
love. Understand me, nephew mine?”

Karik’s jaw worked a little,
and Romi slipped his arm discreetly around his waist. “Yes, uncle
mine,” he said in a small voice. “I’m sorry.”

“No, son, I am. You have no
idea how much I am. Romi? As your boss, I’m ordering you both to
take it easy today, and if you want to come back tonight, you only
have to show up.”

“Understood,” Romi said. He
looked ragged too—Arman doubted he’d got much sleep either. “Eat
up, Karik, then we’d better go.”

Arman finished serving their
hotcakes as Kei came in with Tije. Pira emerged to scold them all
for not waking her, but for once, let Arman serve her breakfast
without taking over from him. The meal was completed in a subdued
manner—everyone seemed tired this morning. Everyone but Tije, that
was—the lad was bright-eyed and excited about going to the House.
Arman wished escorting his nephew around was the only thing he
faced today, but he knew it wasn’t.

Karik asked him to come to the
gate with them as he and Romi left, and then stopped to look at him
earnestly. “Arman—if you speak to her, will you at least come and
see me afterwards? Tell me what’s going on?”

“Of course. But please don’t
attempt to contact her today. Off you go.”

He watched them stride
off down the road, where they’d hitch a lift to the barracks. He
turned and found Kei standing in the doorway. “What a mess,” his
lover said quietly. “He’s a mess.”

“Yes, I know. It’s my job to
try and sort it out. Are you and Tije ready?”

Thanks the gods Tijus’s boy had
his father’s good sense, Arman thought, as they walked towards the
academy. Mayl’s appearance put Tije in a very difficult position,
as he was honour-bound to report her presence to the Prijian
authorities, and he was personally indignant she had dared to show
her face in Darshian. Fortunately, he was also aware how much it
hurt his cousin, and hadn’t asked as many of the hard questions as
he might have done. It was only a conversation delayed, Arman knew,
but at least it was giving him some space to deal with things as he
wished.

Kei had agreed to take Tije to
the academy in the morning, which left Arman free to conduct his
meeting with the other Rulers in privacy. First—Meki. He found his
friend in his private office, and was glad to see him in good
health. Meki was seventy-four—a living treasure, officially the
longest-serving Ruler Darshian had ever had, though he was
semi-retired now and had been for some time. Arman honoured him for
his service to their country, but also considered him one of his
closest friends—a father-figure, a mentor and someone to whom he
often turned for advice and wisdom. He needed that now.

Meki greeted him solemnly. “I
wish your home-coming hadn’t been blighted in this way, Arman. I
chose to treat the woman as an unidentified alien until your
return, but I knew this was going to be a problem.”

“It is. I’ll speak to Tir Kamus
later this morning. You’re aware of her legal status in
Kuprij?”

“I’ve been making enquiries
discreetly,” he said, nodding as he opened a file on his desk.
Notes on Mayl, Arman had no doubt. “She’s under sentence of death.
That makes things very difficult.”

“Yes, I know. Kei’s already
started pleading for her life. The irony does not escape either of
us, I assure you.”

Meki shook his head. “Nor does
it escape me. We have to send her back, yet we can’t send her back.
Square that for me, because I can’t.”

“I was rather hoping you could
do that for me,” Arman said with a wry smile. “This could destroy
so much of the good work we’ve done with Kuprij. I thought I’d be
presenting you with a triumphant report of the negotiations, the
deals, the agreements, the good will—all truly impressive, if I say
so myself. And this stupid, venal woman could wreck the lot, just
by being here.”

“Yes, she could. What of the
children? Are they Prijian?”

“One seems to be. I’ve yet to
have any proof they’re hers.”

Meki tapped his pencil against
the file in front of him. “If they are, would that be grounds to
seek clemency from His Serenity?”

“Uh...actually, in former
times, the children, even the grandchildren, would also be
executed—expunging the line was a popular punishment.”

“Blessed gods!” Meki put his
hand over his heart, and Arman winced a little, regretting that
he’d put any stress on that always delicate organ. “Surely they
wouldn’t?”

“Nivuman isn’t that
bloodthirsty—though the law lies on the books, I assure you. But
the answer is no—they don’t help. Nor should they. Her crime is one
of the worst. People called me a traitor but I never sought the
life of the sovereign, nor of any Prij.”

“No, quite.” Meki drummed his
fingers as he considered it.

Arman sipped his tea, and
wondered if it was wrong of him to hope Mayl had suffered a heart
attack overnight. It would make things so much simpler.

“We need the others,” Meki said
finally. “This requires more brains than the two of us can
provide.”

But even the collective
sharp minds of the other six Rulers—Peika joining in by Neka’s good
graces—could not come up with a solution that would satisfy the
demands of Darshianese ethics and Prijian law. Nera did point out
that if the boys were indeed Mayl’s, then by law, Karik could claim
guardianship over them if Mayl were forced to return to Kuprij. “No
law, no agreement, would compel us to hand them over,” she said, and
Arman agreed.

It did not, however, resolve
the question of Mayl herself. Nera rightly raised the problem of
the boys’ welfare—everyone agreed the barracks were no place for
two small children. There was some sympathy with the idea that they
should be removed from Mayl’s care. Arman was asked to investigate
the situation further and to speak to the Prijian ambassador,
thrusting the problem, albeit politely, at him, which he supposed
was only fair—not only was he their resident Prijian expert, he was
Mayl’s ex-husband. This entire mess had only come to Darshian
because of him, and he accepted he was the one who needed to solve
it.

The Prijian ambassador was
invited to morning refreshments, ostensibly to meet a visiting
senator’s son. Kei and Meki were both present as Tir Kamus was
introduced to Tije, and offered his respects to Tije and his
illustrious father. Then Kei discreetly led the lad away to meet
the other Rulers and to be taken safely back to the academy. While
Tije would one day be handling matters of this gravity, Arman very
much doubted Tijus wanted his beloved son and heir involved in this
murky business.

“We had many glowing reports of
your visit to Utuk, my lord Sei Arman. Already invitations are
coming in for you to return,” Kamus said with a smile. “Yet...am I
right in suspecting my lord Meki’s presence indicates this was not
purely a social call?”

The man was clever and worldly.
Little got past him, which was what made him so good at his job.
“No, sadly, Tir Kamus, it is not. Four days ago, an unknown Prijian
woman arrived in Darshek. Lord Meki, suspecting her true identity,
had her held under guard until my return. I have confirmed his
suspicion—she’s Sei Mayl, my former wife, and wife of the late
former senator Mekus.”

Kamus hissed in a breath. “The
traitor? Here? Why?”

“Because her son—at least her
first son—resides in Darshek.” Arman quickly recounted the
distasteful business, emphasising Karik’s legal status and his own,
to Kamus’s obvious disapproval, though of whom he most disapproved,
it wasn’t clear. “The woman is trying to save herself by appealing
to her son, and pleading the existence of the children.”

“She must be returned to face
justice,” Kamus said, his expression severe. “The children, we
would not claim—under our law, they have no status as Prijian
citizens. Unless adopted by one of us in good standing, they are
stateless.”


“They’re not, for they’ll be welcome here,
regardless of parentage,” Meki said somewhat disapprovingly. “Tir
Kamus, the Darshianese state forbids the death penalty under all
circumstances. We can’t return her to you to be hanged.”

“My lord, under the terms of
the extradition treaty co-signed by you three years ago, she must
be sent back. Failure to do so will constitute a breach of that
treaty and even be considered an act of war. She tried to kill our
sovereign!”

Meki waved his hand to ask
Kamus to calm down. “The heinousness of her crime isn’t in dispute,
ambassador, nor is the right of the Prijian state to pursue
wrong-doers across national borders. However, the laws of this land
will not allow someone to be executed. We can’t allow someone to be
executed as a result of an official act of this state either. Do
you not recognise the dilemma?”

Kamus’ aristocratic features
became severe. “I recognise it and dismiss it, my lord. She’s not
your problem. Return her and we will deal with her.”

Arman felt it was time to
intervene. “Tir Kamus, Darshianese law applies to all on our soil.
Just as the Darshianese treated their prisoners of war according to
their own ethics, so must Sei Mayl be treated.”

“But the treaty!”

“Yes, I know. However, there’s
no need for haste here. She’s under guard and will remain so. His
Serenity is a man of compassion and humanity. Can not enquiries be
made to see if there’s any honourable compromise? At the very
least, the welfare of the children should be investigated
properly—if there are relatives who’d take them, they should be
given an opportunity to do so, if that’s what is best for the
boys.”

“I can make enquiries, my
lord,” Kamus said stiffly, “but I very much doubt the situation
regarding this traitor will change. His Serenity is a noble and
compassionate man indeed, but she tried to kill him and drag our
country into a civil war. Can there be a greater crime against a
state?”

“No, Tir Kamus, there cannot.
But please try to understand the basis of the Darshianese state
depends on this very strongly held ethic—violating that would be
even more serious than murdering one of the Rulers.”

“I’ll put that to His Serenity,
my lord,” Kamus said with a bow. “I very much regret your return to
Darshek has been marred by this business.”

“As do I. Thank you, Kamus, for
your patience.”

And aren’t we
all so very polite, Arman thought,
while the fate of nations and a
greedy, faithless woman hangs in the balance?

Meki remained as Kamus left.
“They won’t budge,” he said. “How can they?”

“How can we? She’s canny,
though—the children mean she can grab sympathy she doesn’t
deserve.”

“Ah, yes. Arman, you’d
better speak to her. We need a full and honest story about those
boys, and why she’s here. If there are any mitigating
circumstances, or anything which might cast doubt on her guilt—the
smallest crumb—we need to hear it. Gods, why did we not think about
this when we signed that treaty?”

