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  Introduction to the Series

When I first started writing The Invisible Chains, I had a fairly linear story in mind. I didn’t foresee how it would swell up and bulge out left and right, up and down, until it contained more than a dozen storylines and literally hundreds of characters.

The Dark Tales of Randamor the Recluse, of which the Chains-trilogy is the first part, is foremost the personal story of a young prince, Anaxantis, who is thrown from a safe, protected nest into the turbulent world of an outer province on the brink of being invaded by wild barbarians. In a broader sense it is also a history—or pseudo-history, if you will—of the world Anaxantis lives in.

While this is a medieval-ish world, these are not our Middle Ages. Rather, we’re in the distant future. A cataclysm, of which the exact nature is long forgotten, wiped out all civilization and most humans. A long period of slow reconstruction by the remnants of humanity followed, called the Darkening. At the time of these stories the Darkening has been declared over for more than fourteen-hundred years and humanity has crawled back to a medieval civilization.

The first three books, The Invisible Chains, relate how Anaxantis, though short of money and soldiers, handles a dangerous invasion by vicious barbarians.

This story takes place parallel to the beginning of the first book of the sequel quadrilogy, The Invisible Hands, the fourth book in the series. Some spoilers, if you haven’t read the first three books, are inevitable, but I hope I kept them to a minimum. I’m almost sure that they won’t detract from enjoying the first books, should you ever decide you want to read them.


  The Cast

These are the most important characters of Dagger of Deception.

Anaxantis

of the Royal House of Tanahkos, prince of Ximerion, lord governor of the Northern Marches, warlord of Amiratha, Mirkadesh and Landemere… you get the idea.

Also known as Anaxantis Muktharchtankhar, which roughly translates to Anaxantis the Mukthar Slayer, a title his soldiers bestowed upon him after the Battle of the Zinchara, a few months before the events in this book.

He is the young, handsome, and undisputed ruler of his corner of the world. That doesn’t mean he isn’t set upon by many problems, both in his personal life as well as in his official capacity.

Most of the time he is the Main Character, but in this story he only plays a supporting part.

How exactly, from unpromising beginnings, he became Anaxantis the Mukthar Slayer is related in The Invisible Chains trilogy, the first three books of the Dark Tales of Randamor the Recluse.

He has an older brother, Ehandar. They’ve had a bit of a disturbed and disturbing relationship, but by this time most of the rough waters are behind them.

Their father, His Glorious Majesty, Tenaxos I, high king of Ximerion, has endowed both brothers with the same title of lord governor of the Northern Marches and equal authority. In actual practice Ehandar leaves all of the business of ruling to his younger brother.

Neither Ehandar, nor His Glorious Majesty, figure in this book.

Rahendo of Eldorn

A page of the aforementioned Prince Anaxantis. He and his lover, Ryhunzo, have recently been promoted to head pages. His real name is Radyamirodyahendo, but, for obvious reasons, nobody calls him that, except Anaxantis who hates abbreviations. Rahendo’s sisters—he has five of them, all older—also have been known to call him by his full name, but only when they are cross with him. When they’re not, they usually call him Little Ferret. Ryhunzo, calls him by the most outrageous pet names which would surely meet with disapproval from the medieval equivalents of both Ernest Hemingway and Stephen King. Not that Ryhunzo would care in the least.

Rahendo has a morose disposition when on his own or when the company around him doesn’t contain Ryhunzo. His mere gaze makes most people uncomfortable. He has somewhat a reputation of a harbinger of doom, which he carefully cultivates.

Ryhunzo of Uberon

Another page. Lover of the aforementioned Rahendo. His real name is Ry, but he doesn’t like it. It’s a long story. Actually, it isn’t but Ryhunzo doesn’t like telling it all the same.

Most of the time Ryhunzo has a sunny disposition. He adores his lover.

Under his happy-go-lucky and irreverent exterior there is a more serious kernel which he hides as much as possible.

Arranulf of Landemere

Yet another page. Actually, he should be properly addressed as His Grace, Duke Arranulf XIV of Landemere. Except that Anaxantis doesn’t want pages to use their titles.