Probably because no one dreamed
someone of Mayl’s ilk would dare enter Darshian territory, Arman
thought ruefully. He wished now he’d been more involved in the
legal niceties, but he’d been set in charge of the diplomacy
instead. “It was a failure, certainly, and one we’re all going to
regret. But for now, would you care to join Kei and me for lunch
with my nephew? The poor lad hasn’t had the best start to his stay
in Darshek, and I’d like to make amends for that.”

~~~~~~~~

Romi wished he’d taken
Arman’s suggestion and kept Karik off work today. He’d known
why his
lover had wanted to be busy, but in reality, he’d done little more
since they’d arrived at the barracks but stare into space and snap
at anyone who came near him. Fortunately, their team was still on
the course at the academy and would be for the next two weeks. He
and Karik were supposed to be planning the next
phase of training, in preparation for the trip to Andon in early
spring. He himself had had plenty to get on with, and had tried to
let Karik have privacy to deal with his thoughts, and frankly, to
take it easy after having slept not a wink the night before. But he
couldn’t help but hear every quiet sigh, and worry about the fact
Karik looked like reheated urs shit and was eating his heart out,
thinking about the woman and the children less than two hundred
yards from where they were sitting.

Right now, Karik wasn’t even
pretending to work, looking distractedly out the window and
waiting. Every time someone came into or even just past their
office, he jumped, then scowled as if defying anyone to comment on
his edginess. There was nothing Romi could do—he just hoped Arman
would hurry the hells up.

The door opened again, and
again Karik started, but this time, it was justified since it was
his uncle who appeared in the doorway. “Hello, Romi, Karik—any
chance of some tea?”

As Arman came in and sat down,
Romi called out the door for a soldier to bring tea for three. Then
he came back and sat at his desk, looked at Karik’s uncle—Arman
looked weary, but with life, not physically. “What did she
say?”

“Mostly a load of rot and
sentiment,” Arman said, grimacing. “Nothing that would induce a
sensible person to reassess her guilt, though she’d have people
believe she was the innocent victim of Mekus’ machinations. So far
as I know, that lie was examined and rejected, quite correctly, at
the time.”

“There wasn’t a trial though.
She wasn’t examined in court,” Romi pointed out. Karik was saying
nothing, for now.

“She and Mekus were tried in
their absence, and the matter thoroughly examined. We can’t say
they were treated unfairly in that regard. Nivuman took great care
to ensure he was not accused of simply creating a vendetta against
his predecessor’s consort’s family. Given that there was a claimant
to the throne from Mekus’s line, he had to be scrupulous, and he
was. She’s guilty, no doubt about it.”

Karik stirred.
“Uh...Arman...did she say who my father was?”

Arman stared, completely taken
aback. Romi groaned quietly—this wasn’t how this should have been
raised. “Er...are you sure you want to talk about this here,
nephew?”

“Why? Is he the gardener after
all?” Karik’s pale features were now almost bloodless as he glared
at his uncle. “Tell me the truth. I’m so sick of people hiding
things from me! You never told me about the law suit, no one told
me she was condemned to die—what else are you hiding from me,
Arman?”

“Nothing, Karik. I don’t know
the name of your father any more than you do. I...thought you would
be happier assuming it was me. I apologise.”

There was a tap at the door.
Romi rose to collect the tea, then closed the door again, locking
it for privacy. His lover and his friend were staring at each other
like defending thurls. He quietly poured tea, and handed the mugs
to them. “Look—both of you, calm down. Karik, Arman was trying to
spare you pain, and from what I can see, he did that while you
needed it. Arman, Karik needs to know what you know now. He can
handle it. He’s not a child, not by any means.”

“Agreed. But bear in mind Mayl
is a liar. I have no proof, not yet, of what she says. She wouldn’t
consent to a mind-speaker verifying things, though I can probably
insist on that at some point.”

“Do you believe her?”

Arman took a sip of his
tea, and took his time answering. “It sounds convincing. But
she is a practiced liar, and utterly without conscience. However,
this is what she told me, and I apologise in advance because it’s
an unedifying tale. At first she tried to claim that Mekus was your
and Minan’s father—I forced her to admit this was not the case. She
still insists you really are full brothers, though she now says the
father is the former senator Cirin.”

“Do I know that name...?” Karik
asked slowly, looking to Romi for enlightenment.

“Senator Cirin—isn’t he the one
who helped Mekus and Mayl escape Utuk?” There had been a lot of
talk about it when Romi had been stationed on Kuplik.

“Yes, that’s the one. Cirin
comes from a good family, and from what I know of him, is a decent
kind of fellow. He’s younger than Mayl—and it seems she seduced him
when he was but seventeen. She was carrying on an affair with him
and with Mekus while married to me—who knows if that’s the limit of
it?” Arman’s lip curled in distaste. “However, her tale is at least
credible, if disgusting. She also admitted Mekus became suspicious
after I pointed out the obvious anomaly that he had not managed to
make her pregnant during their marriage, so perhaps you weren’t his
son as he believed.”

Karik clenched his fist. “You
mean...he also thought I was his son and he still sold me off?
Didn’t anyone want me at all?”

Romi rose, dragged a chair
close to his lover, and took him into his arms. “I want you, love,”
he murmured, stroking Karik’s hair. “Many people want you.”

“I’m so very sorry, Karik. You
know we love you. Those people...words can’t express my feelings,
they truly can’t.” Arman looked as pale as Karik now. “But as I
suspected, you are not Mekus’s son.”

“Tell me about Cirin.”

“Yes. Uh.” Arman cleared his
throat, sipped his tea before continuing. Romi had rarely seen him
so ill at ease. “Mayl...approached Cirin and recommenced their
affair which had stopped some years before, and Minan was
conceived, allaying Mekus’s suspicions. Unfortunately for Cirin, he
seems to have truly loved Mayl, and when she and Mekus were
discovered in their plotting, he got them onto a ship, and provided
funds and contacts in the Welensi Island. Now this much I do know,
for it was investigated in Utuk—he didn’t know the extent of their
plans, for that was only uncovered later. He believed they were
simply under threat from factions loyal to Nivuman and hostile to
Mekus. For that reason, His Serenity spared him, and merely
stripped him and his line of their senatorial rank. He could have
been hanged, or worse, but it was accepted he was duped as much as
anyone else had been.”

“So he’s just a pissing fool,”
Karik said bitterly, his voice shaking. “Is he still alive? Does he
even know I exist? What about Minan? And the other boy?”

“Slow down, nephew—”

“I’m not your nephew!
Tije’s your nephew! I’m no damn kin to you or anyone!
I’m...just...goods.”

Romi held him tight
again, and let him muffle his sobs against his shoulder. Arman was
the most distressed Romi had ever seen him, and looked like
he needed
a good hug too, but Romi only had one set of arms. “Shhh,” he
whispered into Karik’s hair. “Don’t let her do this to
you.”

“Listen to Romi, Karik,
please—don’t let Mayl destroy the friendships and relations you’ve
built up over so long. I know why you want to reject me—but please,
don’t reject Kei or your mother and father. I beg you, ne...Karik.
Please.”

Where’s Kei
when we need him? Romi thought
desperately, though this would have been tormenting for a
soul-toucher. “Karik, come on. Pull yourself together. Look what
you’re doing to Arman. Does he deserve this? Come on, love, don’t
give in.”

Karik still shuddered a little.
It should have been handled better, Romi thought bitterly. He
should have insisted Karik stayed at Kei’s house and received this
news there, then Arman would have someone with him too.

The shaking eased, then Karik
pushed himself away almost angrily, wiping his eyes. “Gods,” he
muttered. “I’m such a child.”

“You’re not, and I apologise,”
Arman said with a stiff bow.

“No—I’m sorry, uncle,” Karik
said, then rose quickly and went to Arman to give him a hug. “I
didn’t mean it, I’m sorry.”

They embraced for some time,
Arman’s face hidden in Karik’s shoulder, and it was certain he hid
more than his anguish. Now Romi knew why Arman had kept this secret
for so long. It was all too painful to bear.

He moved a chair closer to
Arman, and after a little while, Karik used it, though he still
kept hold of his uncle’s hand—something that Arman seemed very
grateful for.

“There’s one positive aspect of
it,” he said finally, smiling tightly at his nephew. “You’ve
sometimes said you wanted a brother—and now you do.”

“How many? I mean, what about
Ry-zilim, and does my...I mean, Cirin have other children?”

“And are you absolutely sure
the boys are really hers?” Romi added.

“I believe they are—the
behaviour of the boys tends to support that. Minan’s birth should
have been recorded in Utuk. Ry-zilim’s father is a Welensi islander
Mayl had an affair with—you have to understand I am presenting my
interpretation of what she told me. She dressed everything up in
romantic language, making out she was this helpless victim of
passion and so on. I simply don’t believe any of that,” Arman said,
his mouth pressed into a deeply disapproving line. “I think she was
trying to make a position on the islands for herself that didn’t
depend on Mekus because he was unpopular, and they were losing what
few friends they had among the expatriates. Mekus died six months
ago, but Mayl and the boys were already living under this man’s
protection—he’s some kind of tribal leader—until she persuaded
someone on a trading ship to let her come to Darshek. Both boys
think Mekus was their Pa, apparently, despite the evidence of
Ry-zilim’s appearance.”

“What a revolting story,” Romi
murmured. “So this Cirin might have Minan if asked? If we need to
find a home for him?”

“I doubt it—and Karik, again I
apologise for the pain it causes, but I doubt he’ll want you to
contact him. For a start, I think he most likely believes Mekus is
father to you and Minan, and for second, if he acknowledged either
of you, he’d lose his wife and children. They’re all he has left,
now he’s lost his rank. Though I don’t doubt he’d love you, if he
knew you.”

“How could he not?” Romi said,
smiling at his lover. Karik smiled back a little uncertainly. “But
you said nothing she’d told you changes the situation. What are the
Rulers going to do?”

Arman shook his head.
“Delay and hope for a miracle. It’s all we can do. Nivuman might
grant a measure of clemency but it would be more than the populace
would accept—he already granted her a reprieve by not sending
troops to the Welensi islands and dragging them back to face their
sentence. She’s been stupid enough to break cover—he
can’t ignore that. But we can’t send her back to die. The only
sure thing is that we can and will insist that the children stay.
The Prij don’t want them, and even this Cirin wouldn’t have a
higher claim than Karik, not without a legal battle it’s guaranteed
he won’t want.” He rubbed his eyes, looking old and exhausted.
“Nephew, Romi—can I beg your kindness and ask you to come home
tonight? Kei will want to see you, and it would make me feel much
better if you did.”

Karik put his arms around his
uncle again. “Of course,” he said. “Arman, I’m sorry.”

“You, lad, have no need to
apologise. You’re the only real innocent in this whole business.
You and those two unfortunate boys.”

“What will happen to them? Will
you let her keep them here? The quarters aren’t really suitable for
children.”

Arman sighed, and picked up his
neglected tea. “I know—I need to speak to people. My feeling is
that they should be removed for their own safety. She’s not got a
maternal bone in her body, and though they’re devoted to her, she
cares nothing for them. As their brother, you’ll be involved in the
decision, if you wish to be. If you don’t, then no one will force
you. But right now, you’re the presumptive guardian.”

Karik’s cheeks reddened a
little as he blinked in surprise. “Me? A guardian?”

“Certainly. If you don’t want
to be, then we’ll find someone else. But Lord Meki is ready to
declare her unfit to keep the children simply on the basis of her
criminal record. In theory, this man in the Welensi Islands could
take the younger child, but we need to keep them together.”

He got to his feet. “But I
think I need to discuss this with other people, Kei being the first
one. Come home, nephew. I find myself in need of my family around
me.”
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Karik stood too, putting his
hand on his uncle’s arm in silent apology for the hurt he’d caused.
It had been unforgivable to spit in Arman’s face like that—it
wasn’t as if Arman had made his mother the biggest slut in Kuprij.
Arman gave him a small, sad smile at the gesture, but then
stiffened, apparently concentrating on something. Karik recognised
the symptoms of a man talking to a mind-speaker and stayed quiet so
Arman could do what he had to.

It didn’t take long, and then
Arman shook his head, looking rueful. “Ah—it seems Kei was worried
about me and has been eavesdropping on our conversation. Saves time
in explanations at least.”

“Oh.” Karik wasn’t delighted
that Kei had heard his tantrum, but he couldn’t blame the man for
being worried about his family. “What does he say?”

“He says the thing we all need
is Jes. And Seiki agrees with him.”

Karik grinned despite himself.
“That’s a wonderful idea—uh, but what about Tije? Doesn’t he
disapprove?”

“I think, faced with the
reality, his opinions are likely to soften considerably. Anyway,
we’re all invited to their house for supper, so I’m going to abuse
my position, order a calash, and take us all over there. Nothing
like the wholesomeness of a three-year-old to take the taste of all
this away,” he added, sounding very much as if he wished he could
spit the memory out of his mouth and his mind. “Unless you would
rather we didn’t?”

“No—I want to see her and Seiki
and Mila. Tije just better not say anything—I’m not in the
mood.”

Romi came up and kissed his
forehead. “Arman, your nephew’s had some warning, I presume?”

“Kei will explain. The lad’s
not insensitive, Karik. Be fair. He’s done his best to understand,
and he wouldn’t deliberately hurt anyone.”

“I hope not,” Karik muttered,
fully prepared to thump Tije if he even breathed the suggestion of
an insult about his daughter. Gods—he had a half-brother Jes’s age!
And a full brother only a little older. He couldn’t take it all in.
He needed...Kei, Jes, and more hugs, he guessed.

And he had another father—that
made three, he thought wryly, though he’d not really considered
Arman a father, though he was in law. At least in Prijian law. No
wonder Arman looked like he was starting a migraine—this was
hellaciously complicated.

They were cutting out early,
but not even Romi’s stern colonel would have argued with Arman.
Things might have been different if the team was in the barracks,
but they weren’t, for which Karik was desperately grateful. He was
so tired, and if Seiki hadn’t invited them over, he’d have gone for
an early night, but nothing would be better than seeing his darling
girl and his friends.

As the calash took them quickly
through the hot afternoon sun along the harbour road and past the
Rulers’ House, Arman was rather distant, not paying either of them
much attention. Dealing with Mayl had to have been unpleasant under
any circumstances—she’d always been so vile about him, and that was
before Karik had known about the sleazy legal deal. Gods, no wonder
Arman had been in a temper on that journey home from Utuk. Karik
looked back on that time and thought it a minor miracle Arman
hadn’t thrown him into the sea.

Romi kept hold of him the
entire ride, and though Karik felt ashamed his lover had seen his
poor behaviour once again, he was eternally grateful Romi had been
there to support him. Never alone again, he thought, looking at
Romi with love in his heart and in his eyes. It made such a
difference. Romi gave him a smile and squeezed his hand. “It’ll be
all right, love. Nothing we can’t handle. We’ve faced worse.”

“Yes, we have.” He leaned his
head on Romi’s shoulder—Arman gave them a brief fond smile, then
resumed his rather distracted stare into nothingness. Maybe he was
talking to Kei. Or maybe he was just trying to make sense of this
situation. It would distract anyone.

Kei, Mila and Jes were waiting
at the door for them. Though Kei gave him a quick smile, he really
only had eyes for Arman, going straight to him and embracing him
tightly. Karik let them have their time—he had someone claiming
him.

“Pa! Romi-Pa! Home!”

He grinned at his daughter, and
knelt so she could run into his arms. “Yes, we’re home,
sweetheart.” Oh, gods, he loved this child. She smelled clean and
good, like purity incarnate. “Have you been good while I’ve been
away, Jes?”

“Yes, I have. Tell him,
Ma.”

Mila was even bigger now, and
holding her back as if it ached. “She’s been pretty good. Mostly
good,” she added with a wink.

“I’m glad to hear that. You
still have your doll, I see. Have you named him yet?”

“Uh huh,” she said, nodding
vigorously, holding it up for the world to see. It was showing
signs of use, but holding up well. Romi had done such a good job on
it. “This is Jem-chi.”

He stared at her in surprise.
“Jem? I knew a Jembis once. Where did you get that name, darling?”
Had Gyo mentioned it in her hearing when he was up last? But she
couldn’t have remembered it.

But his child had a
simpler, if more unlikely explanation. “He just told me,” she said,
nodding firmly, before taking his hand and tugging. “Come in, come
in now. Everyone come in now.”

“I think we have to go inside,”
Karik said, grinning up at Romi. He glanced over at Kei and
Arman—they were still holding each other, but now watching Jes
queening it up, Kei smiled a little. “Well, come on, what are you
waiting for, Jei-chi?”

He’d forgotten, for the moment,
that there was one more guest, and was slightly shocked to see Tije
sitting calmly in the kitchen, peeling tubers and talking to Seiki.
His ‘cousin’ smiled politely as they came in, and stood. “That’s
Tijiki,” Jes announced. “He’s got no hair, Pa. Why?”

Karik grinned. “Um, well,
maybe he lost it in a fight with a carcho, or even a tewi.
How did you lose your hair, Tijiki? Did a tuktuk steal
it?”

Tije raised an eyebrow at
his insolence, then knelt down so he was at Jes’s level. “I’ll tell
you, but it’s a secret so you can’t tell anyone else.” He motioned
her forward, then whispered in her ear, while she smothered giggles
with her hands. When he was done, he stood up. “Now you mustn’t
tell anyone. Promise?”

“I promise! Poor Tijiki, no
hair!”

“Don’t be rude, Jes,” Seiki
said, then turned to her lover. “Darling, sit down, and I’ll get
you some tea. Everyone sit down, we’re almost done.”

Arman insisted on making
the tea and serving it. Jes sat on Karik’s lap—from time to time
she would look at Tije and giggle, something he made worse by
pulling faces. Well, he was closer to her age, Karik
thought, feeling a lot more relaxed about the competition for Jes’s
attention than he would have expected. Tije wasn’t being overtly
hostile to any of them, whatever private reservations he had—but
those couldn’t be too great, or Seiki wouldn’t be so nice to
him.

Mila still wasn’t having an
easy time of her pregnancy, and Seiki was protective of her,
waiting on her hand and foot and making sure Jes didn’t jump on her
too much. Kei suggested they went outside, since he was sure the
fresh air would do them all good—he was looking with some concern
at Mila, and as they walked out behind the others, Karik whispered
to his uncle, “Is everything all right?”

“Yes. She’s just been suffering
nausea, not uncommon even this late in the pregnancy as you know.
I’ve suggested she rests more, and eats smaller, more regular
meals. But she’s fine. Are you?”

“No. But I’m glad I’m here.
Kei, I was awful to Arman.”

Kei stopped, then patted his
shoulder. “He understands, nephew. We’ll talk later but I felt you
all needed some quiet time. Try not to let it prey on your
mind.”

“Easier said.”

“Yes, I know,” his uncle said
kindly. “Go play with your child.”



Seiki and Mila had found
themselves a comfortable place on a bench. Arman, Romi and Tije
were already playing catch with Jes’s ball, tossing it to her and
waiting for her to choose who to throw it back to. She had more
than enough people to amuse her, so Karik sat down next to Seiki.
She turned to him with a worried expression. “Are you mad at me?”

He kissed her
cheek. “No. Relieved. I
wasn’t looking forward to telling Kei all that or listening to it
again.” He realised she would know the
truth. “Is Mayl lying or
not?”

“I can’t answer that, Karik,
you know I can’t.”

“But you know, don’t you?”

“Yes. And once I get the
correct consent, I’ll tell you. I’m so sorry, darling. She seems
such a horrible person and you’re so lovely.”

“She didn’t raise me. I now
know how lucky I am. Seiki—I have two brothers.”

She patted his
hand. “Yes, I know. I don’t
know what Arman should do. As a mother, the idea of someone taking
her children away seems so cruel, and yet...I’ve seen into her mind
and....” She shuddered.
“She doesn’t care for them at all.
She hates them for needing her, especially the littlest
one.”

Karik could scarcely
believe anyone could resent children so small and helpless.
“Will she hurt them? We can’t let
her.”

“I don’t
think she will. Not physically anyway.” She looked over at where her daughter was giggling madly
because she had ‘fooled’ Arman into thinking she was going to throw
the ball. “But she’d never do
that with them. It’s so sad. The older one? He’s been upset because
he lost his ‘father’ but he really misses Zexu—that’s Ry-chi’s Pa.
He was the only parental figure in their lives who was really fond
of them, and then their Ma took them away from him. They both miss
him.”

“Maybe we
should send them back to him. “

But even as he had that
thought, he knew that wouldn’t be possible. Minan wouldn’t be
adopted by the islanders, from everything he’d heard about that
race—and the small Prijian expatriate community wouldn’t want him
either.

“They’ll find
a home, Karik. Kei and Arman are determined about that.”
She smiled suddenly. “Your cousin’s a really nice young man. I remember him
from the first time—but he’s got so tall and handsome.”

“Don’t let
madam hear that,” he teased.

“He’s not as
good-looking as she is,” Seiki said, her
cheeks dimpling. “It’s good
to have you back, Karik. I just wish this wasn’t
happening.”

“Me too. But don’t fret about
it.”

The only blight on supper was
Mila having to excuse herself early, unable to face the meal. Seiki
took over in the kitchen, while Kei spoke to Mila in her room,
feeding her medicinal tea and reassuring her, then came back and
announced she was asleep. “Kei, is she going to be all right?”
Seiki asked, keeping her voice low so Jes, sitting on Arman’s lap
and chatting happily, couldn’t hear.

“Absolutely. This is normal,
Seiki, though I know it’s worrying. That tea will help and we can
adjust her diet a little. Mainly, she should take things easier.
But the baby is fine and other than the nausea, so is she.”

Seiki smiled with relief.
“Thank you. I get so worried, and with you away, I never really
felt completely sure.”

“Ah, I’ll have to speak to my
people about their bedside manners if they can’t reassure a young
mother. It’s a tough job, but they should be up to it,” he added
with a grin. “Now, let me help you.”

The subject of Mayl and all the
painfulness of that topic was kept firmly out of the conversation.
Seiki wanted to hear all about the journey from their own lips,
even though she’d been in contact many times over the past few
months. She drew Tije out shamelessly, and before long he was her
devoted creature as much as any of them. It was so funny, really,
considering Tije had apparently thought she was being deceived by
her lover and her friend, and had been feeling sorry for Seiki, or
so Kei had said. Now, between her daughter and herself, Seiki had
won him over completely. Karik could even imagine him going back to
Utuk and preaching the benefits of assisted insemination for the
infertile, and the mischief-maker in him wished he could see it
happen. It would shake that damn society up, for sure.

But his opinion on Prijian
society was somewhat out of date, because if what Kei had reported
was true, the society was already shaken up well and truly. And
Tije was surely a sign of that, or at least of what it could be.
Karik had to admit if Tije did represent the new thinking in
Kuprij, then Prijian society might be a far better place than he
could ever have imagined it.

When the meal was over, Seiki
put her daughter to bed, and checked on her lover. When she came
back, she reported Mila was now sleeping peacefully for which Seiki
was very grateful, and then she took Romi, Kei and Arman into the
sitting room, leaving the ‘infants’ as she cheekily put it, to
clear up.

“Hmpf, infants,” Tije said with
disgust. “Back home, I’m the oldest.”

“Back home, I’m the only one,”
Karik said, rolling his sleeves up. “I always wished I’d had a
brother or sister.”

“Now you do. How does it
feel?”

Karik looked at the man, not
sure how honest he wanted to be. “Odd. It doesn’t feel real. Like
the fact in theory my biological father isn’t Pa, but in reality,
Pa is Pa. Tije, um....”

“Yes?”

“Arman...isn’t my real father.
I don’t know what you know or what you’ve been told but...he’s
not.”

Tije blushed. “Um...actually,
Kei...explained. He, um, explained a lot of things. About Mayl. And
uncle Arman.... He said it wasn’t something any of you were happy
about. I’m sorry—I mean, I’m sorry if I caused any offence or said
anything or—”

Karik held up his hand. “It’s
all right. I just didn’t want you to think less of Arman for
sending me away to my parents. To Jena and Reji, I mean. Gods,
these conversations always end up with me trying to find about
three words for the same thing!”

“You mean like Jes with two
mothers?”

“And three grandmothers, and
two Pas and the gods alone know how many ‘aunts’, ‘uncles’ and
‘cousins’...see, for me, family isn’t just about blood.”

Tije nodded as he drew hot
water off from the cistern and into a bowl. “I think I understand.
It’s like Mari—she’s not married to Grandfather, but she’s been
there all my life. She’s part of us. Were you ever sorry you
weren’t uncle Arman’s son? He’s such a wonderful man—if my father
weren’t my father, then I’d want him.” He flushed again. “Um...that
didn’t come out right....”

“I know what you mean.
Sometimes I’m sorry because he is such a good man—but no one’s
better than my Pa.”

“My father is,” Tije said,
tilting his chin defiantly.

Karik grinned at his pride, and
decided to tease. “No he’s not. I’d fight you over it except it’d
be a waste of time and you’d lose anyway.”

“That’s what you think—I’ve
been trained with sword and lance.”

“I can beat that—I was trained
by the meanest corporal in Darshian. And she’s a damn dirty
fighter.”

“She? You fought with a
woman?”

“Sure did. She left me black
and blue.” He laughed at Tije’s horrified expression. “Jou can
outfight almost every man she ever meets, except Romi and that’s
only because he outweighs her by fifty pounds and is a foot taller
and an even dirtier fighter than she is. She’d kick your arse from
here to Utuk.”

Tije pursed his lips primly. “I
would never hit a woman. It’s dishonourable.”

“Then she’d kick you all the
way to the Welensi Islands. Then laugh at you while you lay there
and wondered how she did it.”

“She sounds a complete
harridan,” Tije muttered, picking up a pot to scrub.

Karik scrapped off some
leavings into the scraps bucket. “She’s wonderful. I’m still hoping
she’ll join us up here. She was great in Andon—she beat the crap
out of these huge tribal men, and they couldn’t work out how this
little tiny woman dumped them on their arses. It was really
funny.”

“I wish I could go to Andon,”
Tije said wistfully. “Father would never agree—it’s much too
dangerous.”

“It is. But you have to
make your own decisions. Like Arman did. I did too. My parents
don’t like me travelling, but they’ve accepted my right to live my
life.” Finally, he amended wryly to
himself.

“It’s different for me. I’m the
only heir. If I don’t take up my father’s seat in the senate, no
one else will. We need good senators in Kuprij. If only the
self-interested rule, then you end up with bad government.”

Tije kept surprising him with
the maturity of his views, the seriousness with which he took his
future responsibility. Karik admired it in him. “That’s true. But
you have to want to do the job. If you hate it, then you won’t be
good at it.”

“I don’t think I’ll hate it. I
just...want to do some other things before I take up the position.
Like Father did, or uncle Arman.”

“Then do it.” He turned
so he could face the other man, and folded his arms. “Do what you
love, even if it kills you. But do it well or it’s not worth
doing. Be the best—whether it’s a senator or a stable
manager.”

Tije looked rather startled at
his passion, but then smiled. “You’ll make Jes a wonderful father,
Karik. She’s a very lucky child.”

Karik smiled back. “Thanks.
You’re not bad yourself—for a Prij.”

“Neither are you.”

Karik just snorted. “Come on,
the longer we take, the more gossip those bastards will swap about
us.”
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Kei found Arman’s office
already full of people by the time he arrived. No one looked
particularly cheerful, but then the question of taking two small
children away from their mother on a permanent basis wouldn’t make
anyone jump for joy. Karik held Seiki’s hand, and their friend
looked very solemn indeed. Arman had his severest expression on,
and Lady Nera, usually so serene, seemed deeply upset. Tir Kamus
clearly disapproved of the entire business.

“I take it things went poorly,”
Kei said, coming in and sitting down in front of his lover’s
desk.

“I think that’s a fair
assessment.” Arman signalled to the attendant. “Close the door,
please. We’re not to be disturbed under any circumstances.” The
servant bowed, and left them alone. “Kei, Seiki’s only told us a
little, but if you could start again, dear?”

Seiki cleared her throat. “As
instructed by the Rulers, and with Neka’s consent, I can reveal to
you what my Gift has shown me of Mayl’s thoughts. The gist of what
she told you, Arman, is true—although it’s a far less romantic tale
than she makes it appear.” Arman nodded—this was no surprise. “She
pretty much despises all the people she’s slept with, including
Mekus, Cirin, and the Welensi islander, Zexu—she sees them as fools
who she has manipulated to help her get what she wanted. But Cirin
is Karik’s and Minan’s father, and so far as she knows, Zexu is
Ry-zilim’s.” She coughed. “Um...she...may not be entirely sure on
that point.”

“I think we understand, dear,”
Kei said gently. The ambassador and Lady Nera were utterly
horrified. “Do you think we can remove the children safely?”

“Though I want them away from
her as much as any of you,” Seiki said, “my honest opinion as a
mother and a teacher of small children is that they’re simply too
distressed for now. She’s got them quite worked up and frightened,
and totally dependent on her. They miss Zexu, and even Mekus, and
their home on the islands which is the only one either of them ever
knew. They were happy there and it was only her selfishness which
made her take them away. I’d say it’s a good thing they were raised
there—from what I can see of the boys’ memories and thoughts, the
islanders seem to have been very kind and given them what company
they could. If they’d not had that, and Mayl’s servants hadn’t made
a fuss of Minan while they lived in Utuk, the children would be
much more damaged. We need to either teach her to be a better
mother or get them away—but if we take them away, we need to make
sure they can cope, and that they’ll have a very loving and
understanding home to go to. Right now, they really wouldn’t bear
the shock of being taken from her. Minan is in a dreadful state,
very anxious and worried about everything. He really wants to
protect Ry-zilim and Mayl.”

“Poor little fellow,” Lady Nera
said. As a grandmother, she would feel particularly strongly about
the fate of the children—but none of them were exactly indifferent.
“Karik, as their brother, do you have an opinion? Are you willing
to take custody of them in the long term?”

Karik clenched his fist. “In
the long term, perhaps—but I don’t have anywhere to keep them,
and...I’m about to go to Andon.” He appealed to Kei. “But I don’t
want them sent away either. Can’t you do anything?”

“Seiki, if the boys were given
education and entertainment, allowed to mix with other people, do
you think they would settle down enough that we could remove them
in a month or so?”

Tir Kamus shifted in his seat.
“With respect, Master Kei, the state of Kuprij won’t consent to a
delay of that order. She must be returned, and swiftly.”

“I understand your need for
haste, ambassador,” Arman said, forestalling Kei’s less polite
response. “But we haven’t yet had a formal reply from His Serenity,
and the legal proceedings and so on will take at least a month to
complete. We must complete things correctly—you understand that.
She’s not being set free.”

“Seiki?” Kei prompted.

She sighed a little, clearly
unhappy with the entire business. “I...think it would help. They’ll
be upset, certainly. The main thing is to dissipate her influence,
and give the boys a sense of a normal existence. The soldiers have
been so kind to the boys, and that helps, but they need to get
outside the barracks, play with other children, see that it’s not
such a big scary world. The crèche and school at the academy, or
even the one for the soldiers’ children down at the barracks would
be ideal if they spoke more Darshianese. In the long term, we could
try and get them to attend there.” She gave them a regretful smile.
“I’d offer to take a more active part myself, but I can’t with Mila
and Jes just now.”

“No, of course you can’t—they
need all your attention.” Kei turned to his nephew. “How much of a
role can you play, Karik? You could give them an anchor point, you
and Romi.”

“So could you, Kei,” Karik
said. “Better than me—what do I know about children?”

“Don’t be silly, Karik,” Seiki
said, patting his hand. “You’re wonderful with Jes.”

“Jes isn’t a frightened,
traumatised little boy who speaks no Darshianese and sees us as the
enemy, Seiki,” Karik said bluntly. “Kei, you have to be involved.
We all do, I think.”

Arman spoke up. “Then I propose
this—Karik, you and Kei, together with Seiki and the barracks
officers, work out some way that the children can be given some
kind of decent daily life. I’m going to order that Mayl isn’t left
alone with them at any time, and if she objects, she will simply
have to be removed. Schooling will be looked into, but in the
meantime....” He turned to his fellow Ruler. “Nera, we’ll need
someone kind and strong-minded to stay with her. Someone who can
make sure the boys are looked after.”

“I know several people who can
do it,” Nera said.

“Good. Tir Kamus, you and I
will continue the discussions. Nothing we have arranged today will
interfere with those, I promise you.”

“The woman must stay under
guard, Sei Arman. That will be insisted upon.”

Arman made a slight bow. “And
readily agreed to. I don’t want her running loose either. Right,
everyone—I suggest we meet at the barracks at four this afternoon,
and we shall impose this regime upon Mayl. Karik, you and Kei do
what you need to, Seiki, if you and Lady Nera would liaise. Thank
you for your time.”

Karik gave Seiki a little hug.
Arman came over and spoke to her quietly, before she and Lady Nera
left to make arrangements. Karik joined Kei outside in the corridor
after Arman indicated he wanted a private word with the ambassador.
“I can’t be their Pa, Kei. I don’t know how.”

Kei smiled reassuringly at his
nephew. “All they need you to be is their brother. This is for you
too, Karik. It’s going to be a very important relationship for all
three of you. Have you got time to come back to my office?”

“I’ll have to make time, won’t
I?” Kei glanced at him. “Well, damn it—I didn’t ask to be a father
or a brother and this has been dumped on me just when Romi and I
are starting this new project. I don’t wish the boys harm, but
they’re complete strangers to me.”

They headed down the stairs,
and Kei waited until they were outside and heading across the park
towards the academy before he answered.

“I understand
your resentment. It’s very hard to love in the abstract. If you
honestly feel you can’t develop or don’t want to develop a
fraternal relationship with Minan and Ry-zilim, no one will force
you. But I think you should give it a chance because you might
regret it later if you don’t.”

“I’ll try. But right now, the
trip to Andon is more important to me than two brothers I’ve never
met before. I guess that makes me a selfish little shit.”

“You’re just being honest,
nephew.” Kei, sensing Karik’s feelings, was inclined to be generous
in his assessment of Karik’s reaction, because he knew how troubled
the lad was. “You’ve really had no time to adjust to this. Once you
do, you can make a decision.”

Karik stopped, and looked
at him in frustrated appeal. “I don’t want them just given
to anyone. Ma’s already said if they haven’t got anywhere else,
she’ll take them but...she and Pa have just got their lives sorted
out after me leaving home. They’re really enjoying each other
again, and their child-rearing years are behind them.”

And Reji was fifty—gods, when
did everyone get so damn old? But Kei made himself smile
reassuringly. “Something will be arranged. We don’t need to make
that decision now. The first thing is pry them away from her
gently.”

“They’re going to send her
back, aren’t they?” Karik’s hands were clenched in fists again.

“Arman says...the most they can
hope for is a commutation of sentence, but that would probably be
hard labour in a mine or somewhere. Which would kill her more
slowly than a noose, but just as surely.” Karik swallowed, looking
as if he wanted to be sick. “I don’t believe in such things as you
know perfectly well, but if there’s a war over this, many more
people than her would die. We believe in reforming our
criminals—the Prij believe in punishing them as a deterrent to
others. It’s a philosophical difference that we will probably never
overcome. Mayl’s the kind of criminal we simply don’t know what to
do with. She’ll almost certainly never be a decent person, and if
she was on the loose in Darshian, she would do more harm. Either
she’s hanged, sent to the mines, or locked up on the prison island.
Her fate was sealed when she tried to have Nivuman killed.”

“Why did she have to come back?
Why did I have to even know what happened to her? I have hardly
thought anything about her in seven years and didn’t want to know
anything of her. It’s not fair she’s trying to make me care!”

Kei laid a hand on Karik’s
trembling shoulder, and let some of his nephew’s pain come into
him, easing it. “It’s not fair, not a bit of it,” he said quietly.
“And what happens to her is none of your doing.”

“I just...don’t want to send my
own mother back to be killed. Anyone’s mother!”

Kei concentrated, and
though it hurt almost past endurance, he enveloped the anger and
the grief, swallowing it into himself, holding tight onto Karik
until he had brought his passion down to where his nephew wasn’t
tearing himself apart with it. Then he pulled him into a hug and
buried his face in Karik’s shoulder. “This is not your doing,
Ka-chi. You have to let it go.”

“Why?” he whispered. “Why is
this happening now?”

“No reason. Just life.
You’re strong. Don’t let this bear you down. Just hold on. We won’t
let you drown.” Or we’ll die
trying.

~~~~~~~~

Romi watched the goings on at
the married quarters impassively. Karik was unable to conceal his
irritation with the entire business. “Look at her—she thinks she
has a servant again,” he said, as the woman who called herself her
mother, stalked back into the quarters, leaving Emia, the
seventeen-year-old daughter of one of the senior officers, in
charge of the children. “She’s actually pleased, Romi. She doesn’t
even seem to understand it’s because she’s unfit—she doesn’t
care.”

“More fool her,” Romi said,
coming to stand close enough to Karik that their bodies touched,
trying to offer comfort while maintaining a little discretion in
the barracks. Seiki and Kei came back over to them. “Everything
settled?”

“Oh yes,” Seiki said, pulling a
face. “She’s delighted—she doesn’t have to care about them at all
now Emia’s their nurse. But she’s insisting she has to be with the
boys at all times—she’s smart enough to realise that if they get
used to her not being around, it’ll make it easier to remove them.
I suppose there’s the faintest hope she might learn something about
parenting if she watches what we do, but it’s unlikely,
really.”

“Never mind her,” Kei said
kindly. “The children are all that matters right now. Karik, if you
can spend an hour or so a day with them in the morning, I’ll come
in the afternoon once I finish lectures, and Emia and the soldiers
will make sure the boys get out and have some exercise. Arman and I
could even take them swimming. Minan really ought to be learning
his letters, but that’ll have to wait until things are less
chaotic. Emia will start teaching them some Darshianese—you should
do what you can too. The main thing is let them enjoy
themselves.”

“At least someone will be,”
Karik muttered.

“Don’t fret, darling,” Seiki
said, kissing his cheek. “Kei, I really have to get home.”

“Of course.” Kei quickly
embraced Karik. “Romi, he needs loving.”

“Yes, Master Kei,” Romi said
with a straight face. Karik scowled at them both for their teasing
and stalked off. Romi sighed. “Gods. Kei, are you sure Karik should
be involved in this?”

“Yes. Because you don’t get
second chances. I don’t want Karik to have regrets....” His voice
trailed off, and then he coughed. “Just help him. We’ll take care
of Mayl.”

Romi nodded, and Kei led Seiki
off to where the Rulers’ carriage awaited them. This business tied
up senior and important people as well as a lot of resources, and
while he had no grudge against the children, he was absolutely
certain all the conscience and distress over Mayl’s fate was
completely unjustified. The pity of it was that her damn ship
hadn’t sunk before it ever reached Darshek.

He found Karik in their office,
irritably shuffling papers. “This is so stupid. Those boys don’t
want me around. They don’t know me at all.”

“Yet. Karik, it took sixteen
years, or so you told me, before you and Arman got over your
issues. You can’t expect to bond with your brothers overnight.”

“Kei already has.” He
looked up. “You can see it in his eyes. He already cares so much
for them, and he doesn’t even know them. He’s the one with love and
compassion in his heart for all—I only care about the people
I know.”

Romi hitched his arse onto the
desk and folded his arms. “Isn’t that true for everyone? Kei’s
connected with the boys because of his love for you, it seems to
me. He wants to help them because he sees you in them, and he
doesn’t want you to make the mistake Arman made.”

“It wasn’t a pissing mistake—I
was no kin to Arman so there’s no reason why he should have raised
me instead of Pa and Ma. He only gave away what he never had in the
first place. What he never wanted in the first place. Now I see her
for what she is, no wonder he couldn’t wait to get rid of her
leavings.”

Romi got off the desk, and went
to his lover. Though Karik protested a little, Romi didn’t let him
escape as he wrapped his arms tightly around him.

“Why is this pissing woman
suddenly making you so damn hard on yourself? Mayl’s shortcomings
aren’t yours in the least.”

“Aren’t they? Look at me—I
can’t work up any real concern for my own brothers other than not
wanting them to suffer. I can’t make myself care about her, and yet
I’m worrying more about her precious skin than Minan and
Ry-zilim’s. My main concern is how this will affect our mission.
I’m just like her—selfish and unkind. Even Kei thinks it.”

“Absolute rot. I’ve seen you
with your daughter—you’re nothing like Mayl as a parent. So far the
boys are just a problem. They’re not real. But I bet you anything
you wouldn’t lock yourself in your room, lying on the bed, and just
let the children amuse themselves for hours and hours. You’d help
any child more than she’s doing with her own.”

Karik twisted around to
face him. “But I don’t want this. It’s just a pissing
nuisance!”

“Yes, it is. I don’t want
it either, love, but neither do those boys, or Kei or Arman. We
just have to deal with it—but no law says we can’t complain about
it. It does not
make you into her. I think she must have been
dropped on the head a few too many times as a child—she’s just
broken.”

“She is,” Karik said, rubbing
his arms as if he was cold. “I cried when I was thrown out of
Mekus’ house, thinking she wouldn’t know I’d gone. Later I guessed
she’d known but hadn’t cared. I didn’t realise I’d just been a
game, a way of dragging Arman into the dirt. I was her only child
at that point. How could she? How could anyone?”

Romi kissed his forehead and
wrapped his arms around him again, trying to impart warmth and love
and comfort with his touch, but feeling rather inadequate. “Like I
said, broken,” he murmured. “Are you done here for the
evening?”

Karik looked at his desk, and
sighed. “Another wasted day. I’m not earning my keep in the least.
Anyone would think there was nothing in the world more important
than my stupid domestic dramas, and yet our work’s essential. Look
at the drugs we brought back from Andon already.”

“Oh, I agree. But we can do
both. Fortunately we have a little space now to handle it, and once
the team comes back, we’ll have other arrangements in place. So
don’t feel guilty—this is important too.” Karik didn’t seem
convinced, but Romi didn’t have any more words to offer. “Fancy a
spar?”

“Yes, I pissing
well do.”

Romi grinned a little. He
figured he’d be wearing a few bruises by this evening, but if it
helped Karik work off some of his aggravation, every one of them
would be worth it.
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“Look! I done
jesick!”

“Jesig, Ry-chi,” Karik
corrected gently. “It’s very good.”

The excited boy ran over to his
mother with his slate. “Mama, look!”

Mayl gave it a languid glance.
“I see,” she said, sounding bored out her mind.

Ry-zilim’s little face fell. “I
done tail too, Mama.”

“The tail’s great, Ry-chi,”
Romi said, crouching down to look at the slate. Karik would have
begrudged the waste of his lover’s time, but he loathed the way
Mayl spoke to her children. “Tell me the sound the jesig makes.”
The boy looked confused. “You know.” Romi’s face twisted up as he
made the familiar squeal of an excited jesig, and Ry-zilim
giggled.

“Silly Romi.”

“Then you do it. Come on,
Minan, you say who does the best jesig.”

Minan solemnly assessed
the idiotic sounds his brother and his adopted brother-in-law made.
“Both too noisy,” he declared, twisting
around to Karik. “Silly.”

“Yes, very silly indeed. What
are you drawing, Minichi? Is that a man?”

“Uh huh. That’s Zexu. He’s got
long hair like you, but it’s not all twisty, and it’s black like
Romi’s. Only I don’t have black chalk, Ka-chi.”

“Well, your slate’s black, so
it wouldn’t show up.” Karik held up a brown chalk stick. “How about
pretending this is black?”

“Pretending?”

“You know—like Romi pretending
to be an urs beast yesterday.”

Minan’s face creased up, trying
to understand the concept. “But it’s brown.”

Minan was a literal child, very
precise, and would need a little time to work out the idea of
‘pretending’. But in the meantime, Karik wanted to encourage his
nascent creativity—both boys really enjoyed drawing and messing
about with clay, though neither of them had apparently ever tried
anything of the kind before. It had given them something quiet to
do in the office or on the verandah that Karik could supervise and
join in, in breaks between training sessions, or, as today, when
their people were off on field exercises with the regular soldiers.
Most of the time, it meant that only he was distracted—though, as
now, Romi was happy to play too when needed. The boys both liked
him—they liked most of the soldiers and the attention they got from
men and women only too happy to help amuse two sad little boys.

He got up and fetched a memo of
little importance, and one of his pencils. “Try this, Minichi.”

“Me! Me want!” Ry-zilim
immediately said, getting up and making a grab for it.

“Ry-chi, no,” Karik said
firmly, removing the pencil from the boy’s chubby fist. “Let Minan
try it first.”

“Here,” Minan said, scowling at
Karik, and thrusting the paper and pencil to his brother. “Ry-zilim
has too.”

Karik almost sighed. This was
always what happened—Minan wouldn’t allow Ry-zilim to miss out, and
would rather go without himself than have something of his own.
Which was fine, but he didn’t want the younger one to be so
selfish. “I’ll get another one.”

“Here,” Romi said, already
anticipating the request, and handing down more paper and another
pencil. “But we don’t have a lot of paper, Minichi.”

“Ry-zilim can have it,” he
said, shaking his head and refusing it.

Karik took the paper and pencil
and then placed it in Minan’s hands. “You both can,” he said,
smiling. “We’ve got enough for today. I want to see your picture of
Zexu.”

“Is it black?” Minan asked,
peering at the pencil.

“Minan, stop making a fuss and
use the chalk.” Karik’s head snapped up at Mayl’s voice. “Little
boys don’t use pencils.”

Both boys stared at their
mother, and Ry-zilim held his pencil as if he would give it back to
Karik. “In Darshian, they do,” Karik said, smiling as if he meant
it, pushing Ry-zilim’s hand down, and making him take the pencil
back. “Come on, Minichi. Try the pencil—it’s dark, you’ll see.”

Mayl gave Karik a cold look,
before resuming her haughty stare out of the window, fanning
herself with studied elegance as if she was a noble at the Prijian
court, and not a convicted traitor. Karik would have given anything
to have her put out of the room, but the one time they’d tried it,
Minan and Ry-zilim had become hysterical.

With a little coaxing he and
Romi managed to get the boys interested in drawing again—Ry-zilim
found the effect of plain pencil on paper boring and so went back
to the colourful chalks and his slate. Minan, though, concentrated
on his picture. So much love was going into this portrait of his
friend, Karik thought sadly. They really did have to get word to
this man that his son and foster son were well and missing him.

Peace descended, and Romi went
back to his desk. Karik kept a close eye on both children, since
their mother had no interest in them so long as they weren’t making
a fuss. It was Emia who turned up mid-morning with some fresh fruit
and water for them, and made sure they ate and wiped their hands
and faces. Mayl would have just let them get hungry and grizzly.
She hadn’t fetched food or drink for them in the entire month and a
half she’d been in the barracks and under this new arrangement. She
was perfectly happy for everyone else to run around after
them—fortunately, everyone else was happy to do it for the sake of
the children, regardless of their opinion of her, which was
universally low.

Not long after Emia departed,
promising to return for lunch, the door opened again, and young
corporal Fujil stood in the doorway, grinning at the children.
“Right, everyone—who’s ready for their riding lesson?”

“Me! Me!” Ry-zilim said,
getting up and running to Fujil and standing in front of her with
his fists on his hips.

Karik grinned at the
little boy’s eagerness, but Minan was just as excited, already
abandoning his picture, though carefully putting it aside, the
chalks and pencils neatly lined up before he got to his feet. Karik
took him by the hand and led him to the corporal. “Now you have to
be very good and do exactly what Fujil says, all
right? It’s very dangerous to be silly.”

“Very dangerous,” Minan
repeated solemnly. “I’ll be good, Ka-chi.”

Karik ruffled his hair. “I know
you will, Minichi. I’ll make sure your drawing’s safe.”

“Mama come!” Ry-zilim
cried.

Mayl gave him a look of
distaste. Karik thought it was perfect justice—she’d insisted on
being with them every moment, so now she would have to sit in the
hot sun and watch the jesig riding lesson. The first couple of
days, she’d tried to limit the boys’ activities to suit herself—Kei
had spoken to her very firmly and told her that either she let
other people arrange a full and interesting day for the children,
or they’d be taken away and the day arranged anyway. Karik had been
there to back Kei up, and Mayl knew she was beaten, conceding with
an ill grace. After that, she’d simply sat and let everyone get on
with doing her job for her.

Karik preferred it that way,
for she had about as much maternal instinct as a blade of grass and
her interventions were always negative and upset the children. Each
time Karik thought of his own happy, rich childhood, he thanked
Arman again for rescuing him from her, for whatever motive. Arman’s
instincts had been pretty sound—he’d said Mayl would be a poor
mother, and so it had proved to be.

Romi cleared up as the children
left with Fujil. “Would it kill her to be nice about a child’s
picture?” he muttered. “I mean—look at it. It’s not bad for a
three-year-old,” he said, peering at Ry-zilim’s slate and a rather
wonky-looking jesig.

“Apparently it would,” Karik
said, sighing, taking the chalks and slates and cloths and packing
them all carefully away in the box they’d put aside in the corner
of the office. It was starting to accumulate the same kind of
detritus as Jes’s bedroom. Neither boy had had a single toy with
them, barely knew what to do with such a thing. Romi was already
carving dolls for them both, and the barracks had been generous in
supplying little bits and pieces, nothing too elaborate, but the
kind of things that might become precious to the boys, if they were
allowed the chance to enjoy them. “Still no word from Utuk.”

“I know. I can’t see them
relenting. We should have taken the boys away from her weeks ago.
They might be over the worst of it now.”

Karik shook his head ruefully.
“I’m beginning to agree. They want her approval so much, and it’s
like a game to her, withholding it. She just dribbles it out,
enough to make them think if they try a bit harder, they’ll get it
again—but they won’t. I can’t bear to watch it. They’re such good
little boys.”

“They’re a lot better than she
is, for sure. Uh...so have you and Arman and Kei decided on what’ll
happen to them?”

“No. Lots of people would adopt
them, but...I don’t want them just going to people I don’t know. I
don’t want them growing up and thinking their brother cast them
away. I wish Seiki and Mila could have them—that would make things
so easy.”

“Not for them,” Romi said
wryly. “Karik...maybe you and I could—” He stopped, and looked down
at the scrawled over paper in his hands, apparently suddenly
fascinated by it.

Karik frowned. “Do
you want to give up your new job to be a Pa?” They’d had this
discussion a couple of times already, but Karik had never heard
quite this wistful note in his lover’s voice before.

“I do and I don’t, and that’s
the truth of it. They’re good boys—I think given time, they could
put this behind them and be happy and fulfilled living here, and
you know me, I love helping people reach their potential. But then
there’s my own potential to reach and I don’t think I’ve done that
yet.” He shrugged. “It comes back to me not being ready to settle
down that much. You either. But at the same time, this is an
opportunity which comes along once in a lifetime, and those boys
only have this one chance. In a year, two years, I can see myself
truly regretting not taking them into my home. I can also see
myself being really grateful not to be tied down that way. I just
don’t know what to do.”

“You’d make a great Pa,
Romi.”

“You too. But you already
do—you have Jes, and number two, when they arrive.”

That was true, and Karik felt
guilty at neglecting his daughter in favour of his brothers. He
already had a serious responsibility, one in which Romi was
beginning to share. How could he take on two boys who deserved and
would demand all his attention as well? But if he sent them to
other people...he didn’t want to be Kei, eating his heart out for a
decision made twenty-three years ago and regretted every moment
since. Damn, life had been so much simpler two months ago.

They had an hour to themselves
before they joined Emia and the boys in the mess for lunch. Even
there, a special effort had been made for the children, the cook
making bread rolls in animal shapes for them, and picking out the
best, sweetest fruit for them. It seemed like every soldier in the
barracks waved or said hello to the children, and the boys
responded, sometimes by name. They were picking up a few words of
Darshianese, and recognising faces—they were building a new home,
however unlikely. Karik could see how the Welensi islanders had
been able to take them to their hearts—it took so little to keep
them happy, and it was so rewarding to see a smile on Minan’s
solemn face. Ry-zilim was a sunny child, though rather insecure at
times, and very dependent on his brother’s reassurances. Nothing
made Minan happier than Ry-zilim laughing, but Karik wanted to see
Minan smile on his own behalf. The boy reminded him strongly of his
own younger self at times—not surprising, he supposed.

Emia always offered them
a quiet time after lunch, sometimes a nap if things had been
especially hectic. Since they weren’t sleepy today, Karik sat with
Emia while she read them a story. When she was done, they wanted
another, so Karik read one, one of his own favourites from his
childhood. Pa had read to him just like this, when he was full from
his lunch, while his parents took it easy in the noonday heat. And
undoubtedly just as he himself had done, Ry-zilim dozed off as he
sat in Emia’s lap, sucking his thumb as his eyes drifted shut.
Minan was still wide-awake, so he got another story all to himself,
Karik reading quietly to him, Minan watching him closely as if he
could pull the words from his lips by the force of his will. The
child concentrated so hard. Everything he did, he did
with his full attention. It was preternatural.

He had work to do, and he had
spent far more time today with the children than he’d planned, but
it wasn’t often that he could give Minan so much undivided
attention, without Ry-zilim demanding his time. This was nice, just
the two of them. He could ignore Mayl’s cold stare, and Emia was
entirely occupied with Ry-zilim. It was just him and Minan, sharing
the tales all Darshianese children grew up with. It was the first
time Karik had really felt Minan was part of him, his brother—kin.
Could he really just turn this feeling off, let Minan go to another
family?

“What’s wrong, Ka-chi? You
sad?”

He smiled at his brother. “No,
Minichi—not sad at all. I was thinking, that’s all.”

“About what?”

“You, of course,” he said,
tickling him and making him giggle.

An amused voice cut across
their fun. “Oh dear, child abuse. I shall have to report it, I’m
afraid.”

“Kei-chi!” Minan struggled out
of Karik’s arms and ran off the verandah and over to Karik’s—his
own—uncle.

Kei swung him high and made him
laugh. “Well, you seem to be in one piece. I’ll overlook it this
time,” he said, putting the boy down and taking his hand. He
glanced over at Mayl, his expression clouding briefly, then he
smiled as he looked down at Emia and a sleeping Ry-zilim. “Explains
why everything’s so quiet,” he whispered.

“You’re early,” Karik said,
sitting down on the edge of the verandah again. Romi came out of
the office, saw Kei and then sat down next to Karik.

“Ah, well, it’s a hot day, the
sun is shining and I’d love a swim. Minichi, you feel like a
swim?”

“Hmmm mmmm. I love swimming,
Kei-chi.”

“Yes, you do, don’t you?” Both
boys swam like fish, in fact, and it had been one of the easier
ways of connecting with them—taking them down to the beach and
playing with them. Mayl didn’t enjoy the heat of the sun, but no
one much cared.

“Won’t Arman be jealous, you
running off to the beach without him?” Romi asked.

“He’ll meet me down there later
with Tije. What about you two—fancy coming along? That way...we,
uh, don’t need anyone else,” he said, referring obliquely to the
soldier guards Mayl was required to have with her if she left the
barracks. It was done discreetly as possible, the guards in
civilian clothing, but it was still a restriction.

“A swim sounds great, Kei. I’d
still like a soldier to come with us,” Romi said.

“As you insist, captain,” Kei
said, clearly puzzled. Karik also wondered why Romi was pushing
this, but it was probably some obscure army thing and he’d learned
not to question such matters as a small price to pay for a quiet
life.

Ry-zilim slumbered on, but Kei
wasn’t in any apparent hurry to get moving. He just seemed happy to
be with Minan and the rest of them. Karik brought the drawing
materials out again and Minan immediately went to work on his
picture.

“Who’s that, Minichi?” Kei
asked.

“Zexu. He’s got black hair,
like Ry-zilim.”

Kei peered carefully at the
paper. “So I see. Lovely long hair too. What did you used to do
with Zexu?”

“He had a boat, and, we
used to go in the boat and fish. I caught lots of fish, in a net,
and...he found me a big shell.” He showed the size of
it with his hands. “It made a noise.”

“Show me?”

And so Kei talked to him,
drawing him out gently about Zexu, engaging his interest, finding
out things that were important to him and how he felt about them.
Karik had seen Kei do this with other children, other people.
Having been on the receiving end, he knew how good it felt to have
someone’s attention in this way, to know one was being listened to,
heard and understood. He glanced over at Mayl from time to time—she
wasn’t happy at all about this, but she had already learned not to
tangle with Kei.

Karik just hoped she wouldn’t
do something to undo what Kei was doing now—she often did, trying
to undercut the influence of other people. But she never tried it
with Kei. At least, not after the first time. When Karik had
mentioned it to Arman, his uncle had looked rather coldly
satisfied. “She still thinks of him as a terrified, beaten down
slave she can do anything to without the slightest retaliation. Now
she’s dealing with Master Kei of the Darshek academy. She’d better
learn the difference if she knows what’s good for her.”

His mo...Mayl... had once
watched Kei being clubbed unconscious, so he’d been told. Knowing
that, seeing her now, Karik simply couldn’t believe her blood and
his were mixed in any way. It made him even more curious to know
what Cirin was like, but the chances of finding out were almost
non-existent. Besides, Karik didn’t think he could cope with
finding out his other biological parent was a self-centred sadist
too. One was enough.

Ry-zilim woke up after a bit,
and was excited to find Kei there, and as eager to go for a swim as
his brother. Romi cleared it with his colonel—fortunately the man
had been sympathetic from the start and told Romi, Karik too, to do
what was necessary to settle the boys in until the situation was
resolved. But he agreed with Romi that another soldier was
necessary, though Romi still didn’t explain why, so Jok, one of the
kind young men who’d made friends with the boys, agreed to come
with them.

It was a bit of a squash in the
cart. Mayl kept as far away from them as she could in the small
space as if she thought Karik and Romi would give her a disease.
The boys, sitting up front, didn’t notice her behaviour—they loved
riding in the cart, and Jok even let Minan play at holding the
reins, though not actually giving him control. Kei held Ry-zilim in
the passenger seat, looking like he was born to be a father—and at
that moment, seeing the happiness on man and boy’s face, Karik made
his decision about what he wanted for the children. He just had to
work out how to make it happen.

The beach wasn’t as busy as it
would become later in the day, but busy enough. Mayl had early on
made clear her objections to the entire business on modesty
grounds—which caused much ironic amusement—so she was absurdly but
chastely allowed to sit behind a screen and under a parasol while
everyone else (including several Prij, though not the women) played
and swam naked as the day they were born. The Prij who settled in
Darshek tended to quickly lose their scruples about nudity, at
least when it came to swimming. Those who were offended avoided it
altogether but the only concession the women who came to the beach
made was to not bathe naked, or in the same area as the men. Arman
thought Mayl’s excessive scruples on the subject were pure caste
snobbery. Very few highborn Prij lived in Darshek—which suited
Karik just fine.

Once she was settled, and
everyone’s clothes piled up, they ran into the sea, the boys
squealing ecstatically—it was far and away their favourite pastime,
and if the swimming beach were any closer to the barracks, Karik
was sure they’d never get them out of the water. Jok had to stay up
on the sand, sitting on the other side of the screen, watching them
all rather enviously. “Poor Jok,” Karik called to Romi. “Maybe you
should spell him later?”

Romi grinned. “Rank has its
privilege.”

“Poor Jok, all hot!” Ry-zilim
yelled, then giggled at his joke, which he had to repeat several
times to make sure everyone got the pure genius of it.

Of course the first thing was
the splashing game, then the chasing game, and then the race to see
who was the fastest swimmer, and then who could float on their
backs the longest. Karik felt almost like a child again himself,
playing with them, and watching Kei fling himself about
enthusiastically, splashing back as good as he got, and yelling
without the slightest concern for his dignity, Karik knew the idea
of him being too old to be a father was simply nonsense. In his
heart, Kei was about five and that was all that mattered.

After a bit, Romi suggested
they play up on the sand. Since sand was also one of the boys’
favourite things, along with a couple of old tin mugs from the
barracks and a flat bit of drift wood that made an excellent
shovel, they were happy to pile out of the water and see what Romi,
the master of this game, would invent for them this time. As Karik
sat and watched with Kei, Romi helped the boys build mountains and
dams, and rivers and anything else that their joint and fertile
imaginations could conceive.

Karik was so absorbed in the
latest construction and his lover’s cleverness, he almost missed
Kei’s quiet words. “Sorry—you said...word’s come? From Utuk?”

“Yes. Keep your voice down.
It’s not good news. His Serenity expressed sympathy with the
Darshianese position and earnestly hopes this will not lead to
conflict with our nation, but if we don’t return her within a week,
he will, most reluctantly, have to consider it a hostile act. You
can tell he wants this no more than we do, Karik. I don’t think
he’s thirsting for her blood, but he has to draw the line
somewhere, and Mayl and Mekus were that line.”

Though it was hardly
unexpected, Karik felt himself growing cold with sick dread. He’d
tried not to think about it too much, tried not to care—but he
couldn’t have even handed Soza over to be hanged. Mayl was a
horrible person—but her crimes weren’t against him. That made it
even harder. “What will they do?”

Kei’s face was solemn. “The
Rulers met this afternoon. Arman will tell me when he gets here.
But...if it’s a choice between war and her...our people and
her...if there really isn’t an alternative...they’ll have to send
her back.”

“And the boys?” He stared
anxiously at his brothers, so oblivious to the politics which would
decide their fate, absorbed in dribbling wet sand onto the
fantastical looking mountain Romi had built for them.