How the young duke came to be a page at the court of Prince Anaxantis, and moreover the personal page of Hemarchidas, a close friend of the prince-warlord, is related in Bonds of Hate, the first book of The Invisible Chains trilogy.

Obyann of Ramaldah

You guessed it. Another page. Obyann is a down-to-earth young noble with a grumpy nature. Pretends to hate little perverts and all Landemeres, the neighbors of his ancestral demesne. Obsessed with producing heirs. Legal heirs. This is a bit of a weak spot in his otherwise solid moral armor.

Rahendo calls him Obie. Ryhunzo calls him Obe. Arranulf calls him Ramaldah, because Obyann calls Arranulf Landemere. Sorry, you’ll just have to keep up.

Under all the grumpiness, Obyann is a pushover.

He is one of three masters of pages—a rank above head page—together with Arranulf of Landemere and Eynurm of Tarnwood.

Eynurm of Tarnwood

Yet another page, and friend of the aforementioned Obyann and Arranulf.

Eynurm is one of the good guys. He stands by his friends, even when things get rough. Under normal circumstances he’s an unmovable rock.

He had a bit of an unlucky affair with a commoner girl from Lorseth Market, by name of Iselda. When he told his father he wanted to marry her, his sire promptly disinherited him. Looking for comfort, he informed his beloved of his father’s decision. She dumped him on the spot. Although well-liked by his friends, Eynurm’s world is rather dark for the moment.

It is about to get a lot darker.

Iselda

A girl with ambition. A girl with a plan. Several plans in fact. Comely, fairly well off as the daughter of a flourishing saddler in high demand, she wants to climb the social ladder.

That turns out to be not a good idea.

Sterff of Rivrant, Morneck of Miradano, Hildas of Wynnford

Pages. More pages. Pages all the way down. By now you must wonder why there are so many pages running around in this story. It’s Prince Anaxantis’s fault. He keeps accepting the spawn of even the most miserable House in the kingdom of Ximerion, even those of almost indiscernible nobility.

Why, you ask? His Highness has his reasons and he is not known for taking the likes of us in his confidence. Actually, he trusts almost nobody. On second thought, make that nobody at all.

Tomar Parmingh

Brilliant administrator with a checkered past. He was banished from the capital, Ormidon, where he was an up-and-coming force in the Royal Administration. A keen mind and a big mouth caused him to be stationed—very much against his will—at Lorseth Castle to help the young lord governors, the princes Anaxantis and Ehandar, run the Northern Marches.

He does this admirably and from a small fish in a big pond, he became a big fish in a smaller one. Anaxantis relies on him for all practical things, in particular the acquisition of money.

He looks down on nobles as dilettante administrators at best and irresponsible, spendthrift good-for-nothings at worst. He complains particularly about Anaxantis and often engages in acerbic discussions with him concerning the sound and responsible governance of the Highlands, but when all is said and done, he can’t refuse the prince anything. Another sheep in a wolf’s skin. As far as Anaxantis is concerned, anyway. All the rest, beware.

Once in a while you’ll hear about him in this story, but he has no active role in it.

Olno, Agneth, Lanio and other assorted Stray Boys

Orphans who live on the edge of Lorseth and society in general. The lowest of the low. Even the poorest peasant boys look down on them.

The villagers of Lorseth Market call them stray boys. So, they call themselves Stray Boys.

They try to survive by hook or by crook under dire circumstances. This means they can’t be choosy as to the methods they employ to stay alive.

Olno is their leader. Agneth, though a year, maybe even two years, older and much stronger, is his lieutenant.

Olno has a little brother, Lanio. Rather quiet and unobtrusive, he can be loquacious when needed—or when he chooses to. Loves spicy chicken wings, one of the specialties served at the Cranky Goat, Lorseth’s most popular waterhole.

Some of the Stray Boys are girls.

Gildo

The son of modest merchants who think—rightly so—they can commercially exploit Prince Anaxantis’s pet project, Lorseth Harbor, by providing loading, unloading, and other docking services to merchants from other towns and cities who can’t afford their own permanent representative far away from home.

His motto seems to be ‘Keep It Real’ and he brooks no nonsense. He doesn’t believe in romance.