“Nivuman’s made it absolutely
clear they are safe, Kuprij neither demands nor claims them, and so
far as he’s concerned, you’re the only person with authority to
decide their fate. It’s really up to you. Lady Nera has a list of
suitable families, and all you have to do is decide.”

“Kei, I’ve—”

But a sudden scream cut him
off. “Help! Help! He’s drowning! Help!”

Kei and Karik leapt to their
feet, as did nearly every adult on the beach. A woman stood at the
water’s edge, calling hysterically and pointing a long way out onto
the bay where a man was struggling, his arm raised, signalling he
was in trouble. “Romi, you and me, now!” Kei snapped. “Karik, stay
with the boys.”

Romi was already running down
the sand, Kei’s long legs catching up in no time, and though other
people were heading towards the drowning man, Kei and Romi were by
far the strongest swimmers. The woman continued to call and cry
out, and those who had not joined the rescue, stood on the water’s
edge, anxiously watching events unfolding.

“Ka-chi, what’s wrong?” Minan
asked.

Karik kept hold of him—he
didn’t want either of them running off. “Someone’s gone out too
far,” he said, trying to see if either Kei or Romi had reached the
man yet. The boys wouldn’t understand, and if this went badly, they
might not want to see the result. “Never mind, Kei and Romi will
find him. Show me what you’re building. How do you do that trick
with the sand?”

He made them concentrate, and
kept his own eyes off the drama to the far left of him, but it was
taking so long. Would that pissing woman ever shut up? How could it
help to carry on in that way when all that could be done, was being
done? She hadn’t been bathing herself—she was still clothed.
Perhaps she couldn’t swim. Fortunately, Kei and Romi could, but her
friend had been rather foolish in getting out past his ability.

He managed to keep the boys
occupied by drizzling wet sand in patterns on their arms. “And that
says ‘R.y.c.h.i’,” he said, as Ry-zilim looked at his forearm, his
mouth open in an ‘O’ of fascination.

“Show mama,” the boy announced.
“Mama! Look!”

He ran up the beach, carefully
holding his arm out to preserve the pattern. Karik glanced towards
the water—swimmers were returning, but whether the man had been
saved, he couldn’t see. Ry-zilim had to show Jok of course—Jok had
been watching the rescue, but now smiled at the child and led him
around the edge of the screen. Karik turned back to Minan, but then
jerked as he heard Ry-zilim cry out, “Mama! Mama gone! Mama!”

Blessed
gods! Karik scooped Minan up and ran back
up the beach to where Jok was restraining Ry-zilim from running
off. “What in hells...she’s gone? How could she be gone?
Jok?”

The young man looked sick. “I
don’t know—I was here the whole time, but I was watching the
water...she must have run off. Karik, please, mind the boys, I have
to search!”

Karik grabbed Ry-zilim, and had
to fight the two of them to stop them running after Jok. “No,
listen! Jok will find her. She’s probably just gone for some
water—Minan, please, don’t....”

In the end, all he could do was
keep a firm grip on them, but they were already crying and
distressed. Where in hells had Mayl got to? And how could it happen
so quickly?
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Kei felt the boys’ distress
almost before he could see them, and ran, suddenly afraid of what
might have happened. It was some relief to find the children and
his nephew safe, but what had upset them? Where were Mayl and
Jok?

“Karik, what’s happening?” His
nephew was trying desperately to keep hold of two struggling, upset
children.

“She’s disappeared—Jok’s gone
to find her.”

Gods.
“Romi! Hurry!” He waved to get Romi to come
over, then knelt and pulled Minan over into his own lap and held
him firmly, though the boy was calling incoherently for his mother
and trying to get away. “Shhhh, Minichi, it’s all right, we’ll find
her.”

Minan’s face was streaked with
tears, and the desperation in his eyes nearly broke Kei’s heart.
“Mama! Kei-chi, I want Mama!”

“We’ll find her, don’t worry,
just calm down. You have to be a brave boy for us now,
Minichi.”

Karik was coping—just—with
Ry-zilim, but it was amazing the strength two determined children
had in their small bodies. Karik wrapped his arms around the boy
again as Ry-zilim burst into tears. “Shhh, Ry-chi, don’t fuss,
we’ll find your mama.” He looked up at Kei. “Jok said he was here
the whole time.”

“I know. That man was in
surprisingly little difficulty,” Kei said grimly.

“A distraction?”

“Possibly. Now come on,
Minichi, Ry-chi, do you want your mama to come back and see you all
upset? That’s a good boy, shhh.” Though it was cheating, Kei had no
compunction about using his gift to leach away some of Minan’s
distress, and Ry-zilim’s too—because this might only be the start
of something very painful, and he didn’t want them to suffer for
Mayl’s unutterable selfishness.

“What’s going on? Kei? Where’s
Jok?” Romi brushed water off himself and had grabbed his shirt.
“Karik?”

“Mayl...went off,” Karik said,
shooting a warning look towards the boys. “Use Seiki.”

Romi nodded, and concentrated,
dressing as he carried on a silent conversation with Seiki’s help.
The children had now calmed down a little, crying quietly and
calling for their mother less hysterically, but it wouldn’t last,
Kei knew.

“Karik, we better get
dressed.” “Neka?”

“Kei, what’s happening?
Everyone’s all...she’s disappeared?”

“So it seems. Where’s Arman and
Tije? And can you sense Mayl?”

A long pause.
“Seiki’s searching, she knows her
mind better than me, poor love. Arman’s nearly at the beach—do you
want me to stop him?”

“No, he needs to get here now.
Damn it, where’s she gone? Why can’t we sense her?”

Neka had no answer. Kei
kept his anger out of his expression and his action, smiling
reassuringly at a miserable and very worried Minan. He could hardly
dress the boy because he kept looking around, wondering if his
mother was on her way back. No chance, Kei thought. Mayl had
fled.

Soldiers poured onto the beach.
Romi, now dressed, snapped out orders, and told two soldiers to
find the woman and man who’d raised the alarm. “Kei, we need to get
the children away—”

“No!” Minan yelled.
“Waiting here. She’s coming
back!”

“Minichi, when your mama comes
back, Romi will bring her over to where we are. Would you like to
see where I live? I’ve got a house all of my own.”

“No! Mama, come back!” Minan
began to cry again, which set Ry-zilim off, and all Kei could do
was hold him and try and calm him once more. Romi just had to let
him get on with it—the arriving soldiers needed direction, and Mayl
had to be found.

Arman and Tije arrived very
soon after that. Arman demanded a report, which he got, listening
to Romi with a grim expression. “Kei, the boys need to be taken
back to the barracks.”

“I thought...our house,
Arman.” Because there will be
no one there at the barracks, and it will remind them,
Kei thought.

Arman gave him a considered
look, perhaps coming to the same conclusion, then nodded. “Tije,
would you mind helping Kei and Karik?”

“No, uncle. I’ll do whatever
you need me to.”

“Then Kei, take charge.
Whatever you need, just ask for it—take the calash, it’s faster.
Romi, you and I will take over here. Kei, I’ll send Emia over to
the house and let Pira know.”

“Thank you. Come on, boys,
we’ll get cleaned up and have something to eat.”

Without his gift, it would have
been impossible to get the children off the beach without force, so
he used it shamelessly, though between their distress and the
agitation of the soldiers and the crowd, he was developing a
shockingly bad headache. Fortunately, Tije and Karik were wonderful
with the boys, distracting them and keeping their minds firmly off
their mother’s whereabouts, which, even if only a temporary relief,
was still worth having.

The children were quiet,
clinging tightly to the adults, as the calash took them back to
Kei’s home. But when they arrived at the house, Minan’s feet barely
hit the ground before he ran up the path, crying, “Mama! Mama!
She’s here, Kei-chi?”

Kei ran after him and caught
him. “No, Minichi, she’s not here, not yet. You’re going to wait
for her, remember?”

Minan’s eyes bored into
him. “Bring her back now,” he said,
glaring.

“I can’t, I’m sorry. Romi’s
looking for her. You have to be brave and help Ry-zilim.”

“Minan.” Ry-zilim ran to his
brother and flung himself against him. “Where’s Mama? I want
Mama!”

Kei knelt and put his
arms around them both. “Boys, listen to me. We’re looking for your
mama now, but until we find her, I need you to be good, brave boys
for me.” He took his handkerchief out and wiped Minan’s face.
“Minichi? There’s a really nice lady in there called Pira, but
she’s very, very old and she’ll be so upset if you cry. Can you be
a good boy for me and not cry too much? I know you want to cry
a little bit.”

Minan’s bottom lip trembled.
“Mama,” he whispered.

Kei dabbed at his face, and
kept his voice gentle. “I know, but we’re trying very hard to find
her. Can you be a brave boy for me? So Pira won’t be
frightened?”

“Yes.”

“You’re
such a
good boy,” he said, kissing his forehead, and using his gift again.
“Ry-zilim, can you be a brave boy too?”

“Mama come back?”

“We hope so. Minan is here, and
he’ll look after you. We all will. Can you try to be brave?”

“I want Mama!”

Minan took his hand. “Come
inside, Ry-zilim. You mustn’t cry cos you’ll scare Pira.” Ry-zilim
gazed up at him and then nodded, only pouting a little. Such good
children.

Kei opened the door ahead of
them, and walked in, keeping his hands on their shoulders and
feeling their misery and fear, but under that, Minan’s courage, and
Ry-zilim’s sweet trust in his brother. Behind him, Karik and Tije
were anxious, desperate to help. What a pissing mess this was.

Pira had been warned,
fortunately, and was all smiles and welcome. “Well, well, who are
these fine young men, Kei?”

Tije translated for them, and
then introduced them. “Pira, this is Minan, and this is Ry-chi. Say
hello to Pira, boys.”

They did so quietly, and Pira
clucked. “I don’t know if someone might like a sweet cake or two,
but I’ve just made some which I think need to be tested. Minan,
dear, would you like to see if the cakes are any good?”

Again Tije translated. Minan
looked uncertain. “Look, Minichi,” Karik said cheerfully. “They’re
really nice.” He took a bite, then offered Minan one. He accepted
it suspiciously, then nibbled it. From his expression, he found it
good. Ry-zilim had no hesitation, and had to be prevented from
stuffing an entire cake straight into his mouth.

Under the influence of tea,
cakes, determined cheerfulness and not a little exhaustion,
something like peace was restored, though Minan jumped at every
little sound, and Ry-zilim asked for his Mama disconsolately from
time to time. Emia arrived with their clothes and some of the
donated toys—they were happy to see her, but it set them off
thinking about their mother again, so the process of calming them
down had to begin once more.

Though everyone stood ready to
help, Kei decided it was best to let Emia take charge, at least for
now, because she was the person they were most familiar with, and
most used to. Pira did what she could to coax the two tired, upset
children to eat, and then to wash and make them comfortable in a
strange bed, which they shared with Emia. Only once she and they
had retired for the night, could the adults speak freely.

There was still little news,
unfortunately. Arman had ‘called’ several times to say they were
still trying to find Mayl and the people they believed had helped
her escape, but despite the best efforts of Neka, Seiki and quite a
large section of the Darshek-based army, nothing had been found.
Finally, Kei told Karik and Romi to take the calash back to the
barracks. “I’ll let you know the moment we hear anything, but
there’s no point everyone being overtired and worried.”

“I’ll come back in the morning,
first thing,” Karik said firmly. “Kei—we need to talk about what’s
going to happen to them.”

Kei rubbed his eyes. He felt
like an eighty-year-old. “Yes, we do and soon. But tomorrow.” He
smiled at his nephew. “They were lucky to have you both today. All
of you—Romi, Tije, Pira. Thank you.”

Karik gave him an odd look.
“The person who made the difference was you.” He got up and gave
him a warm hug. Kei was glad to have it, to feel Karik’s love and
affection, knowing his nephew was his friend, always.

When they had gone, Pira
offered to make them more tea, but Kei suggested she had an early
night. “What about Arman, dear?”

“I’ll wait up for him. Go on,
Ma—tomorrow is going to be a long day.” He kissed her cheek. “Thank
you.”

“Those poor little loves—I do
hope they find their mother. They miss her so much.”

“Er, yes. They do.” They had
shielded Pira from the frankest discussion about Mayl’s
shortcomings, so she wasn’t aware their mother was hardly a
blessing. But perhaps it was best she would be more positive about
Mayl than anyone else could manage. “Anyway, I suspect they’ll be
here for a few days—I’ll arrange for Emia to stay and look after
them, so I hope it won’t make too much work for you.”

“Oh, never mind about that,
Kei. I’d do anything to help those boys. Good night—good night,
young Tije.”

Tije bowed politely as she
left. Kei brought the kettle over to the stove cistern and drew hot
water for tea. “Well, Tije, you can’t complain your visit to
Darshek has been dull,” he said, giving the lad a wry smile.

“No, I can’t. Has she got away,
do you think?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know
what it means if she has. Your sovereign might blame us—or it might
be seen as an elegant solution to a thorny problem.” He made the
tea, and shook the pot a little to encourage the brew, then sat
down and looked at the lad. “What do you think?”

There was a slight flush on
Tije’s cheeks, but Kei sensed it was from passion, not
embarrassment. “I think she should be brought to face justice. If
she’s escaped, she should be pursued and brought to Utuk to face
her sentence.”

“And her boys?”

“Should a criminal escape
punishment because they have children, Kei? Should we treat women
less severely than men because of their fecundity?”

Kei almost grinned at Tije
sounding so much like his uncle. “No, I think not because of that.
But then I see justice being less about retribution than healing.
Say...for example, you saw a man take a sword out, and kill a boy
of Keiji’s age, in cold blood, in front of his parents. What would
be the punishment under Prijian law?”

Tije was firm. “He should be
hanged. Murder is wrong.”

“So it is, not arguing with
you. Now, let’s change the circumstances. The man was provoked,
say. Perhaps...the boy had done something terrible to him, or
caused great pain—would that make a difference?”

“No. Though...perhaps he might
be sent to the mines instead.”

Kei lifted an eyebrow. “Still
hardly merciful.”

“A life was taken, and it was
not self-defence or lawful. It’s murder.”

Kei nodded. “Under your law,
certainly. Does it matter if the man was a good man, and otherwise
not a criminal?”

Tije’s jaw was set firm. So
like Arman in some ways. “We judge the act. Society must not allow
a murder to go unpunished.”

“So...if the man was a healer,
say—and if he lived, he would save other lives if he was spared?
Say it was me.”

For the first time, Tije’s
certainty was shaken. “I...would say you...he should have thought
about it before he killed someone.”

“Ah. So if the murder was in
hot blood, an act of passion, that would make a difference.”

The brief wobble in his
certitude disappeared. “A man who carries a sword should at all
times act reasonably, knowing that losing his temper could lead to
death. So no.”

“So...by your lights, Arman
shouldn’t be a Ruler, he should be dead. Because,” Kei continued as
Tije stared at him in shock, “during the war, he killed a boy,
younger than Keiji and in exactly the circumstances I described—he
took revenge in hot blood for the death of his dearest friend, but
it wasn’t self-defence, and according to him, not even lawful under
the Prijian rules of engagement, though I doubt Her Serenity would
have done anything about it. Under Darshian law, he had to face a
clan court, where he was judged and sentenced to six months’
service at the direction of the clan. But if he’d been convicted in
Utuk, he’d have been dead twenty-three years now. You don’t think
that in those twenty-three years, that at least a few people would
not have been very glad he had not been hanged?”

He poured out the tea
while Tije looked at him, bewildered. “You see, Tije? That’s the
problem with absolutes. It’s the problem when you don’t think of
the harm you might do by imposing them. Arman’s crime was great—he
would be the very first to tell you that. But it was judged that he
had reason, that he wasn’t in control of himself, and that he
wasn’t essentially evil, so he was given a chance to heal the
village and himself, which he took up wholeheartedly. In the time
since then, he’s worked hard to give back more than he took from
Darshian. It’s not a perfect solution. The family never got over
their loss, and no one could help them. No one could replace the
boy he killed. No one could replace the boy who that boy killed. But
there are other answers. Always. Death for a death means you end up
with two corpses.”

“So you’d just let Mayl walk
free,” Tije said indignantly.

Kei shook his head. “No,
certainly not. But if Ai-Vinri taught you anything, surely it was
that vengeance doesn’t heal, it only holds the wounds open. Fejsik
is a wiser man than either of us—and he knows that if he’s to go to
the next life in peace, he has to leave this one without hate. It’s
difficult for your sovereign, because he might personally forgive,
but he rules a society that cannot allow it. In the time and place
we are in now, Mayl must be condemned to die. But you can already
see the pain it’s causing two completely innocent children.”

“But you said she’s a terrible
mother! A terrible person.”

“Yes, she is, sad to say. But
still loved by two people who’ll suffer very badly when she doesn’t
return. So when, Tije, you come to govern, and you come to make
your laws, you should remember this—there are always consequences,
always two sides. Your decision might be the same as it would be
without considering those facts—but at least you won’t be acting in
ignorance.”

Tije smiled rather ruefully,
and picked up his mug again. “Do you never stop teaching,
Kei-gidu?”

Kei shook his head, and smiled
at his own foolishness. “Probably not. Sorry—I was using you to
distract myself a little. I don’t know how we’re going to tell them
she’s not coming back, or if they’d ever believe me. They’ve had so
much sorrow in their short lives—it seems so unfair they should
suffer this. I just want to hug them and take the pain away from
them.”

“They’re such nice children,
considering. Er...if Emia is staying, and they are, won’t it get
crowded? Should I perhaps stay somewhere else?”

“Your uncle would never hear of
it, lad. Always room for another,” he said, smiling to reassure
him. “Your help with them is appreciated. The translation, if
nothing else, is very handy. Drink your tea, and then tell me
something cheerful.”

It was hours before Arman
returned—nearly midnight in fact—but Tije refused to abandon him,
and though Kei felt guilty for imposing, he was grateful for the
company. When Arman arrived, he was haggard and grim, accepting tea
and some buttered bread as the only supper he could stomach, then
sitting down to eat and tell them what was happening. “Seiki and
Neka haven’t heard a whisper from her, and unfortunately all the
confusion and activity meant trying to locate anyone who might have
had a hand in it was impossible. We’ll try at first light.”

“And the man and woman on the
beach?”

“Disappeared. They were put up
to it, Neka found out that much, but she couldn’t get names or a
useful description. We’re searching for them but whoever was behind
this, planned well.”

Kei stroked his lover’s
hand—Arman looked so very fed-up. “Jok won’t be punished, will he?
He never left his post and he was practically sitting on top of
her—there was no reason to presume there would be such a trick
played.”

Arman sighed. “Actually, there
was, and he’ll have to be spoken to, but it was an easy mistake to
make, though we’d been expecting something like this.”

“Huh?”

Arman sipped his tea, the lines
around his eyes showing his exhaustion. “There was a suspicion that
someone—perhaps not officially—might decide to ensure Mayl was
returned to Utuk.”

“You think the Prij are behind
this?”

“I really have no idea, Kei. No
one would admit it if they were, and I’m sure Tir Kamus will not be
pleased by this turn of events.” He glanced at his nephew. “Tije,
your word of honour not to discuss any of this—you’re hearing this
under privilege, you know that.”

“Yes, uncle, I understand. What
I learn here, stays here.”

“Good lad. Kei, I need to get
to bed. I haven’t the energy for a bath, I’m sorry.”

Kei leaned over and kissed his
lover’s forehead. “We’ll endure. Tije, good night—and thanks
again.”

“Thank you—and I’ll think about
all we talked about.”

“You do that.”

Arman looked at him with weary
curiosity as Tije left. “What were you talking to him about?”

“Crime, punishment, and the
need for mercy.” Kei leaned his forehead against Arman’s. “Gods,
I’m glad to see you.”

“Mutual. The boys?” Arman asked
as he wrapped his arms around him.

“Very anxious and frightened,
but trying to be brave. Such good children, Arman. We have to make
sure they don’t suffer too much from this.”

Arman grunted. “If you ask me,
her disappearing is the best thing for them, though it causes me
some headaches. Come on, if you don’t want to have to carry me.
We’ll have to deal with this all over again in the morning.”

“We’re not doing it on our own.
That helps.”

“Yes it does.” Arman kissed
him. “Come to bed and take this away from me, my love.”

And Kei did so gladly.
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Arman normally woke in an
instant, but this morning, he struggled to fight his way out of the
fog, his body leaden and uncooperative, like he was sickening for
something. Which would be all
I bloody well need, he thought tiredly,
before realising that what had woken him was Kei speaking to
someone at their bedroom door.

As he opened his eyes, Kei came
over to the bed. “Arman, Tije says there’s a soldier at the front
door.”

He sat up and Kei handed him
his robe. “Could you ask Tije to keep the boys and Emia at the back
of the house?”

“Of course.”

As Kei went back and spoke
quietly to his nephew, Arman dressed quickly and put on his
slippers. Meeting someone like this was disgraceful but from the
light through the windows, it wasn’t long after dawn. He didn’t
sleep in his Ruler’s robes, after all.

It was a solemn-faced
lieutenant, saluting smartly. “Good morning, my lord. I regret to
report that we’ve found the woman, Mayl. Deceased. Her body was
concealed in an abandoned cart by the docks.”

It wasn’t a surprise, not
really, but it still was a jolt, even after all the times he’d
wished her to drop dead. “Violence?”

“No sign of it, my lord. No
sign at all really of how she died, except she’s been dead for some
time. Possibly more than twelve hours, so our healer says.”

Kei would need to examine the
body—gods, the boys. “Thank you, lieutenant. My compliments to
Colonel Leke, please, and ask him to have the body kept somewhere
discreet, and under guard—it’s at the barracks?”

“Yes, sir. The colonel presumed
you would want to see it.”

Hardly. “I’ll be down there
this morning, but we have her children here and they come
first.”

The lieutenant saluted. “Yes,
my lord. The colonel said if there’s anything we can do for the
boys, to let him know. We’re all worried about them.”

“That’s kind, thank you, and
I’m sure we will call on you. Have Karik and captain Romi been
informed?”

“Yes, my lord. They’ve viewed
the body, and made the formal identification. Karik said he would
wait for your instructions before coming here.”

“I’ll speak to him. Thank
you.”

Arman turned as the lieutenant
went back down the path, and found Kei behind him. “You heard?”

Kei nodded. “Murdered?”

“Almost certainly. When do we
tell the children?”

“Soon—we have to. They’re both
crying for her now and it would be cruel to raise hopes.”

“Do you want me there?”

“I think so. At least at first.
I’ll need to find out if her body is viewable, but if it is, then I
think we should take them down there this morning.”

“I leave it in your hands, Kei.
Let’s get dressed properly though—I can’t face these crises in my
nightgown.”

Once more suitably attired, he
asked Kei to have Emia bring the boys into the sitting room, with
Tije. The children looked exhausted and miserable, and a little
frightened too. “Is Mama here yet?” Minan asked, rubbing his eyes,
holding onto his brother’s hand.

“No, son, I’m sorry. Come and
sit on the couch with Kei and Emia. We have something to tell
you.”

He sat on the floor in front of
them, knowing it was very easy for someone of his size to look
threatening. Kei took Minan onto his lap, and looked into his
eyes.

“Minichi, do you remember when
your Papa died? Did you see him?”

“They put him in a hole,
Kei-chi. He was all dead.”

“That’s right, because that’s
what we do when someone dies. And you know he’s not coming back,
don’t you?”

“Uh huh. Zexu ‘splained. He
said people get borned, then they live, then they die and then more
people get borned. Like a big circle,” he said, waving his hand in
the air.

Thank the gods for a sensible
man. Kei nodded. “Yes, that’s how it is. Everyone dies, and then
they’re reborn in new lives as new people. Minan—the soldiers found
your mama last night. I’m afraid she’s gone away.”

“Mama? Gone? Gone where? I want
to see!”

“No, Minan,” he said gently,
holding tightly onto the boy. “I mean—she’s dead. Like your father
died.”

Minan’s eyes widened in horror.
“M-mama? Dead? No! You’re lying! Mama!”

He fought Kei’s embrace and
screamed. Ry-zilim, too young to understand the news itself, was
affected by his brother’s reaction, and struggled and cried too,
knowing something bad and happened and wanting his mother to come
to him. Piteous childish cries rent the air, immune to all
soothing, as Emia and Kei tried to calm the boys and stop them
running off to look for their mother. Tije and Arman could only
watch, ready to help if needed, but there really was nothing that
would make this blow easier. Arman knew that personally, as indeed
did Kei. They would both have spared these children this, but yet
again fate hadn’t been kind to them.

~~~~~~~~

When the screaming had eased to
weeping and pitiful calls for their mother, Emia and Kei cuddled
the boys and let them wear out their sorrow. Arman nodded at Tije,
who slipped out to tell Pira and fetch some tea, it being the
universal panacea for all sorrow and strong emotion in
Darshian.

Arman was surprised how quickly
Minan, at least, calmed, and that had an effect on Ry-zilim. “Want
to see Mama,” he said when Tije came back with the tray. “Want to
see her now.”

“Then of course you shall,” Kei
said, stroking his hair soothingly. “But first, I want you to drink
your tea and we’ll wipe your face. Arman has to get the calash for
us, don’t you?”

That was his cue to leave and
deal with the official side of it all. “Give me half an hour.
Minan?” He took the child’s hand. “You’re a very brave boy. We’re
all very proud of you.”

Minan’s bottom lip wobbled, and
fresh tears spilled down his tired little cheek. To his own
surprise, Arman reached over and pulled him into a hug, which the
boy returned with surprising force. “There, there. You’re a good
boy and we’ll keep you safe, I promise.”

He held the lad until he
quieted again, then handed him back to Kei. There wasn’t much they
could do for the children right this minute. Arman remembered his
own mother’s death and how inconsolable he’d been. At least these
boys had a wealth of people to offer them comfort and help—all
Arman had had were his brother and the servants. It hadn’t really
been enough, and he wanted better for these innocents.

He went to the kitchen and told
Pira what was happening, and asked Neka to allow him to report to
the other Rulers, telling them he would come to the House that
afternoon to discuss it all. Until they had more information, the
question of how to put this to Utuk was undecided, but it could
wait. He informed the academy that Kei was unavoidably detained and
they should clear his schedule for at least the next three days,
and then he spoke to Karik.

“Nephew, are you all
right?”

“I’m fine. Just...shocked. No
one knows how or why yet.”

“We’ll keep searching. We’re
bringing the boys down—is she in a decent state to be seen by
them?”

“Pretty much. She’s in the
mortuary here—I’ll ask the attendant to lay her out as nicely as
they can. I don’t think it’ll frighten them.”

“Good. We’ll be there
soon.”

“Arman, I need to speak to you
and Kei about what to do with the boys.”

“Yes. Once this business is
done, we’ll come back here. We won’t be long.”

“Take your time. She won’t get
any more dead.”

Arman was rather thoughtful
after that. He really wasn’t sure how Karik would feel about this.
He’d made his disgust at Mayl’s utter lack of maternal feeling
clear, but Karik had once, quite rightly, taken Arman himself to
task for removing Karik as an infant from his mother’s care. Arman
wasn’t sure if, in the future, Karik might not persuade himself
that Mayl’s inadequacies were not partly due to Arman’s act. He was
sure they weren’t, but the mind did strange things when it came to
relationships.

“Is there anything I can do,
Arman?” Pira, hands twisting in her apron, was looking worried.

“No—thank you, my dear, but I
think you should prepare for guests for a few more days.”

“What will happen to the boys?
Such a terrible thing to happen, and so young too.”

“They’ll be well-cared for.
Lady Nera has several fine homes lined up, and any number of people
who would love them and want them.”

“I suppose. Sad that young
Karik can’t look after them, with them being his brothers and
everything. Or you and Kei.”

“Me? My dear, I’m nearly
fifty.”

“But so very good-looking with
it,” an amused voice said from behind him.

Arman turned and gave Kei a
slight smile. “Thank you. Are they ready to go?”

“Emia’s just cleaning them
up—Tije’s helping.” Kei kissed his cheek, then went hunting for
tea. “You know, we’re lucky to have her. It’ll ease the transition
somewhat, though it’ll be a painful time. How’s Karik?”

“Bearing up. Still trying to
accept it, I think. This has been a very trying time for him. For
everyone.”

“Yes—but I’ve enjoyed it too.
It’s been rewarding.”

Pira gave Arman a significant
look at that, which Kei, pouring himself the last of the tea,
missed. Arman didn’t need Pira to point out Kei would make a
wonderful father to those boys, but at their age, it was surely
impossible. Besides, Karik and Romi would also make wonderful
fathers, and it was much more suitable that they took the children
on, if they wished to.

But....

No. He was simply too old, and
had had his chance. The boys deserved better than him, if not Kei.
And all that mattered was what was best for them. So he made
himself stop wishing for things that could not be, and turned his
mind to the wretched business of disposing of his ex-wife’s
affairs, and finding out who had put an end to her selfish
life.
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Karik had wanted to go to the
office as usual, until Arman and the others arrived. Romi put his
foot down. “No way. Karik, you’re on special leave now if I have to
tie you up.”

His lover gave a mildly
irritated look, but didn’t object as much as Romi thought he might.
“Do you spend all your waking hours thinking about me and ropes,
captain?”

Romi put his arm around
Karik’s waist and kissed his temple. “Only about half. The other
half involves how I can get you to tie me up.”

“Sure it does. I don’t know why
you think I’m upset. She meant nothing to me.”

“Perhaps not, but it’s still a
shock. There will be things to sort out and I want you to
concentrate on your brothers. I wonder what will happen to her
body? No one in Kuprij will want it.”

“I was talking to Tije about
her and he said that so far as Kuprij are concerned, she’s a
non-person. No priest would hold a funeral, no graveyard would take
her body. And since there doesn’t seem to be a soul other than the
boys, and possibly my real father, who would mourn her...a funeral
seems a waste of time.” Karik grimaced and pulled away from Romi’s
grip. “Do you think I’m awful for not caring?”

“No. You hardly knew her and
what you did know of her, wasn’t very attractive. I know people say
you should always honour your parents...but some of them aren’t
worthy of it.”

Karik nodded. “I feel so bad
for Minan and Ry-chi. When they grow up, they’ll probably remember
her as the mother they loved, and won’t understand why none of us
feel that way.”

“Really not much to be done
about that, love. So long as people don’t go out of their way to
insult her memory, then the boys can hold onto their
illusions.”

There was a knock at their
door, and Romi opened it to find a young soldier, waiting politely.
She saluted. “My lord Arman’s compliments, sir, and he asks if you
could come across to the colonel’s office. Karik too.”

“Thank you, we’ll come over
now.”

Karik straightened his shirt,
and smoothed his braid a little. “This will be horrible,” he
muttered.

Romi could only agree, and kept
his hand on Karik’s back as they walked across the quadrangle.

Colonel Leke met them outside
and shook Karik’s hand. “Sorry for your loss, son.”

“Thanks, but it’s not really a
loss for me. Are they inside?”

“Yes. I think the mortuary has
arranged things as you requested—they’ve tried to make it less
medical for the boys.”

“That’s kind, thank you.”

He led them into his office,
crowded with four adults and the boys. Romi was relieved to find
the children were at least not hysterical, though tears were not
far away. Karik crouched and put his arms out for a hug, which
Ry-zilim accepted immediately. Minan was more reserved, almost
wary.

“Minichi, what’s wrong?”

“Did you take mama away?”

“No, of course not. We don’t
know what happened, Minan. Romi and the soldiers are trying to find
out. But I didn’t hurt your mama, I swear. Won’t you give me a
hug?”

“Yes.” He hung onto Karik
rather fiercely then, and as Karik stood up, Minan came with him,
carried in his arms. “Want to see Mama, Ka-chi.”

“I know. Ry-chi, would you like
Kei to carry you?”

He nodded, and Kei picked him
up. “Now, you know your mama won’t wake up, don’t you? She’s not
asleep. She won’t hear you.”

“She’s dead.” Minan buried his
face in Karik’s shoulder.

“Yes, Minichi, that’s
right.”

Karik looked at Romi rather
sadly, and then at Kei. “He knows what it means,” Kei said quietly.
“Zexu explained it when Mekus died.”

“Good.”

It was a solemn procession down
the verandah and to the back of the infirmary. The mortuary was
used to store the bodies of soldiers who died, but also any
citizens found dead or who were killed unexpectedly, so evidence
could be collected and any crime investigated. It wasn’t the most
cheerful place, but there was a small side chamber where mourning
relatives could come and collect the deceased. It was here that
Mayl’s body was laid out, decently covered with a clean sheet,
flowers sitting on a side table to disguise the clinical air of the
room. She had been found lying on her side, and she was still in
that position. To the untrained, she might look almost as if she
was asleep, but the stillness and pallor were the give away. Kei
and Karik led the boys over to the trestle table, while everyone
else stepped back respectfully.

Ry-zilim had to be held up to
see. “Mama? Wake up, Mama, it’s me.”

“Ry-zilim, she’s dead. Mama
can’t hear us.” That was Minan, being brave. “Kei-chi...why did she
die?”

“I don’t know, son. We don’t
know how it happened, but she didn’t suffer. You can see how
peaceful she looks.”

Minan turned away and hid his
face against Kei’s leg. “Don’t want to look any more.”

“Then let’s go outside. It’s
all right. You can come back in later if you want to.”

Outside, Karik drew in a deep
breath, his eyes wide with unexpressed emotion. Minan clung to
Kei’s hand, staring at nothing, his face a mask of misery. Ry-zilim
looked back at the door. “Why? Romi, why mama not waking up?”

“Because...maybe she got sick.
We don’t really know.”

“Make her better?”

“No, Ry-chi, we can’t. I’m
sorry.”

“Romi, fix it! Mama!”

Nothing they could do or say
could convince Ry- that his mother wasn’t just asleep and wouldn’t
wake up if he called her. In the end, they had to take him back in
and let him see, and it was Minan who convinced him. It broke all
their hearts to see the older boy patiently, painfully explaining
that Mama wouldn’t wake up and that she would have to go into a
hole because she was dead. And once Ry-zilim finally understood, he
was inconsolable, and was taken outside on the verandah to cry
himself into exhaustion, rocked in Emia’s arms. Minan tried so hard
not to cry, it hurt to watch him, but when Kei took him onto his
lap, he wept too, huge hiccupping sobs of raw grief that made
Romi’s eyes fill to hear them.

Once Minan had calmed down,
more or less out of pure weariness, Kei transferred him gently to
Tije. “Minichi, I’m just going to speak to some people. We won’t be
far away. Hold him, Tije—I need to speak to Karik and to the medic
here. Be good for Tije, Minan.”

Minan nodded sadly, eyes still
brimming with tears, but with no obvious sign he was about to
become upset again. Tije wiped his face, then held him in a
practiced manner—the lad really had a good way with children. “Take
as long as you need, Kei. We’ve got them.”

Kei kissed Minan’s forehead and
said they would be back very soon, then the four of them crept
away. “Come with me,” Kei whispered.

He wanted another look at
Mayl’s body, but as the medic reported, there were no signs of
violence or illness. There was lividity on her face where she lay
on it, but to Romi’s eye, there was nothing that indicated an
injury. Kei questioned the medic, and there was a brief discussion
about whether an autopsy would yield any more information, as Kei
had her body turned and he examined it closely. Karik and Arman
turned away while that was happening—Romi hardly blamed them.

“I don’t think we’d learn
anything, and to mutilate the body would distress the children,”
Kei said finally. “But the cause of death is a mystery. A stroke or
heart attack can’t be absolutely ruled out but is rather unlikely
given her age.”

Karik turned. “Drugs?” he
asked, looking rather pale.

“Possibly. If we knew why, we
might learn how, but since there are no bruises or marks at all, I
suspect she went willingly with whoever killed her. Whether they
meant to kill her, I have no idea.”

Arman coughed. “Kei, I don’t
think we’ll find those answers here.”

“No.” He drew the sheet back
over Mayl’s body again, and thanked the medic. “May she learn a
better way in the next life,” he murmured. “Karik, you’re in charge
now. What do you want to do about her and about them?”

“Can we get out of here?”

Karik gulped a bit as they went
outside, behind the mortuary. “Sorry, I just.... I’ve seen lots of
dead bodies, just not—”

“Your mother’s?” Kei said.

He glared at his uncle. “She
wasn’t my pissing mother. Just....”

“It’s all right to be upset,
Ka-chi,” Kei said, reaching for his nephew and pulling him into a
firm embrace. “You don’t have to love someone to be upset when they
die.”

“I’m not...I just...don’t know
what to feel. It’s like...I feel cheated. But when she was alive, I
despised her.”

“Give it time, son,” Arman
said. “I’m sorry—this is my fault....” He shut up as Karik glared
at him, and even Kei shook his head in reproach. “All right, I
won’t say any more. Do you want a funeral arranged?”

“What would be the point? It’ll
only upset the boys.”

“They might like to see the
burial,” Kei said. “They saw Mekus’s and it helped them accept it.
Ry-zilim didn’t really understand it, but he might this time. Romi?
Arman? Arman, when your mother died, what did you do?”

“We had a funeral of course,
and the interment. Uh....” He cleared his throat. “But I was older.
Minan would understand—Ry-zilim might be rather frightened.”

“Karik, with
your permission, I could, uh...ask Lady Nera to help with
something. Gods, I don’t suppose there’s anyone who would attend,
and we have to be careful not to offend the Prij....”

“Whatever you want, uncle,”
Karik said, looking as if he was about to cry. Kei looked at Romi
across his shoulder, then silently passed his nephew over to Romi’s
care. “I’m all right.”

“Yes, you sound it. Let it go,
love.”

He just held on, while Kei and
Arman kept a discreet silence. Around them, the normal sound of
barrack life went on—men and women shouting, weapons clanging, and
urs beasts complaining about being put to work. A perfectly
ordinary day, but one his lover—and two little boys—would never
forget.

Finally, Karik lifted his head
and looked over at his uncles with reddened eyes. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be, Ka-chi,” Kei said
kindly. “Does your Ma know?”

“I, uh, told her this morning.
She said she was sorry for the boys and offered to help if she
could. Not much else she could say, really.”

“No, I suppose not. I suppose
we need to ask Lady Nera about those families now—you’ll need to
meet them and decide, Karik.”

Karik freed himself from
Romi’s arms, and Romi recognised the stubborn set to his lover’s
jaw. “I don’t need to speak to Lady Nera. I want my brothers to
grow up with my family. They are my family.”

“So...you’re going to look
after them? Or is Jena...?” Kei frowned. “But I thought you said
she was past all that.”

“She is. But
you’re not. Kei—I want you to raise them with my help and
Romi’s.”

Kei blinked. So did Arman. “Me?
But...I’m forty-three.”

“Yes, but you don’t look it.
Sure don’t act it. You said you would have taken me in an instant,
if it wasn’t for...and that was because Arman thought I was Mekus’s
boy. It’s all right, Arman,” he said, raising his hand to forestall
the apology. “I understand now—really I do. Well, Kei, will
you?”

“Me? But why?”

Arman put his arm around Kei’s
waist, but though he was staring hard at his nephew, he kept his
counsel for now.

Karik sighed. “Because you and
Arman would make better fathers than me or Romi right now, and if
anyone can fix the harm she’s done, you could.”

“But I’m forty-three,” Kei
murmured. “And....”

“And?”

“I don’t deserve it,” he said,
looking distressed. “You were the one I should have fought to keep.
I gave that chance away.”

Karik’s eyes widened in shock.
“Oh...Kei...no!”

“Kei, that’s rot,” Arman said
firmly. “You made a decision to accommodate me and my stupidity,
and it’s one we’ve both regretted many times, though I dare say
Karik had the best of it. But you would have been a wonderful
father to him—and if you want to take Minan and Ry-zilim on now,
I’ll support you to the hilt.”

“But...you’re so
busy. I’m so busy...Karik, how could we?”

“Well, I thought...Emia,
or someone like her, could still help look after them, and Romi and
I can too, and I’m sure Seiki and Mila would offer advice—Kei,
there’s any number of people who would help, but they need a real
Pa. Two real fathers,” he said, looking at Arman. “I can’t offer
them that—and I don’t want to. I want two brothers, not two sons. I
have a daughter and another child on the way. You two can raise
them to be decent people, and that’s all anyone could
ask.”

Arman frowned. “Nephew, I
accept all that, but you’re rather disregarding our age. At least,
my age.”

“You swim faster than me, and
you still spar with Romi. Do you really want to pass this
up—again?”

He flinched. “No. Kei, I really
don’t.”

Kei looked at him, his
expression anguished, before he turned back to Karik. “I...I don’t
know what to say. I understand your wish, I just don’t see how it’s
practical.”

“Think about it? The boys need
somewhere to stay anyway, and the barracks is not really the place
for that. Can they at least stay at your house for a few days?”

“Of course,” Kei said promptly.
“They’re wonderful boys, and I already love them to bits...that’s
not the issue.”

Romi rather thought it was the
only thing that mattered, given all that had happened to these
children. “It’s a good place to start,” he said. “Karik, let Kei
decide without pressure. Right now, we need to take the boys
somewhere they can rest and get used to this.”

“I should go with them—but you
don’t need to come with me. I’ll want you around later though.”

“Are you sure?” Romi asked
quietly. Karik seemed calmer but was still rather brittle. “I can
find the team something to keep them occupied, and Colonel Leke
won’t mind.”

“No, but I do. Please? I just
want life to be as normal as possible.”

“Romi, we’ll make sure he’s all
right,” Arman said. “I’d appreciate you continuing to liaise with
the colonel for me and keeping me apprised of what’s happening. I
have to go to the House at some point—I’d like to be able to give
them some concrete answers.”

“Of course. Karik, we should
clear out the quarters of the boys’ things. Leave the rest of it to
me, love.”

He couldn’t prevent the shock
to Karik’s system Mayl’s death had caused. He just hoped the shock
Karik had given Kei and Arman wouldn’t, in the end, lead to
disappointment for all of them.
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Kei felt Karik’s instincts to
keep things as normal as they could under highly abnormal
circumstances, were sound. To that end, he warned Pira and Emia,
through Seiki, not to fuss or behave in any particularly different
way when they brought the boys home. Minan had become rather
withdrawn, and refused to be separated even for a moment from his
little brother. Kei left them with Emia and Karik, since the
children were the most familiar with them, and he felt it would be
good for Karik. Arman left to go to the House, and after a little
consideration, took Tije too, so that their home was as quiet as
they could make it, and as unexciting. What the boys needed, as
much as comfort and care, was time and peace to accept the news. If
Minan felt more secure with his brother, then that was where they
would allow him to be.

Pira’s instincts were to fuss,
naturally, but Kei persuaded her that the best thing she could do
was to make the home as welcoming and normal as she could, though
she could cook all the little treats she wanted as neither boy had
much appetite, and might not do so for a while. Tempting them with
tidbits would distract them and would probably be all they would
manage today, at least.

Pira was just one of the many
things he had to consider as he turned Karik’s surprising proposal
over in his mind. Really—it was utterly impractical. Pira was
sixty-nine, nearly seventy, and in no fit state to run after two
small and active children—they already had to get someone in to do
the heavier work, much to her chagrin, though everyone had soundly
rejected the idea of her moving out of the house. This would be her
home as long as she lived—and no plan for the children could depend
on her leaving. Kei wouldn’t stand for that, nor would Arman.

He was surely too old. He
would be in his dotage by the time the boys had grown up, and what
they needed was a young fit person as a parent—someone like Karik
and Romi, in fact. But even as he told himself that, he knew in his
heart at least, he didn’t feel that old. As he sat in the
garden, watching Karik and Emia with the boys, talking quietly to
them and answering their questions about their mother, he felt such
a pull towards them. Minan was so like Karik had been at six, and
Ry-zilim was such a winning child. They would be a blessing to
anyone who would take them, and the astonishing thing was that Mayl
hadn’t seen it at all. Kei couldn’t understand how
anyone could be immune to these two—he’d known far more obnoxious
and trying children who might have repelled an unmaternal soul, but
all Mayl’s sons had a sweetness about them Kei found
irresistible.

All day he turned it over and
over, while at the same time, trying to be there to help the
children—and Karik too, for his nephew had taken this news rather
more to heart than they might have expected. After lunch, when the
boys had gone to lie down with Emia for a much-needed nap, and Pira
went for her customary afternoon rest, Kei took Karik out into the
garden again, and sat on his favourite bench. “Now, Ka-chi.”

Karik gave him a stricken
look, and then buried his face in his hands. Kei pulled him into a
hug and held him as he shook. “It’s all right, Karik. It’s all
right,” he murmured, laying his cheek against Karik’s bright blond
hair. He wondered if it would be all right. Ever since
Mayl had turned up, he’d been afraid for his nephew, and worried
this would unbalance him. Karik hadn’t needed this on top of the
business with Soza, or on top of starting a new relationship and a
new career.

They sat together in the warm
autumn sun, Kei absorbing and soothing Karik’s turbulent emotions,
wishing he had the power to make the lives of the people he loved
better and happier and safer, but knowing that all he could do was
be there when they needed him. That had been all he’d ever been
able to do for Karik, though he would have loved to have done more
for him. Been more for him.

“It’s interesting, don’t you
think?” he murmured, when Karik seemed a little calmer. “How things
you think will be wholly bad, can be the cause of so much good? And
things that are painful, can actually be worth all that pain?”

Karik sat up and wiped his
eyes. “Uh...like what?”

“Well, like Mayl’s infidelity
resulting in three wonderful people. Or what happened to you in
Andon, leading to Romi and the drug discoveries. Even my giving you
over to Jena and Reji. If Jena hadn’t had you, hadn’t already
decided she wanted you, she might have stayed in Ai-Rutej. Reji
might not have even come back to Ai-Albon, or have stayed in the
north and then you would never have known him. Which would have
been a terrible shame, don’t you think?”

“I do. But then you’d have been
my Pa.”

Kei smiled. “Yes. But this way,
I’ve been able to share you with two other people, and still get to
know you. Three people—four, if you count Arman—have been blessed
by you.” He chuckled as Karik flushed. “No modesty now, nephew. You
know it’s far too late.”

“I wish there had been a way
for you and Pa to both be my father.”

“But that’s what an uncle is
for, Ka-chi. If anything had happened to your Ma and Pa, I was
going to step in. It was all agreed with Fedor years ago.”

“Really? But Arman....”

“Well, Arman would have
managed. Don’t be hard on him. That time in Utuk, with Karus dying
and the war—it took a long time for everyone to heal from that. Of
course, I’m very glad I wasn’t needed to step in, because nothing
would be worth losing Reji and Jena over—not even you,” he said,
squeezing Karik’s hand.

“No one feels that way about
Mayl,” Karik said, looking away, staring up at a bird which had
landed in a neighbour’s tree. “I should be glad she’s gone and not
interfering any more.”

“No one ‘should’ be glad about
anyone’s death. If nothing else, she’s a bit of your history you
probably wished you could understand better.”

“Or fix.” Kei cocked his head,
puzzled. “I...can’t help but feel I missed a chance to do better
with her. By her. To help her in some way. Damn it—I put more
effort into helping Jos than I ever did with my own mother!”

Karik was shaking again, high
colour in his cheeks and a slightly wild look in his eye as if he
was on the verge of breaking down again. Kei put his arm around his
nephew’s shoulder and squeezed a little. “Karik, Mayl wasn’t yours
to fix. Jos was just a boy—a misguided and rather stupid boy, but
not essentially a bad person. He’s turned out pretty well, I think,
because we stepped in before he became irretrievably vicious.
Mayl...was already an adult when I first met her. Yes, now you
might say in Prijian society, women aren’t given a chance to
develop the way you might want them to, but plenty of women of her
class manage to become decent human beings. If Arman couldn’t show
her how to live properly, if the birth of her children couldn’t
persuade her to be less selfish, and if she was prepared to
actively incite others to murder and to riot—what could you have
done?”

Karik’s green eyes were filled
with misery. “I just thought I owed it to her. Arman never gave her
a chance to be a mother to me.”

“And when she had the
chance—twice—what did she do? Do you think that was just the trauma
of losing you?” Karik shook his head. “No, I don’t think so either.
I know it’s hard, and I understand a little why you’re upset—but
you have to accept there was nothing you could do for Mayl. Even
the state of Darshian wouldn’t have been able to save her from her
own actions. You were the one in need of help from her, just as
Minan and Ry-chi were—but she refused to give it. It wasn’t that
she tried to be a mother and failed—she never tried at all. I’d
have had more sympathy for her if she’d been merely feckless. But
she made no attempt. She never would have.”

“D-do you think...blood will
out?”

“Hasn’t yet,” Kei said gently.
“Her blood runs in Jes’s veins as well as you three boys. Is there
any sign that any of you are like her?”

“I hope not. I really
wish Arman had
been my real father, Kei. I mean...I’ve known
for a while that he can’t have been, but there was this
little...pretense I had sometimes....” He smiled, but tears were
falling again. “That one day, he would announce that yes, I really
was his boy, that I was his blood kin. Stupid, because I wouldn’t
give Pa up for the world.”

Kei hugged him closer and
kissed his temple. “Kin is who you choose, nephew mine. Arman could
not be more fond of you if you were his son by blood, and sees no
difference between you or Tije, except that he’s possibly closer to
you than him. I don’t distinguish between you and Keiji and Meran.
You’re all my family. And now I have two more nephews.”

“Or sons?” Karik said. “Won’t
you even give it a try?”

“Ka-chi, is it fair? If I tried
and failed, the boys would be disrupted and I would do anything to
spare them pain. I can’t ask Arman to stop doing his job, and you
know mine is important. What about Pira?”

Karik took his hands and
stared at him. “Do you want it?”

He demanded honesty, and Kei
gave it to him. “Yes, I do. Very much. Just as I wanted you, very
much. But...practicalities, nephew.”

“I know—but
I really
want this too. Not just because it gets me off the
hook—because you’re
the best person for this. You know their past,
you know what’s influenced them, and you already love
them.”

“Other people could do that
too,” he murmured.

“Not as well as you. So
what if you’re not likely to see their grandchildren grow to be
adults? That doesn’t matter. They need wisdom and kindness—they
need you, and they need Arman. Outside my Pa, you’re the finest men
I know. I don’t want my brothers to have second best.”

Kei smiled, shaking his
head. “You do know how to flatter a person. I’ll try to find a way
to do this—but no guarantees. Right now, I just want to be
with this nephew and make sure he’s all right.”

“I’ll be fine. I just...need
time.”

“Then take it, Ka-chi.
Now...isn’t this nice? We don’t do this very often, do we. When you
and Romi get a house, you need a garden.”

As he chatted, he felt Karik’s
spirit easing a little. His nephew would be all right. Karik was
tough as tanned urs hide, and had bounced back from things that
would have crushed a lesser man. If fate would just grant them a
little breathing space, he’d be fine.

It was a chance to talk to
Karik quietly about the new team too, and the work they’d done over
the summer. Mayl’s arrival had eaten into their time together, and
what little time Karik had had spare, he’d had to give to Jes as
was only right. Karik had a point about that—he already had a
responsibility there. It wasn’t fair to deprive Jes, because her
father was a very important and beloved part of her life.

“Kei-chi? Ka-chi?”

Ry-zilim and Minan, holding
hands and looking uncertain, Emia behind them ready to help. Kei
stood up, then knelt down with his arms out. The boys ran towards
him and made him oof as they hit. “My, such big boys you are. Did
you have a good sleep, Ry-chi?” He stroked the child’s hair back
from his face.

“Kei-chi, where’s Mama?”

“Ry-chi, darling, she’s gone
away now. Your mama can’t come home any more.”

“Ry-zilim, I told you. You have
to ‘member,” Minan said. He looked exhausted, as if the hour-long
nap had done no good at all.

Kei put his arms out to him.
“Minichi, would you like to sit on my lap for a bit? Emia, dear,
would you like to get everyone some tea and those biscuits Pira
made?”

The one thing that seemed to
really help the children was physical contact, and Kei was prepared
to give them any amount of cuddles. Minan had accepted the reality
of Mayl’s death and it was only Ry-zilim who had trouble with it,
though he wasn’t as upset now as he had been. Minan wanted to talk
about what happened when people died, and why they had to be
buried, and where they went after that. Kei and Karik were as frank
as they could be, and Minan seemed to understand.

Ry-zilim got the idea that
people who died were buried and then their bodies disappeared—he
just didn’t seem to be able to connect it with his mother, or at
least, hold the connection in his mind. Kei thought he might need
to see her body again, and possibly experience the funeral before
he really ‘got’ it. Kei hadn’t had much experience with orphans
this young before—he would have to get advice.

Arman and Tije arrived late
afternoon, Kei’s lover having to make an effort to smile, his
emotions dark and troubled, though he said nothing of what was on
his mind. Kei knew better than to press him, at least now. As they
were losing the daylight, Karik said he should go, but that brought
on a new crisis, because Minan didn’t want him to go away in case
he didn’t come back. Karik looked at Kei helplessly—Kei decided to
be firm for Karik’s sake.

“Now, Minan, Karik has to go
home to Romi. He’ll come back tomorrow, won’t you?”

“Yes, I will." He reached
inside his shirt and drew out his precious tero stone. He took it
off, and then quickly looped it around Minan’s neck. “See that,
Minichi? I want you to keep that until tomorrow, and when I come
back, you give it to me.”

Ry-zilim made a grab for it.
“Me want!”

Karik kept it out of his reach.
“Ry-zilim, no. Not this time. This is something I need Minichi to
do for me. No, Minan, I’m not giving it to him. This is something
for you.”

Kei reinforced Karik’s words
with a stern look at Ry-zilim, who subsided—it had only been
curiosity, really. Once he settled, Karik touched the stone. “Now
you have to be very careful with it because it’s something
important. Can you look after it for me until tomorrow?”

Minan nodded, picking the stone
up and looking at the way the colours changed as he twisted it.
“Really come back, Ka-chi?”

“I really will. I just have to
go home and have supper with Romi, so he won’t be sad. You don’t
want Romi to miss me, do you?”

“No, Romi will cry.”

“Yes, he will. Ry-chi? You be a
good boy and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow,” Ry-zilim
repeated.

Karik kissed them both, then
gave Kei a hug. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I’ll be all right.”

“I know it, nephew mine.”

He watched him leave, hoping
Romi would be able to handle him, and then turned his attention
back to his little charges.

Karik would manage. With love
and time, they all would.