Hrodeck of Braedon

A young noble from the Highlands. His ancestral demesne isn’t far from Lorseth. He is neither a page of Prince Anaxantis—no, really, he isn’t—nor a squire of his brother, Prince Ehandar, a.k.a. the other lord governor.

Hrodeck is a young man with needs. Needs he fulfills in Lorseth, far away from the prying eyes of his parents, the count and countess of Braedon. Since he doesn’t have much time to seek relief and he isn’t looking for love either, he does what expediency dictates: he pays for the services he requires.

Another realist.

Cairman

The landlord of the Shield and Arrow, a place where nobody knows your name or cares who you are. Least of all Cairman, provided you pay him. Preferably in advance.

His run-down place has the highest prices in Lorseth. Yet his inn is popular.

People say he’s blind and deaf, because he has elevated discretion into an art form. He doesn’t want to know who you are. In fact, he prefers it if you don’t tell him any particulars about yourself and give him a false name. The moment you have paid him he forgets even your alias.

Varsia the Seamstress

Varsia is the seamstress of Lorseth Castle. As such she mends tunics, breeches, capes, bed linen, etc. for the garrison, pages, squires, and all other occupants of the castle and its dependencies. As you can guess, she’s a busy woman. She’s also a shrewd old bird who hopes to retire with a nice nest egg. Like all smart people she has multiple income streams, about which she is more than tight-lipped. And maybe there’s a lot more she’s secretive about. But that’s another story.

Assorted pages (yes, them again), merchants, and peasant boys.

They’re mostly talked about and don’t play much of an active role.


  Dagger of Deception


  Chapter 1

Friend in Need
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“Boys, boys, be careful and don’t step on the beds with herbs. Wait there and let me finish planting these little seedlings. It may surprise you, but at my age this is hard work and my knees are protesting the mistreatment I make them suffer.”

…

“Why, thank you, Floryon. You too, Verial. Whatever would I do without you boys bringing me apples, and carrots and the occasional hare. I’m too old to tend to my garden much, except this patch here with herbs. My dear mother always said that every age has its charms and compensations. While youth is fleeing, exuberant pleasures of the flesh are replaced with both contentment and ecstasy of the mind. She said that over time I would learn to appreciate the slowing down of the days. Ah, my dear mother. She could talk such nonsense. I’ve been twenty years old and I’ve been seventy years old, and, believe me boys, twenty is better. Much better.”

…

“I see in your eyes that you haven’t come to visit Medwyna the Midwife to hear her moan about her younger days, long gone by. You know I brought both of you boys into this world, and the world was better for it. But did you know that I also brought your mothers into this world? And your mothers’ mothers? The same with your fathers and your fathers’ fathers. That’s how old I am… Still, that’s not why you came. So, why did you?”

…

“Ah, Randamor send you. Got tired of you, did he? I’m not surprised. My dear friend is even older than I am, and all those terrible memories must weigh down on him.”

…

“I’m sure if you leave him be for a week or so, he will be glad to see you again. And he has many more stories to tell. What that man must have heard… and seen.”

…

“Yes, I too know a lot of stories that were told about the warlord and his friends. Not the big ones, though. Not the ones about battles and intrigues, and all those terrible and important events. If you want to hear those, you’ll have to wait until my grouchy old friend’s mood turns and he is prepared to tolerate you again. But, I can tell you some of the minor incidents that happened.”

…

“Now that I think about it, some of them were quite horrible in their own right. Just not on the same scale. Not the clashes of armies. More like little tragedies happening between people.”

…

“Let me see… There was this girl from Lorseth—Lorseth Market, not Lorseth Castle—who was murdered. Oh, at first it seemed clear who had done the vile deed, and if not for two obstinate pages the wrong man could have been convicted of the atrocious killing.”

…

“Yes, it was them. How very clever of you, Verial. In fact, their reputation for solving mysteries stems from then.”

…

“It was several months after the Battle of the Zinchara, but before the prince-warlord send them as secret messengers to his mother, Queen Emelasuntha.”

…

“Why not? It is a beautiful afternoon. Help me get some herbal tea and spring water. We’ll sit under that tree, there…”
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Obyann of Ramaldah let out a deep sigh. He straightened his tunic and raked his fingers through his slightly greasy hair. Scraping his throat, he gathered all his resolve and knocked on the door.