~~~~~~~~

It was with profound relief
that Arman closed the bedroom door behind them. “What a bloody
day,” he said, sighing.

“Why do I sense you’ve got even
more bad news to impart?”

Arman gave his lover a wry
smile. “Because you’re a soul-toucher and you know me very well. Do
you want this now? It can wait. It won’t get any worse for
waiting.”

Kei kissed him, and Arman
allowed himself to indulge in the taste of those beautiful lips, to
look into Kei’s well-loved eyes, and to be glad he was not alone in
this, that Kei had been there to help those Arman loved and who
loved him.

“I think I’d rather know. Will
it harm the boys?”

“No. But it’ll hurt Karik, if
we tell him. Whether we do that is the thing we need to
decide.”

“Then let me give you a massage
because I can feel your headache, and then you can tell me. I need
to have my hands on you.”

As Arman needed to have them on
him, for it had been a disjointed and distressing day, and the news
he had got that afternoon, in confidence, had not made any of it
better. He had been very careful not to show any of it in his
expression or his manner, but there were no secrets from Kei, nor
did he want any. He lay down and then moaned a little with pleasure
as Kei’s skilled, strong hands worked the tense muscles of his
neck.

“Is Karik going to be all
right?”

“I think so. He feels guilty
over Mayl, which I think I’ve convinced him is stupid, but one can
hardly blame him. He wants to make sure his brothers don’t suffer.
For some reason, he thinks we’re the answer.”

Arman twisted his head, trying
to look behind him. Kei’s voice wasn’t giving much away. “And?”

“And...damn it, Arman, you know
the problems. We don’t have room, for a start. Not if we want to
have anyone else to stay.”

“We have the Rulers’ House as
overflow, and Jena and Reji will soon be staying with Karik. Gyo
and Risa can share a room with the boys. We’d manage—we always
manage.”

“And Pira? I don’t want her to
be put under any strain.”

“I had a word with Peika and
Nera. They say that if you take the boys on, as a father, naturally
your salary would be increased—and they would also be happy to
authorise an allowance so we could hire someone to act both as a
nurse for the boys and as Pira’s assistant. If it was done that
way, then it wouldn’t hurt Pira’s feelings, and we would be able to
make life easier for her.”

Kei’s hands stilled. “You’ve
been planning this all day?”

Arman rolled over, and pulled
Kei down towards him.

“I’ve been thinking about it
since I learned Mayl was dead, because even Pira thought it was a
shame we couldn’t take the children. When Karik made that
suggestion, my first reaction was that we should. Then of course, I
thought of all the reasons why we shouldn’t—but then I couldn’t
help but wonder if the difficulties were as great as they seemed.
After giving it some thought, I think they’re not.”

Kei stared at him. “You’d
really do this—for me?”

“No. For
us. A
second chance. You don’t get many of them. You know Karik’s
right—those boys would flourish with you as a father.”

“But...won’t you mind sharing
me? What about them being Mayl’s boys?”

He only smiled. “Karik’s Mayl’s
boy too—I got over that a long time ago. As for sharing....”

He reached around and gave
Kei’s braid the gentlest of tugs. “I’ve had twenty-three years of
you all to myself, and for twenty-three years, you watched someone
else raise the child you wanted so badly. The time’s right to give
you—and me—a chance to experience fatherhood for ourselves. We can
do this. It won’t be easy and I dare say there will be times when
I’ll regret ever saying this. But I won’t let you have the regret
of losing this chance again. If you don’t want it, say so. But if
you want it, I will shift heaven and earth to make it work. I swear
it.”

Kei leaned in and kissed him
again. “Gods, you’re magnificent. And if I haven’t told you
recently, let me remind you I love you very, very much.”

What a romantic fool he was, to
still get a thrill at hearing those words from Kei’s mouth. “Do you
want it? Do you think the boys want it?”

“I want it. I love them
already. I did almost from the first. As for them...you can see how
little they need to be happy. If she had given them just a bit more
of herself, they wouldn’t have needed more.”

“She wasn’t capable. But you
have more than enough for them, and they already respond to you.
Considering they only learned about Mayl this morning, I think
they’re both remarkably calm, and you have to take the credit.”

“I can’t take the credit for
all of it.”

Arman only shook his head.
“It’s you they’re looking to for support, you they trust. You and
Karik will both be very important to them. I spoke to Seiki about
it, and she agrees completely.”

“Been a busy little Ruler,
haven’t you?”

Kei kissed him again,
then sat up. “Roll over—I haven’t done with the massage.” Arman
readily obeyed. “I want some time to think. I want to be sure the
boys would be happy and that we can manage. It would be a disaster if
we settled them here and then had to move them.”

“Agreed. Take the time you
need. But you know I’m right.”

“You’re always right,” Kei
said, a smirk in his voice. “Um...but the bad news. Very bad?”

“Sordid, really. We found the
man who’d left Mayl’s body in the cart, and he’s confessed his
role. He was paid to take a woman from another man—as yet
unidentified—and to give her a draught of juice laced with a drug.
Now all he had were his instructions—take the woman, give her the
drug, bring her to the docks and leave her there. He didn’t know
the woman, and barely saw her face since it was covered with a
veil—the woman already knew she was to take the drug. But when he
got her to the dock, he found she was dead, and took fright. Seiki
managed to find him because he’s been chewing on it all day and
wondering how to get away.”

“Why drug her...ah, to avoid
the mind-speakers? No one person knew all the details, or identity.
Clever. But who and why?”

“The ‘why’ is almost certainly
the price on her head. I suspect Utuk’s hand in it, though at what
level, I have no idea. It’s not something Tir Kamus will admit, is
it?”

“Does he know?”

“Yes. He viewed the body and
accepted my and Tije’s formal identification. He said it was
regrettable but that Mayl had brought it on her own head. He wasn’t
exactly weeping over it.”

Kei’s hands kept up their
delicious, healing movement on his back, and the headache and
strain had disappeared, leaving a wonderful languor. He rather
regretted bringing this up tonight—he would much rather be making
love than talking about pissing Mayl, but the conversation had to
happen sometimes.

“So...it’s neatly solved
the dilemma. Considerate of someone. Do you think she was
meant to die?”

“The reward was for her alive,
so no—if the reward was all that was on offer.”

“And no idea who?”

“Not with any certainty.
However, I’ve seen a list of the ships leaving dock last night and
this morning, and one of them was the ‘Havernia’. That’s the same
boat she came in on, we’ve managed to determine. Kei—the physician
on the ‘Havernia’ is a man calling himself ‘Lero’.”

Kei went still. “Soza?” he
whispered. “Are you serious?”

“Completely. What I suspect
happened is that he realised who Mayl was on the journey out, and
arranged to have a watch kept on her until he could return. He or
his agent must have managed to contact her at some point—it
wouldn’t have been hard to slip notes and things to her, in the
park or on the beach. And I wouldn’t be surprised if, when we
investigate it some more, we find that the man who recruited the
person who enticed Mayl off the beach was Soza, and that he
provided the drug. Possibly the same drug he used on Karik.”

“And he messed it up—or his
henchman did. If he used gerot, it’s easy to get the dose wrong,
but he’s probably arrogant enough that he thought he couldn’t make
a mistake. Arman, we can’t tell Karik. Does Romi know?”

“Yes. And he agrees—for now.
None of it’s proven. We can tell him she died more or less
accidentally, and the probable reason. We don’t have to say
more.”

“No. If we can prove it was
Soza, then we tell him. But there’s no need to bring all this up,
especially not now.” Kei stopped his massage, and lay down beside
Arman, who put his arm around him. “Do you think Mayl knew him? On
the Welensi Islands?”

“No idea. It’s certainly ironic
if she did.”

He raised his hand and stroked
Kei’s cheek. “The best thing we can do for Karik is help him keep
his new-found brothers close to him. They’re already precious and
given his history, if they have to be sent outside his family, it
will hurt him deeply. They’re his only blood. It makes a
difference. You, me, we have blood kin. Now he has too.”

“I know all that. I just want
it to be right.”

“My love...it doesn’t have to
be perfect. That’s something I’ve realised after all these years,
watching people raise their children, coming to understand how I
was raised. All that matters is that it’s good enough and that
there’s love behind it. The boys are resilient, and will have so
many people who we can call on to help. What they need is a
constant—up to now, that’s been Mayl. Karik could be that, but so
could you.”

“Us.”

“Us. Together.”

Kei closed his eyes and nuzzled
against Arman’s whiskery cheek. “So long as we’re together, we can
do anything, you and me.”

“Quite. Fate doesn’t stand a
chance against us.”
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Since the Prij didn’t want her,
and no one else had a preference, it was decided Mayl would be laid
to rest in the Darshianese manner, at sundown. All day, her body
had lain in the mortuary, flowers at her feet and head, a soldier
respectfully on guard, and for two hours before they were due to
leave, Karik had sat in vigil as a dutiful son would do. He felt
very strange—he’d always imagined that the first time he’d do this
would be for his Ma or his Pa. No one expected him to do it, or
asked him to. He just felt...he should.

Romi had sat with him too,
quietly comforting. People dropped by to pay brief, polite
respects—Romi’s colonel, their team, other soldiers who were
friends. No one knew what to say, and Karik couldn’t pretend he was
bowed down by grief, but he was glad, in a strange way. He’d almost
wondered if his biological mother would be tipped into her grave
like so much waste. At least this was an acknowledgement she’d been
a human being, however flawed.

Arman and Tije arrived ahead of
Kei and the boys. Tije bowed respectfully, and murmured words Karik
recognised as Prijian prayers for the dead—strictly speaking, they
should not have been said over her, but he appreciated the gesture.
Arman was impassive, staring down at her cold, pale face. Karik
wondered what he was thinking, and if he was sad at all. Perhaps it
was simply, as it was for Karik, a part of his history that had
never really been dealt with.

Kei turned up a few minutes
later, the boys brushed and clean, looking a little scared and
carrying flowers. Minan held his brother’s hand tightly. Kei led
them over to the body. “Minan, Ry-zilim, this is when you can say
goodbye to your mama. You can take as long as you want. Or you can
go outside if you want to.”

Minan looked up at Kei. “Will
she hear, Kei-chi?”

“I believe somewhere she’s
listening, dear.”

“Mama?” He reached out and
touched the dead woman’s face, but pulled his hand back quickly.
Karik guessed he’d been shocked by the feel of the body. He looked
up at Kei, who nodded. “Goodbye, Mama. I’ll be a good boy.”

Karik’s filled with
painful tears at the sound of the broken little voice, and would
have swept his brother into a hug if Kei hadn’t beaten him to it.
“Of course you will be. You are a good boy. The
best boy.
Both of you. Ry-zilim—do you want to say anything? You can touch
her if you like.”

Ry-zilim shook his head and
buried his face against Emia’s leg. Kei looked at Arman. “Then we
should go.”

Romi stepped out to have the
cart brought around, and when he came back in, he, Kei, Karik and
Arman took the corners of the bier on which Mayl lay.

“Now, gentlemen,” Arman said,
then they carried it out onto the verandah. To Karik’s surprise,
there was a small honour guard, with Colonel Leke in charge.

The colonel snapped up
straight. “Troops, attention! Salute!”

And so Mayl was taken to the
cart like an honoured Darshianese, saluted and garlanded, and laid
respectfully under a sheet in the back. Her sons, Kei, Tije and Emi
followed behind in the calash while Arman and Romi drove the cart
the quarter mile to one of the civic cemeteries. There was another
surprise waiting for them—they weren’t to be the only mourners.
Lords Peika and Meki, Lady Nera, Seiki, Neka and Jera—and the
Prijian ambassador—were there, ready to join in the simple
ceremony.

As oldest child, and, in
theory, chief mourner, it would normally fall to Karik to speak,
but he had felt unable to say anything that wouldn’t sound like
rank hypocrisy. Arman might have done, but his uncle clearly felt
it inappropriate to do so either. In the end, Lord Peika spoke,
acting as nominal clan head. “My friends, we come to bid farewell
to Mayl of Utuk, and to offer our condolences to her children,
Karik, Minan and Ry-zilim, on their loss. At the end of each life,
there is sorrow. Naturally we grieve for the person we have known
and who has gone. But we know too that we shall return, reborn,
cleansed and ready to greet those who we have loved and lost in
other lives. So, I say to the spirit of Mayl, go in peace, find
atonement for your sins, and may you find happiness in your new
life. We shall watch over those you left behind, and care for
them.”

Karik and Kei went to the edge
of the grave in which Mayl’s body had been laid. “Boys, we have to
go now,” Kei said. “If you want to say anything, we’ll wait.”

Minan stared into the grave for
a few moments, tightly holding Kei’s hand, but he didn’t cry.
Finally he heaved a sad sigh. “Bye, Mama,” he whispered, then
tossed his flower into the grave. Ry-zilim imitated him, and said
goodbye also, though Karik wondered if he understood.

As the gravediggers filled in
the hole, Kei led the boys and everyone else a small distance away,
under a tree. Little lamps were lit and passed around, since it was
customary, as the grave was filled, to hold a light and think of
the departed. Kei explained to the children that everyone was
saying goodbye and wishing their mama luck in her new life. “Will
we see her when she comes back?” Minan asked.

“You might, sweetheart, but you
probably won’t know it’s her. But she’ll be there somewhere. You
can always speak to her spirit.”

“Be a good boy,” he whispered.
“I’ll be a good boy, I promise.”

Kei knelt. “You are a good boy,
Minichi. Can I ask you a big, big favour? It’s very important.”
Minan nodded. “Minan, Arman and I don’t have any little boys of our
own, and we get very lonely sometimes. Do you think you and Ry-chi
might like to live with us and be our little boys?”

Minan bit his lip. “Will Mama
find us there?”

“She might do, darling, but
people don’t usually know when their mamas come back, or it would
get too confusing.” Minan nodded a little, but he was on the verge
of tears again. “Will you come and live with us? We’d like that
very much.”

Arman came up and knelt also,
next to Ry-zilim. “We would very much like you to be our little
boys, Ry-chi, Minan.”

Minan looked at him
suspiciously. Arman had mostly kept his distance from the children,
because of Mayl, though they knew who he was. “You’re not my
Papa.”

“No, I’m not, and I don’t want
to take his place. I just want to look after you until you can look
after yourself. Look after Ry-zilim too.”

Minan gnawed his lip again,
looked at Kei and then up at Karik. “Ka-chi, is it a good
thing?”

“Yes, Minichi, a very good
thing. It’s what your mama would have wanted.” He hoped the child
would never find out how much of a lie that was. He never wanted
any child to know they’d been unwanted. “I think you should go with
Arman and Kei-chi.”

“All right, I will.”

Kei hugged him, and Arman put
his arms around Ry-zilim. “Thank you, Minichi. You’ve made me very
happy.”

Lord Peika cleared his
throat—it was getting dark, and it was time for them to leave.
“Everyone, may I invite you all to offer your final farewell to
Mayl’s spirit?”

Everyone stood, holding the
lights, heads respectfully bowed. Karik still had no words to say
in his heart to her. It might be wrong, but it was just how it was.
The boys were sad, and he felt for them. That was as much as he
could muster. Everything else was just incoherent emotion.

Romi brought smiles to the
children’s faces by throwing a shower of fire sprites ahead of
them, leading them gently away from the grave and their loss. He
and Kei let them play with the little fireballs, chasing them
about, while the other adults spoke politely to each other. Karik
thanked everyone for coming, as did Arman. “Ambassador, I was
surprised to see you.”

Tir Kamus bowed. “Ah, I’m not
here in an official capacity, Tir Karik. I came to show respect to
your good self and your honoured father. I am sorry for your loss,
and for the boys.”

“Thank you. I know they’ll
appreciate it when they’re older and understand.”

“Yes, of course. Ah...and I
think His Serenity won’t mind me saying that her crimes die with
her, and we hold no anger towards her children. If at any point,
they wish to seek Prijian citizenship, their applications will be
treated sympathetically.”

Karik could feel Arman’s
surprise, even standing behind him. “That’s very kind, Tir Kamus.
I’m sure my un...father, and uncle Kei, will raise them with a
proper understanding of their heritage.”

“As is right and decent, of
course. My lord, good night.”

They said goodnight to the
others then took the two carriages back to Kei’s house. Normally
when a Darshianese died, there was a meal for the mourners—often,
in Karik’s experience, a time of laughter and joy and love. But
nothing special had been arranged, because Kei wanted as little
disruption to the children’s routine as possible. They simply sat
down at the big table in the kitchen, Kei and Pira making the
supper, Karik and Emia making sure the boys ate.

Ry-zilim was only a little
quieter than usual, and probably mainly because Minan was so
subdued. He had little appetite, and Kei gently dissuaded Pira from
trying to coax him to eat. “I think maybe today, it’s all right,”
he said. “Karik, perhaps you and Emia could put the boys to bed.
Minichi? Say good night to everyone. That’s a good boy.”

He kissed his new son on the
cheek, and hugged him, as did Arman, then Karik picked Minan up to
take him to the bedroom. Emia carried Ry-zilim, but only after he’d
got a kiss too, and a hug from Kei and Arman as well. The boys
already accepted Kei as the natural voice of authority. It might
take a while before they saw Arman that way but Karik thought they
would settle in easily here. Much better for them than the
barracks.

He helped Emia undress them.
Minan took the tero stone from around his neck. “Here, Ka-chi. I
looked after it for you.”

“Thank you.” He closed Minan’s
hand around it. “I tell you what—you look after it some more,
because I’m going to see if I can get a stone just for you and just
for Ry-chi. Then we can have one each, and everyone will know you
and I are brothers.”

Minan nodded, staring at the
stone, and then up at him. “Are you going to live here too,
Ka-chi?”

“No, Minichi, because there’s
not enough room. But I visit here a lot, and I should see you at
the barracks too. When you come for your jesig riding.”

Ry-zilim suddenly let out a
squeal, then giggled. “Jesicks.”

Karik smiled. “Jesigs,
yes, that’s what they sound like. Noisy creatures,” he said,
tickling the boy a little. “Minichi, I’ll be around a lot. You’ll
see me nearly every day, I hope.”

“You’ll come back?”

“Yes. I was here today, wasn’t
I?” He closed his hand over the one holding the stone. “I promise
to come back. But now you and Ry-chi have to have a big sleep. Are
you tired?” He brushed his hand through Minan’s short curls.

“Mmmm. I feel sad, Ka-chi.”

“Yes, I know.” He put his arms
around his brother. “It’s been a sad day for you. But it’ll get
better. Goodnight.”

A hug and a kiss each, and
another promise to return, and then he left them to get the rest
they needed. But leaving was a lot harder than he thought it would
be.

~~~~~~~~

“Poor little dears,” Pira said
as Karik and the children left the room. “But I’m so glad you’ve
decided to take them, Kei. I think they’re lucky little boys to
have you as Pa.”

“And you as Ma,” Kei said,
standing to kiss her cheek. “Just think—you won’t have to bully me
any more because you’ll have them.”

Romi grinned as Pira smacked
Kei’s hand. “I’m sure they’re much better behaved than you. Now,
I’ll just clean up in here and then go to bed, I think.”

“Leave it, Pira,” Arman said.
“We’ve got any number of willing bodies who can wash up. You get to
bed—we’ll need our rest from now on.”

“Probably true. But I won’t be
those boys’ Ma, your lordship. It’s bad enough this creature calls
me that—I insist on grandma.”

Arman grinned at her as Kei
pouted. “Quite right. Good night, dear.”

She accepted a kiss from him,
and a bow from Tije, then went out. Romi and Tije took the rather
broad hint Arman had delivered, and cleared up the supper mess.
Karik came in shortly afterwards, looking rather sad and pale. Tije
nodded at Romi. “Go on,” he said quietly.

Romi wiped his hands and went
to Karik’s side. “You all right?”

“I’m fine. No, really. It’s
just been a weird day. I feel tired more than anything. Arman, do
you know what I mean?”

“Yes, I do. I feel I ought to
feel more—but I can’t. Except for the boys, of course. They were
very brave today, I thought.”

“They were. Any decent parent
would have been proud of them,” Kei said, picking up his tea.

“And now they have two,” Romi
said. “Congratulations on becoming fathers.”

Arman grinned, but Kei looked
thoughtful. “Romi—are you absolutely sure?”

“No. But that’s why it
would be the wrong decision. You two are sure. And I’m already
Romi-Pa—that’s enough.”

Kei chuckled. “I love that
name. Arman, you’ll have to be Pa—they can’t say your name anyway,
and somehow, I can’t see you enjoying being ‘Armichi’.”

“Gods forbid,” Arman said,
wincing. “And you?”

“Oh, I’ll be Kei-chi. No need
to confuse them, and I don’t want to be Papa like Mekus was. I want
the adoption put through as quickly as possible.”

“Of course, and this time, I’ll
get it registered in Utuk. There won’t be anyone to object.”

Karik bit his lip at that—Romi
wondered if he remembered events seven years before, or if
something else was bothering him. “I’ve decided.” Everyone looked
at him. “I’m going to write to Cirin.”

“Ka-chi? Why?”

“Because...he deserves to know.
And because the boys deserve an acknowledgement. I want to write to
Zexu too, because he’s been so good to them and he must be
worried—he probably has no idea where they went. I’m sick of the
truth being hidden from people. The boys can’t be raised in a lie,
or in ignorance. Promise you’ll tell them the truth this time,
Arman.”

Uncle and nephew stared at each
other, until Arman laid his hand over his heart and made a little
bow. “I swear it. But Karik—Cirin won’t thank you.”

“I really don’t care. He
shouldn’t have slept with her if he couldn’t handle the
consequences, and for all you know, he’d be pleased to know. He’d
probably like to know what happened to her.”

Tije came over to the table,
wiping his hands on a cloth. “Karik, if you would allow me to, I
can arrange it with Father, handle it personally. It would be an
honour to be of assistance.”

Karik stared up at his cousin
in surprise. “Um...that would be great. Thank you, Tije. You must
be horrified by all this—it’s not a pretty story.”

“No, it’s not. But today I got
another two cousins who I think will be very fine men, my uncles
have two new sons, and my cousin, two new brothers. I think that’s
worth celebrating. My family will offer prayers at the temple for
your happiness, Karik, uncle Arman, Kei.”

“Thank you, Tije,” Arman said,
looking pleased, if rather surprised. “And in fact, I think we
should drink to our sons, and to their brother. It’s the least we
should do.”

So Arman broached their small
store of Prijian wine, and solemn toasts were offered in the
children’s name. “But this isn’t the Darshianese way to do things,”
Kei said once glasses were emptied. “There should be a party.
Noise, food, beer. Especially beer.”

“Kei, once Reis and the others
find out, there’ll be a party, trust me,” Romi said. “And I
wouldn’t be surprised if the barracks wanted to do something. Beer
is guaranteed if they do.” Kei gave him a grin for that—the
barracks’ brew was justly famous, and Kei was an enthusiast.

“That honour guard,” Karik
said. “That was really nice of the colonel. I just hope he didn’t
arrange it because he thought I was grief-stricken, because I’m
not. I’m not glad she’s dead but I’m not sorry either.”

“I think that sums it up for
all of us,” Arman said, setting his glass down. “I suspect it was
offered as a mark of regard for you, and respect for the boys. It
was a kind gesture, like Kamus being at the funeral. I must say
that astonished me.”

“Do you think that means Utuk
approved of her murder?” Romi asked. Karik stiffened, but Romi saw
no reason to sugar-coat the reality. He already hated having to
conceal some of the possible facts from him, but Mayl hadn’t died
of natural causes, that much was certain.

“No, I think it means Utuk is,
as the Rulers are, grateful that we’ve avoided a potentially
dangerous conflict. We’re already arranging for that treaty to be
renegotiated.”

“She tried to escape her
responsibilities and her punishment, but found death,” Karik said.
“It’s justice, but harsh.”

“But still justice,” Tije said
quietly, but then he looked at Kei. “Sometimes, mercy doesn’t have
a chance to operate.”

“But yet there is mercy, Tije.
The children didn’t have to watch her die, or be taken screaming
from her grasp. This could have been worse for them.” Tije
acknowledged Kei’s words with a nod of his head. Romi wondered what
the hell this was all about.

Karik was pale and drawn—it had
been a long and perfectly awful day—and they needed to get the cart
and jesigs back, so Romi said they’d better go. Karik promised to
be back in the morning, and the details of the boys’ care would be
thrashed out over the coming days. After hugs and handshakes, Romi
got his lover into the cart and drove them slowly back to the
barracks, fire sprites lighting their way. Karik said nothing,
leaning on him while lost in his thoughts. Romi kept his arm around
him while he got them home.

They only had the briefest of
washes—Karik just wanted to get back to their own quarters and
privacy. Once behind closed doors, Romi took Karik into his arms
and kissed him. “How do you feel?”

“Numb. I was looking at her
body, the grave and...I just couldn’t feel anything.”

“I think perhaps you did, but
it wasn’t what you thought you would. She’s beyond your help or
concern now. All that matters is the boys. Did you see Kei and
Arman? Already they love being parents.”

Karik gave him a small smile.
“They are, and I know this is the right thing to do. Kei was born
to be a father, and so was Arman. I...think I know what it’s been
like for him all this time. Kei, I mean, watching me with my
parents. When I walked out of their room tonight, it was such a
wrench. I just wanted to stay and look after them.”

“You will, love. They can’t do
this on their own, and they need you. The boys will look to you for
advice and love, and I know they’ll get it. Mayl didn’t care what
happened to them, but though she didn’t mean to, bringing them here
was the best thing she could have done for them.”

“She seems to have had a knack
of finding people to do what she couldn’t,” Karik said, sounding
slightly bitter.

“Better that than nothing—if
they’d only had her, the boys would probably be almost past
saving.”

“Yes. I need to find someone
who can dig me up a couple of tero stones.”

“I’ll set the team on it as an
exercise,” Romi said, kissing his forehead. “Now, to bed.”

“Make love first?”

“You need to ask?” Karik
smiled a little as Romi pinned his wrists behind him, then
plundered his mouth. “If we don’t make love, I’ll be
very disappointed.”

“Can’t have that, can we?”
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“Your letters, my lord.”

Arman looked up and accepted
the small pile of envelopes from his assistant. “Thank you. I’ll be
leaving in an hour or so, Jia—you could go now if you wanted.”

“Yes, my lord. Thank you. Say
hello to the boys for me.”

Arman smiled and agreed. His
sons were the pets of the House—the first Ruler’s children in
nearly ten years, though there had been grandchildren and even
great-grandchildren. It was something of an effort to avoid the
boys being spoiled.

He looked through the mail and
saw there was one from his father, attached to a small parcel. He
slit the seal and opened it.

Oh, you sentimental old....

He looked at the signature, and
felt his eyes getting a little itchy. ‘Your loving father, Armis.’
Not at any time in the past forty-nine years had his father signed
any note to him that way. Arman folded it carefully, and would keep
this letter safe—his father wasn’t the only sentimental member of
their family.

Nothing from Karik, but then
with communications so slow and this trip being so short, Arman
didn’t expect one. He’d had a letter a month ago saying they’d
arrived safely and that recruiting and training had started. Karik
and Romi should be back within weeks, which would be a relief to
everyone, especially the boys, who had had some difficulty
accepting the idea of him going away for a long time, but then
coming back. In their limited experience, people who went away for
a long time, never returned. Karik was determined to prove them
wrong, and Arman fervently hoped he always would.

There was nothing much else of
significance in the post. Nothing from Cirin, but that also wasn’t
unexpected. That he’d replied at all to Karik’s note had been a
considerable surprise to Arman, and that the letter, while very
stiff and formal, had thanked Karik for letting him know about Mayl
and about the existence of two sons, had surprised him even more.
Cirin hadn’t exactly invited Karik to stay, but he’d sent a gift of
a hundred gelden for Minan and promised to send more when the boy
was older. He’d also asked Karik to keep him informed of their
progress, and said that should either of them need assistance,
Karik should ask because he would not be refused. Cirin, whatever
his woeful taste in women, was clearly neither dishonourable nor a
coward. Arman was grateful for that, and for him not rejecting
Karik as Arman had been sure he would. He’d thought there had been
good breeding in the lad—and he’d been proved right.

He opened the oiled leather
pouch and looked at the items enclosed therein—three exquisitely
carved, silver-chased seals. Identical. His father was a great
believer in symbols and appearances, and Arman wondered if Karik
would appreciate what his legal grandfather was saying here. Arman
certainly did, and sent silent thanks to his parent. Thanks—and
love. “Good breeding in me too, Father,” he whispered.

He carefully repacked the
seals, and placed them in his document wallet. Then he cleared his
desk, and took off his robes. These days, he was very prompt about
leaving no later than five, often as early as four, and that was on
the days when he wasn’t at home or off. His routine had changed
quite a bit, as he’d known it would when he’d urged Kei to adopt
Minan and Ry-zilim. He spent two whole days away from the House
every week—one at home, half working, half taking the children to
the barracks for a riding lesson and other amusements, and one
completely free, with Kei. Kei did the same, and one or both of
them always ceased work early to collect the boys, Minan from the
little academy school for the staff’s children, and Ry-zilim from
the crèche where Seiki worked. Two or three evenings a week, as
they would tonight, they returned to the House, and Arman and Kei
would work for a few hours after the children went to bed, or Arman
attended meetings—but when they were at home, no one disturbed them
for professional reasons. And these days, Arman often delayed
arriving at the House until Kei and the boys could accompany
him.

Somewhat to his surprise, his
productivity had hardly altered. It just meant he did things
faster, and arranged matters so he delegated more and relied more
on his assistants. Kei had ditched a little teaching, delegated
other tasks, and simply refused additional duties. Between that and
Marta, the young woman who worked at their home three mornings and
two afternoons a week, they managed very well.

Maybe it was just age, but
Arman found that giving up some of his duties and the time he spent
working at the House, was no burden at all. Or maybe it was the joy
at going to the crèche and seeing a happy little boy running to
him, carrying an unidentifiable blob of raw clay, and yelling “Pa!
Pa! Look what I did!”

If someone had told him even a
year ago how absurdly happy it would make him to be called ‘Pa’ by
one of Mayl’s children, or to have that child jump into his arms
and demand a ride, he would have called them fools to their faces.
Which made him a fool, he thought fondly.

“Hello, Ry-chi—what on earth is
that supposed to be?”

“A lemul, Pa.”

“I see. It’s got...five
legs?”

“Dat’s the
tail,
Pa.”

“Oh. Oh yes. Not sure the
tail goes quite
like that, but yes, now I can see it’s not a
leg.”

“Tail, Pa.”

“Yes, son. Hello, Seiki. Has he
been good?”

“I’ve been
extra good!”

Seiki chuckled. “Yes, you have,
Ry-chi. Don’t get clay on your Pa’s shirt now. Why don’t you leave
your animal here to dry and then you and Pa can go for your
swim.”

“Swim! Yes, swimming, Pa?”

“In a minute. How’s Mila and
Hali?”

“Fine. You only just missed
them. Mila brought her in for a check over. But she took Jes back a
few minutes ago.”

“Ah, well, we’ll see her at
supper next week.”

“Pa, Jei-chi made a worm with
hair!”

“Did she? Why ever for?”

“Cos she said it needed it.”
Ry-zilim nodded as if this made perfect sense. Seiki just grinned.
Arman had already learned it was better not to question some of the
more extraordinary things that came out of four-year-old
mouths.

“Well, it might have done.” He
kissed Seiki on the cheek. “Right, young man. We need to find Minan
and Kei-chi and then go for the swim.”

“Swim! Yes!”

Ry-zilim was a child of intense
likes and dislikes, Arman had found, and he had an abiding
curiosity about everything, which often meant he got into things he
shouldn’t. But his sheer lust for life was so appealing—it made
Arman re-examine almost everything through his enthusiastic eyes,
and find it new. Though they wore him out, he almost felt like the
years were stripping off him with every week.

Kei and Minan were waiting for
them in the schoolroom, Kei with Minan on his lap, reading a story
to him. “Oh, hello, you two. Ready for a swim?”

He spoke in Darshianese as he
nearly always did with them, to encourage them to learn it.
Ry-zilim had already picked up enough to understand all that, and
answered in the same language. “Uh huh. Kei-chi, I made a
lemul!”

“Did you? I thought only other
lemuls could make lemuls. Well, I never.” Minan grinned at his
father’s joke. “I suppose we better go and have that swim. Unless
we should dig a hole instead? I think the gardener wanted to dig
holes—what do you think, Minichi?”

“Swim, please,” he said
firmly.

Kei ruffled his hair. “Well,
you said please, so I guess it’s a swim.” He got up and kissed
Arman’s cheek. “Any news?”

“A letter from Father—tell you
when we get back. Nothing bad,” he hastened to add.

They’d had to alter their
exercise habits to fit in with the children’s smaller strength and
stamina, though Arman found that just running around after the two
of them was enough exercise at times. Mile long swims were out,
short dashes and lots of splashing and chases were in, as were sand
castles, hole digging, shell hunting and running around on the
sand. They had started to get to know the other regular visitors to
the beach, and invariably one or more children would come over and
say hello. Arman had also discovered that children were the
ultimate conversation starter—he’d had to get used to people
casually dropping by and introducing themselves. To his surprise,
he not only had grown used to it, but also liked it. Kei of course,
was Kei, and to him, this was all wonderful. More people to talk to
and to be friends with—for him, that was what made life rich. Kei
was finally and completely in the perfect environment for him—and
Arman and the boys all basked in his happiness.

During the winter, keeping the
boys active and amused had been a bit of a struggle, though Karik
and Romi had done their bit, and fortunately their departure to
Andon had not been long before the water became warm enough to swim
in once again. Now, after a long swim and the walk back to the
Rulers’ House, even the boys’ abundant energy was almost exhausted.
There was just enough to bathe, eat supper, and then have stories
read to them, sometimes in Prijian, sometimes in Darshianese,
before they dropped off to a well-deserved sleep. Then Arman and
Kei could have their time together, even if it did mean sitting at
the same desk, working on papers, for a couple of hours.

Finally, Kei sat back and
cricked his neck. “Oh, enough of that. If I’m confusing timkir with
tertrir, I’ll end up writing a prescription which will kill
someone. Or at least make them wish they were dead. Are you
done?”

“Yes.” He had a little more to
do, but then he always had a little more to do, and there were more
important things in his life—like this beautiful man next to him
clearly in need of a kiss, and who got one. And another, just to be
sure. In moments, they moved to the couch so they could cuddle and
kiss a little more, Kei’s hands inside his shirt and all over
him.

But in all too short a time,
and with his eyes almost crossed with lust, Kei somehow managed to
sit up and make an effort to be sensible. “Ah...you know, if one of
them wakes up and comes out here....”

Arman sighed. This was true,
unfortunately. “Then let’s go to bed.” The boys had been told they
could come into the bedroom, but to try and remember to knock. So
far, they’d been good about that—Arman suspected that was Mayl’s
training more than anything. But the living areas were open, and he
and Kei had to be responsible. Kei hated being responsible. Arman
was beginning to see why.

“Wait—that letter? From your
father?”

“Ah...yes, of course.” He
straightened his shirt and adjusted his erection, to Kei’s
amusement. “Oh, stop it—you do this deliberately.”

“Yes, I do because you’re so
handsome when you’re mussed.”

“Now I know why you have such
an affinity for Ry-zilim—you’re only about three yourself.”

“And proud of it. Letter?”
Arman fetched it and the oilcloth packet—he handed Kei the packet
first. His lover’s eyes widened as he saw the beautiful seals.
“Gods, they’re lovely.” He squinted at the design. “Isn’t that the
same as the one you brought from Utuk?”

“Yes. Only this mark here,”—he
indicated it near the rim—, “means it’s the son of the crest
holder. Mine has a similar mark, making it distinct from Father’s.
The son’s crest is always the same, only with a slight alteration.
“

Kei held the seals in his palm.
“Three...Minan, Ry-chi...and Karik?”

“It’s Father’s way of
acknowledging them. Read his letter—he says he presumes I wouldn’t
have thought of having them made, so took the liberty of arranging
them. Normally they would be given to a son at eighteen,
ah....”

“But he won’t be around then,”
Kei said quietly. “It’s a lovely thing to do—but Karik?”

“Karik is my son by Prijian
law. Father is his grandparent by Prijian law. He can’t announce
two new grandchildren to the court as he’s done, and ignore the
first and legal one. It’s not that he doesn’t know, Kei. He’s
simply saying that Karik has claims upon him, as do our own sons,
in law and by moral right too. As he does.”

Kei looked at the seals again,
then wrapped them carefully up in the oilcloth. “He’s welcoming
them to the clan—blood or not, they are his kin and clan.”

“Yes. Not how we put it, but
yes. And putting them under his protection, rather as Zexu did with
those pendants.” A parcel had arrived only two weeks before,
containing two beautifully carved and inlaid ovals, depicting
dolphins. The verbal message that came with it said Zexu was very
happy to learn the children were safe, and that the pendants were
symbols of his tribe. They would protect the boys against evil and
drowning. The boys now wore them along with the tero stones Karik
had obtained for them—the stones, Arman now realised, were Karik’s
own way of symbolising his protection of his brothers. A lot of
people were watching out for those two children.

“People didn’t say anything
about you adopting Mekus’s supposed son?”

“Oh, I imagine the announcement
at court caused something of a stir. I also imagine he loved every
bit of it, the old bastard.”

Kei grinned. “I think he
probably did. I wonder who was more taken aback—the Mekus faction
or the anti-Mekus faction?”

“I don’t know—I’m hoping Tijus
will tell me more, or that Tije will. Ah and—Kei, he’s invited us
all to Utuk so he can meet them.”

“This year? I don’t know that
we can, and the boys are just settling down...but if we wait until
next year....” Kei looked stricken. “We’ll just have to go. He
should meet them. It’s important.”

Arman kissed him, and slid his
arm around him. “Yes it is, but if we don’t get there in time, then
he’ll understand. That’s why he sent the seals. There are letters
for the boys and for Karik too which they can open when they’re
ready. Even if he dies before we get there, the boys are already
claimed and will remain kin, part of the line of Armis, forever.
He’s even altered his will to include them—and Karik. To a Prij,
that’s about the strongest statement you can make about how
important someone is to you.”

“Still...he’s such a remarkable
person, and our boys are such wonderful children...it would be a
shame if they never met. We should see if we can entice Karik down
there too.”

“Karik met him, actually.
However, it would be nice if they could meet when Karik wasn’t
petrified and Father wasn’t being grand Senator Armis. And I wasn’t
being a complete arse to the boy.”

“You never told me about this,
beloved.”

“Because I’m ashamed of myself,
that’s why. Karik’s forgiven me—but I still consider my behaviour
inexcusable.”

Kei sighed. “Then I
suppose we’ll have to make you sit on the naughty stool. How long
should you get?”

“Oh, years, I suspect.”

“Very likely,” he said
dryly. “We should try
to go there this year though. I did say I’d try
for the academy too, and you know Romi wants to take Karik to
Urshek and visit friends in Temshek.”

“Then we’ll try. But if we
can’t—my father and I have made our understanding. Life will go on,
as it has for our sons, as it will for me. My father’s spirit will
live within me, within Tijus and his children, and I hope, through
example in the boys. I’ll mourn, but I won’t regret.”

Kei kissed him gently, then put
his arms around him. “You’d make him very happy to know that. He
wanted me to tell you that he loved you and he was very, very proud
of you. I told him to tell you himself.”

“He did.” He had never cried in
front of his father before, but he had that day. And...his father
had shed tears too. Gruff, embarrassed, dashed away as insulting
tears, but tears nonetheless. Said the words that were so very
precious to hear, and cried. Arman had not even been able to talk
to Kei about that memory because it was so painful, so...much. It
would live forever in his heart. But it might always be something
that he couldn’t bear to share. “Now, I believe we were talking
about bed?”

“Talk?
Talking about bed is the last thing I would do, my lord. I would
think flinging you down and having my wicked way with you would be
much more my style, don’t you think?”

“Have at, Master Kei, only keep
it down this time—Ry-chi asked me if we had jesigs in the bedroom
yesterday. He was most put out that we were hiding them from him.
Can’t imagine where he got that idea from.”

Kei just grinned as he got to
his feet and pulled Arman up with him. “Then I think we either have
to investigate gags or thicker doors because the last thing I’m
going to do when I’ve got you all alone is restrain myself.”

“Perhaps
I’ll have
to do that.”

“Only if you catch me!” Kei ran
into the bedroom, laughing like a loon.

Arman shook his head and
followed more sedately. Forty-three going on two. Just how he liked
him.
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Home Ground: 1

The nice thing about a lover
with a perfect arse and long legs, Juimei thought happily, was how
very splendid it was to watch them move. His grace, the count
Mikinze of Wedeiloizui, was most assuredly aware how much pleasure
he gave as he bowed. “Blessings upon this joyous day, your
highness. May you have many more birthdays to come.”

Juimei smiled graciously at the
elaborate flourish, admired how Miki’s natty short jacket did very
fine things for his impressively broad chest and his firm
posterior, and grinned at the wink his count gave him as he
straightened up. “Thank you. Do I get a kiss too?”

His lover smirked and remedied
the offence with enthusiasm. “My apologies, your highness. Perhaps
this might take away the scent of my error?”

From his jacket pocket, he
produced a small wooden box inlaid in iridescent shell and stones,
with an intricate pattern that suggested leaves, or perhaps
feathers, depending on how it was turned. An exquisite piece, the
artistry immediately recognisable as being from the Kefensel
workshop, the best in Visiqe. “But I have hundreds of jewellery
boxes, Miki.” Juimei got a pitying look for that as he took the
thing from Mikinze’s hand, then opened it. He could only stare in
astonishment at the lovely object before him. “Oh...my word.”

Mikenze stroked his moustache
and gave him a sly smile. “I very much doubt, your highness, that
you have hundreds of these.”

Miki looked smug—as well he
might. The ring nestling inside the box, cushioned on fine
gem-cloth, was superb—jet black ifino, inset with red gems and
pearl stone in the form of Juimei’s own personal crest. It shone
dully with hidden fire as Juimei twisted it, an elegant and clever
example of the gemsmith’s craft. He slipped the heavy ring onto his
finger—a perfect fit, of course. Miki’s attention to detail was, as
ever, immaculate.

“Miki, it’s magnificent, but
far too much—”

Miki reached over and put a
finger on his lips, his eyes slitting with suggestion and promise.
“Not at all,” he said, his voice, as it ever was, a silken thing
with undertones of sex and intrigue. “Nothing is too much to show
the depth of my regard for you, my dear highness.”

“Miki....”

His lover pulled him
close, the beautiful jewellery box tumbling carelessly to the
carpet as Juimei was crushed possessively to Miki’s hard, perfect
body. “Thank you,” he breathed into Miki’s ear as his lover nibbled
at his jaw. His moustache tickled, a surprisingly erotic sensation.
Of course, it depended on where he was being tickled.
Juimei had spent all winter experimenting to find out where it
could be used most pleasurably, and even now the memory of those
long, dark evenings in bed with this man made him hard as
stone.

But Miki was just as affected.
“Oh, I expect more thanks than that,” he said, deep voice gone
husky. “Something...much more prolonged.” His hand cupped Juimei’s
groin and massaged it with brutal skill. Juimei pushed against him
eagerly, greedily, wanting even more for his birthday gift than the
beautiful gem.

“Much...uh...more....”

A cough from behind them.
Juimei disengaged without haste and turned around smoothly. “Yes,
Neime?” he said, as behind him, Miki bent casually and picked up
the wooden box—no need to treat such a valuable item carelessly
after all.

His young features set in
apparently perfect subservience, his page bowed. “Your highness,
his majesty requests the honour of your presence for the morning
repast.”

The invitation was a formality
of course—birthday breakfasts were an unbreakable tradition in the
palace—and Juimei wondered if Neime had wanted the opportunity to
interrupt. He didn’t miss the quick, disapproving look at Miki and
then at the new ornament on his hand. “Thank you—how many people
have we invited this year?”

“I think at least two hundred,
your highness,” Neime said with a slightly rueful grin.

Juimei smiled as Miki snorted
with laughter behind him. “Mother’s overdone it again.”

“She always said it’s your
fault for being born in the spring when there’s nothing much else
going on. Meant respectfully, your highness,” Neime added, glancing
at Miki again.

Juimei shook his head
impatiently at the apology—Neime knew perfectly well he wouldn’t
take offence at a remark like that, and neither would Miki. “Of
course. Well, you better see what rags I’ve got that are up to the
occasion.” As if Neime hadn’t spent days selecting the perfect
outfit for this important occasion—it wasn’t something Juimei cared
about, but Neime loved to see him nicely turned out, and his mother
would be insulted if he didn’t make the effort. “In the meantime,
his grace and I are going to be...um....”

“Busy, your highness,” Miki
said, taking his hand possessively. “For at least an hour.”

“You heard his grace, Neime.
And lock the door.”

“Very good, your highness,” his
page said, scowling.

Juimei ignored the tone and the
look as Miki tugged him towards the inner chamber and firmly closed
the door behind them.

As he took Juimei into his arms
again, Miki’s mouth quirked. “He doesn’t like me. I’m crushed.”

“He’s just protective of me.
He’s a good lad. You have to tolerate a few eccentricities in
personal servants.”

“There’s eccentricity and then
there’s downright insolence,” Miki said dryly, as he began to strip
Juimei. “If one of my people gave me a look like that, I’d turn
them off in an instant.”

“Stop talking about my bloody
manservant and get on with it, your grace. I need a damn good
fucking if I’m going to get through this blasted thing this morning
without snapping at someone.”

Miki grinned evilly as he
pushed Juimei back towards the bed. “As you decree, your highness.
Though, when I’m finished with you, you might need to sit on a
cushion to get through it at all.”

“Oh, promises,
promises,
your grace.”

~~~~~~~~

It was a colourful and lively
assembly in the great hall. After the closed-in months of winter,
with often only family and servants for company in the bitterest
weather which had, this year, lasted eight weeks, people were glad
to show themselves again. It was a chance to display their fresh,
new wardrobes, to catch up on the gossip, speculate about the
doings of government and their friends—often the same thing, in
this place anyway—and to renew or begin alliances among their
peers. Spring sunshine poured through the high-vaulted windows and
down over elegant clothes, the modest yet carefully crafted
adornments of the older nobles and councillors, and the more
ostentatious jewels at the neck, ears and hands of their young
colleagues. People were in high spirits—it was a happy occasion,
and the spring woke up all Andonese, got their blood fizzing
through veins, hearts bursting to make the most of the warmth and
longer days.

It was, despite his
grumbling earlier, something Juimei rather enjoyed, at least in
small amounts, but he was having trouble concentrating right now.
Sometimes he wished Miki’s attention to detail wasn’t
quite so
thorough, he thought, as he squirmed, trying to ease his bottom.
Neime had discreetly added another cushion, but he was still
uncomfortable.

“Something bothering you, my
son?”

Smiling brightly, he turned to
his father, resplendent beside him in one of his lesser diadems,
and an imposing gold chain and medallion of state around his neck.
Spring had infected the royal wardrobe too, inspiring a beautifully
embroidered green and yellow shirt Juimei’s mother had made with
her own talented hands. “No, Father. I’m merely excited at the
pleasure of being with so many of our dear friends this
morning.”

His father rolled his eyes,
even as he acknowledged the bow of a passing noble with a graceful
incline of his head. “Yes, I’m sure. It’s your mother’s idea.
Always is. Makes me glad there’s only three of you.”

“Yes, Father. Because then we’d
have to share you even more.”

“Don’t flatter me, boy. You
know I’m fond of you, don’t overdo it.” But his father smiled at
him without any annoyance in his expression. “Handsome ring.”

“Thank you.” Juimei didn’t feel
it necessary to explain every friendship token he received. If his
father wanted to know where he’d got it, he’d ask. His relationship
with Miki wasn’t exactly a state secret, though they didn’t bruit
it about. “The weather looks set fair for this afternoon. Should be
a good tournament.”

His father grunted, accepting a
small glass of fruit wine from a servant before speaking. “I’ve
been told the crowds are expected to be even larger this year. All
the more people to watch you fall on your privileged bottom.”

“You mean, uphold the honour of
the line of Godiw, don’t you, Father? Someone has to, now Furneim
and Siliki have retired from the field.”

“I think the line of Godiw can
stand the indignity of not having any princes of the blood wasting
their time playing doig-ito, my son. You know it worries your
mother.”

“Yes, Father. I’m always
careful.”

“So you should be. I’ve spent a
lot of time and effort training the brain inside that skull of
yours. I shouldn’t appreciate having it end up smeared all over an
ito field.”

Juimei winced a little at the
image, then smiled as one of the councillors came over to wish him
a blessed birthday. “I said I’d be careful, Father. Besides, I’ll
only be young once. In a year or two, I’ll be too old and then it
won’t be a worry to anyone.”

His father gave him a grave
look, then turned to answer a question from his companion. “As you
say,” he said quietly once they were left in peace. “But this isn’t
a suitable topic for a birthday repast. However much of a nuisance
you are, it’s still a day of celebration.”

He stood, and servants rang a
gong to call for attention. The noisy assembly fell silent at once,
and he lifted his glass. “My friends, my loyal and wise
councillors, my dear and pious wife, and my beloved children—I
offer a toast to my youngest son, his highness, Prince Juimei. He
has been a blessing from the benevolent god for twenty-four years,
and may he remain so for many more to come. I call on Sephiz to
protect him, and your good selves to pray for his continued
happiness and well-being.”

The guests rose at once,
lifting their glasses and goblets high and cheering noisily,
stamping their feet, and even whistling. Juimei grinned and bowed,
and raised his glass to toast king and council in their turn, which
got equally generous cheers. Even used to acclaim as he was, he was
still warmed by the sincere enthusiasm, and even more by his
father’s smile, his mother’s proud look, more precious to him than
any gift—even a beautiful and valuable ring. Though the birthday
fucking had also been damn fine, he thought somewhat ruefully as
his arse twinged again. Across the hall, Mikinze lifted his glass
and stroked his moustache as he smirked knowingly—it almost made
Juimei laugh out loud, knowing his lover had guessed exactly what
had gone through his mind just then. Oh, yes, the fucking had been
very fine indeed.

The birthday repast went on for
another hour, and Juimei was kept busy accepting good wishes and
the occasional small gift from close friends. The rest of the day
would be ordinary business, at least until the tournament, but
there would be a family dinner that night in his parents’
apartments—a tradition Juimei rather enjoyed, since they had few
enough opportunities to just be together as a family without
courtiers. Now that his brothers were so heavily involved
themselves as councillors, and he himself was taking on more
duties, they hardly had time anymore for such things, but his
mother insisted on their birthday suppers being kept as private
celebrations.

His mother, dressed in a pale
blue gown that suited her rather well, came over to give him a kiss
as his father rose to leave for a meeting with the council. “Happy
birthday, Jui. You’re looking even more handsome than usual. And
what a lovely ring.”

“Thank you, Mother. Yes it
is.”

She lifted his hand for a
closer look. “Has this anything to do with why you were shifting
around like someone had stuffed a baby dowkiqu down your trousers?”
she asked, smiling innocently.

Juimei flushed. “Mother!” he
said in a low voice. “Don’t be vulgar.”

“Was I being vulgar? I thought
I was merely being concerned for the health of my dear son. I
suggest you look after this ring, Jui—and step along to a healer
for something for the other one in case you’ve done yourself a
mischief.”

“Mother!”

She grinned and kissed him
again, patting his hand. “Such a little prude, Juimei, considering.
Darling, do you really have to play in the tournament this
afternoon? No one would criticise you if you pulled out for my
sake.”

“I
would, Mother. I’m the captain and my teammates
are counting on me. I’m sorry.”

She sighed. “Just like Furneim.
He had to break his wrist before he realised how silly it was.”

“Mother, he tripped over on his
way to the stables.”

“Yes, but he wouldn’t have even
been there if he’d not been playing. Well, if you insist, I’ll be
there like a dutiful parent and wave you on.”

Juimei knelt before her. “Will
you let me carry your favour? I would be honoured.”

“Hmmm—seems to me you’re
already carrying enough favours, my son.” But she undid the simple
chain from around her neck, upon which hung an enamelled portrait
of her husband, and placed it carefully around Juimei’s neck. She
bent and kissed his forehead. “Do your best for the line of Godiw,
Juimei. But play safely.”

“Of course, Mother. Thank you.
Sephiz will protect me.”

“Yes, he will, but he and I
expect you to wear your helmet anyway.”

The court rose as his parents
left, and people drifted off. Juimei smiled and acknowledged
greetings, but walked determinedly towards the doors, Neime at his
side. “Be a good lad and find me Count Mianzin, will you, Neime?
There’s time before lunch for us to talk.”

Neime bowed and slipped through
the throng. An amused voice made Juimei turn. “Have we time for me
to soothe the pain I’ve caused you, your highness?”

He wagged his finger at Miki.
“You bastard. Mother actually asked after my arse, can you believe
that?”

“Can’t say you weren’t warned,
your highness,” Miki said, his dark eyes full of evil humour. “Or
that you weren’t willing. Want me to kiss it better?”

“Yes, but I can’t. I have to
talk to Mianzin about the finance arrangements in Gironzodei
district. I promised father I’d get that sorted out today.”

“But it’s your birthday. You
work too hard, Jui.”

Juimei poked his lover in the
chest. “And you don’t work hard enough, your grace. They’ll be
cutting your tax concessions if you keep this up.”

“I earn my keep. Just not in
obvious ways, your highness.” He turned and made a slight bow to
the noble who had come to their side. “Good morning, your
grace.”

Count Mianzin returned the
politeness, with a deeper bow to Juimei. “Blessings upon this day
and you, your highness. I take it Gironzodei is on your mind?”

“Yes. Shall we go to my office?
Your grace, until this afternoon?”

Miki bowed, raised a
disobedient eyebrow at him and then walked off. Juimei tried not to
think of how much more enjoyable it would be to follow the man than
to spend two hours locked in dry though essential discussions over
funding in the northwest, then smiled at his noble companion, took
his arm, and led him away.

The meeting took longer than
he’d hoped, and once he had dismissed the count, Tezrei Edikio had
begged a few moments of his time since he was heading back to
Tsikiugui the following day and had several matters he wanted
advice on. By the time he was done, it was long past noon, and only
an hour or so before he was due at the ito field. Neime, used to
his habits, had arranged a spare, simple lunch for him in his
office, and joined him to eat at his invitation, as he often
did.

Neime put a small pot of
medicinal cream on his desk next to the tray—Juimei raised an
eyebrow in enquiry. “Her majesty asked me to pass it on. She
thought you might neglect the injury.”

“Ah—and did you remind her
about it, Neime?”

“No, your highness. I figured
you must enjoy the suffering, to incur it in the first place.”

Juimei sighed, and rested his
chin on his hand so he could look at his page. “You don’t like the
count. Why?”

Neime scowled. “Not my place to
say.”

“Never stopped you before and
you know it. He said I should turn you off for your insolence.”

The lad looked at him with
startled hurt. “Your highness? Would you?”

“No. But I’d like to know what
offence he’s given you. He’s one of the most senior nobles in my
father’s court, you know. An important man. Kin, though distantly.
If nothing else, it would be diplomatic to feign politeness towards
him. You’re smart enough to know that.”

Neime scowled. “He’s lazy.
Arrogant and lazy. Not your match by any measure, Juimei.”

“So you’re jealous. Want to be
warming my bed yourself, do you?”

“No! Your highness!”

“So you don’t find me
attractive?”

Neime clenched his jaw and
stood. “If my services aren’t required here for the moment, your
highness....”

He reached over and tugged on
Neime’s jacket. “Oh, sit down, lad, I’m only teasing. By Sephiz’s
beard, I thought you had a sense of humour.”

Neime sniffed. “Not about that
man, no. He’s only using you to advance himself.”

“Hardly. He doesn’t need me to
do that. I appreciate your concern for my welfare, but....” Juimei
glanced down at the beautiful ring on his finger. “His grace may
become a rather more permanent part of my life at some point.”

“Are you...you really would
life-bond to him?” Neime’s mouth hung open in surprise.
“Truly?”

“I’m considering it, certainly.
Would that make your position impossible?”

His page bit his lip, and
wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I swore to serve you for the rest of my
life, whatever happens, unless you turn me off. But....” He looked
up. “I would always think you could have done better. Will you
really bond with him?”

“Maybe. I don’t want to hurt
you, and I certainly don’t want you to serve me if it causes you
offence. If I decide to bond with him and he accepts, I’ll find you
an honourable post here in the palace.”

Neime’s eyes widened, but then
his expression suddenly closed off. “Yes, of course, your
highness,” he said dully. “Thank you.”

“Neime? Is that not
acceptable?”

“Yes, your highness. Of course
it is. Thank you.”

Juimei sighed again. “It’s only
a possibility, lad. As you know, he’s returning to his estate next
week until the middle of autumn, so nothing will happen until then.
But while he’s around, I’d like you to at least be pleasant to him,
if only for your own sake. You know what it’s like here—his people
could make life difficult for you, and I don’t want that in my
household.”

“No, your highness.”

“Good. Now eat up, and then
we’d better get over to the stables. I want to check my gear
again.”

Neime nodded, but still seemed
rather subdued. Juimei didn’t know whether to be touched by his
devotion, or annoyed at the aspersion cast on his taste and sense.
But Neime was a good lad—a younger son from an eastern tribe, who’d
applied for a position at court and a chance to improve himself.
Juimei’s mother had suggested him two years ago as a replacement
for Juimei’s previous manservant who had decided to join the army.
The lad had been an excellent servant, a pleasant companion, and a
good friend. Having to place him elsewhere would really rankle, but
if he wouldn’t get past this odd dislike of Miki....

Miki was arrogant, and lazy
too. But he had a mind like a steel trap, and his estate was very
efficiently run, since his laziness was of the type that saved
unnecessary effort rather than avoided work altogether. He would
make an excellent life-mate for a prince of the blood, and could
have a place on the council for the asking. He was also, Juimei
thought, concealing another wince, an incredibly gifted lover, and
very devoted. A man could hardly ask for more, and Juimei certainly
didn’t. In his position, there weren’t many people who would make
an acceptable partner while still allowing him to follow his path
at the court.

Mikinze suited him very well,
and really the only thing making him hesitate was the idea that his
lover might not feel the same way. But glancing at the ring on his
finger again, he thought he had the answer to that now. It was the
kind of thing one gave in advance of a betrothal—and it was most
likely Miki was only waiting for Juimei to do the asking, as was
only proper given their positions.

It was just a damn shame Neime
was so hostile, because he was terribly fond of the lad. But he
wouldn’t give up Miki just to keep his page happy—that would be
utterly ridiculous, and Juimei intensely disliked the idea of
appearing the fool. If Neime couldn’t get used to the idea, then
he’d have to go, all regrets aside.

But to preserve peace, he
didn’t bring Mikinze’s name up again, and they ate lunch in
companionable silence, except for Neime’s quiet questions about the
meeting with Edikio and Juimei’s appointments on the following day.
The lad was such an efficient assistant. The answer had to be to
get him to accept Miki, and then all would be well. He didn’t want
to lose either of them.

The cream thoughtfully—if
mischievously—supplied by his mother helped considerably, though
Juimei thought he really would have to ask Miki to be a little more
careful if they made love before a major tournament. His main gear
was stored at the stables, but he changed into the royal team
colours in his rooms, as did Neime to show support. Then they
headed out for the playing field.

Though it wasn’t far, there was
no question of him walking there, or going with only Neime as his
companion. A squad of soldiers formed a necessary barrier between
him and the enthusiasm of the crowds lining the narrow streets, all
anxious to wish him a happy birthday as well. Juimei rather
suspected it was his success on the ito field as much as his royal
birth which made him popular, and he had no doubt a lot of money
would be changing hands after the match. All quite illegal
naturally—and quite impossible to stop. His father never tried that
hard. Juimei, loving the sport for its own sake, found the betting
distasteful, but was resigned to its existence, and just hoped some
of the cheering people along the route to the field would actually
enjoy the match itself. Flags with the royal colours waved
everywhere he looked, though here and there he saw those of the
remote districts and clans. It was a fine day—it would be a lovely
spring, he could feel it in his bones.

Father was
right—there were
a lot more people around this year for the royal
tournament. Probably because it had been a harder than usual
winter, so people felt a bit stir-crazy. The thaw was always
eagerly awaited since one could not play on frozen ground, and it
had been late this year. The royal tournament marked the start of
the doig-ito season throughout Andon, and all the young bloods in
Visiqe hoped to make a mark early and win honour for their tribes
and families. Perhaps it was a silly game, just as mother
had said—but it was a very useful way of working off excess energy
and aggression, and encouraged good riding and tactical skills. It
was one of the more popular recreations among the army for that
very reason. The main playing field was next to the barracks, and
it was the soldiers who maintained it for their own use as well as
the visiting teams.

His teammates were already at
the stables, and he was greeted cheerfully, with best wishes for
his birthday, and many promises of razika to celebrate their
certain victory over the western province team, their strongest
opponents. Juimei thought the royal side was better, but it all
depended on how the match went on the day.

He’d noted that there was still
snow on the ground in parts. “Anyone checked that the ground is
actually thawed?”

“Yes, your highness. Can’t have
you landing hard on that royal arse, can we?” Tetwei said, grinning
cheekily.

“I seem to recall it was you
who ended up arse skywards last time we played, you brat. Neime,
bring my guards and helmet over, would you? I just want to check my
mount.”

The doigs were all impatient,
stamping their hairy hooves, and snorting as if they couldn’t wait
to get out on the field. Juimei fed his chosen animal a handful of
grain and patted it. “Fat little bugger,” he said, nodding at
Neime. “He can do with the exercise. Maybe I should get you riding
him when I can’t.”

“No thanks, your highness. I’ll
ride if I need to, but not for fun. Urs beasts make a better
mount.”

Juimei grinned. “Call yourself
an Andonese? And did not Sephiz in his benevolence create these
animals for our comfort and convenience?”

“Convenience, yes.
Comfort—well, your highness, I imagine you’ll find out all about
that in a few minutes.”

Juimei rolled his eyes at the
unsubtle reference to his aching bottom, and Neime laughed. He
brought over the leather protective gear and helped Juimei strap on
the arm and leg guards, finally checking the helmet was firmly and
securely in position. The rest of the team were coming in now, and
it was time for him to mount up.

“Wish me luck, Neime!”

“Good luck, your highness. For
the glory of the king and council!”

Juimei saluted, then signalled
to the rest of the riders to mount and fall into line. He led them
out onto the field, and the cheers of two thousand voices hit him
as people recognised the colours of the local heroes. He stood in
his stirrups, waving to acknowledge the accolade, then he led the
players over to where the other three teams waited before the royal
dais. He bowed his head as his father raised his hand to greet him.
Juimei saw his mother looking too, so he lifted the little pendant
from inside his shirt, kissed it, then tucked it safe away
again—she smiled and nodded at the gesture.

The match marshal came forward,
and at the king’s nod, lifted his flag. “Players—to your quarters!
Prepare for battle!”

Western province got first
throw, and the royal team thundered after the ito which had flown
hard into the army quarter. Juimei swept it up and pitched long
into their area, but a Western player was there, defending. Tetwei
managed to hook it and carry the save, but lost it trying to be
clever. Juimei cursed and whipped his mount in pursuit of the lost
ito.

They made mistakes, but they
were the first to score, and then again before the Westerns gained
the advantage. Merchants formed a brief alliance with the army to
get the ito back over to the army quarter, and scored, but Juimei
led his side through breaches in their shoddy defences, and, at the
price of a few bruises and even a bite from a disgruntled beast,
scored again. The crowd screamed their delight at the Royals’
success, and emboldened by their support, two of the minor players
on the team, mainly used to distract, managed a nice little play of
their own and hurled the ito into the basket. Juimei bellowed his
approval at them as they galloped past. “Well thrown! Do it
again!”
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