He strained his ears but no sound came from the closed room.

“The little perverts must still be asleep,” he muttered to himself. Or—worse—they are otherwise engaged, he thought, shivering.

Even so, he had to draw their attention somehow. Prince Anaxantis had asked for them.

“Rahendo, Ryhunzo,” he called out. “Are you awake? Are you decent? Open the door. If you’re decent. Only if you’re decent.”

Since there came no immediate reaction he was about to try the doorknob, but before he could do so someone opened the door from the inside.

“Ah, it’s you, Obe, my man,” a cheerful curly-haired young man said. Cheerful, curly-haired, and stark naked.

“I asked, Ryhunzo. I did ask if you were decent,” Obyann complained.

Ryhunzo scratched his bush, which made his dick go up and down in a nodding gesture. Obyann cringed. Ryhunzo yawned.

“I’ll have you know my Golden Dawn After a Long Dreary Night and I consider ourselves to be some of the most decent people you will find in a region of thirty miles around Lorseth, Obe. Frankly, methinks I ought to be insulted.” He smiled radiantly. “But since it’s you, I’m not.”

“Who is there, Pookie?” a voice called from inside.

Rahendo emerged from behind the drapery that separated the sleeping quarters from the rest of the room. He too was as naked as the day he was born.

“Oh, Obie, it’s you,” he crowed. “Come in, come in.”

Obyann sighed again.

“One day you’ll really have to explain to me what horrible crimes clothes have committed that you hate wearing them,” he muttered.

“We like clothes perfectly fine.” Ryhunzo beamed.

“Especially our elegant maroon mantles,” Rahendo added.

“I don’t know about elegant. What I do know is that they were damn expensive,” Obyann grumbled. And of course, it made the other head pages, Echron and Robrant, jealous. So we had to buy them maroon cloaks as well.

“It’s just that clothes get in the way, you know, when my Pookie and I want to prove our undying love—”

“I don’t want to hear it and I certainly don’t want those images haunting me for the rest of the day. Dress yourselves. Anaxantis wants you. Both of you. Yes, I know, I thought he had lost his mind, but then he explained. It’s weird but it makes sense when he explains it.”

Two naked boys looked expectantly at Obyann.

“Well, Obe, my man, care to tell us?” A mountain of curls moved excitedly on Ryhunzo’s head. He blew at a strand of hair that had fallen over his left eye.

“Put some clothes on, you little deviants, and I’ll explain while you’re dressing.”

“It’s not as if it impairs our hearing when we’re not wearing anything,” Ryhunzo said in his usual cheerful tone. “Come, Blinding Light in the Dark Grotto of My Life, we mustn’t badger Obe too much. He’s rather fragile. He might break.”

The two pages withdrew behind the drapery. Judging by the rustling and occasional giggling that went on, they were not just dressing themselves. Obyann repressed some of the more vivid—and disturbing—images that came to mind.

“Well?” a voice insisted from behind the heavy curtains.

“Eynurm is in trouble,” Obyann said in a loud voice.

“What?” Ryhunzo shouted, emerging from behind the curtains with only one leg in his pants.

“Nurmie?” Rahendo cried out. “Why? What’s the matter? How much trouble? Does he need money?” He too came from behind the curtains, keeping his pants up with both hands. “Pookie, could you latch my belt for me? I seem unable to find the right notch.”

Ryhunzo, still with one leg uncovered, shuffled behind Rahendo, reaching around his friend’s slim waist to fasten the belt. Then he put his second leg in his pants, balancing himself on his friend’s shoulder.

“You recall how Eynurm dated this girl from Lorseth Market for a while?” Obyann began.

“Yes. Wasn’t she the daughter of a well-to-do saddler?” Ryhunzo asked.

“Oh yes, I remember,” Rahendo said, fidgeting with the laces of his shirt. “Poor Nurmie. She dumped him, didn’t she, when he told her his father had disinherited him for behavior unworthy of a noble?”

“Said behavior being dating her, a commoner lass,” Ryhunzo added, nodding. “The girl had caused our poor friend to lose his inheritance, albeit unwittingly, and in the end he lost her too. Love can be cruel like that.”

Obyann looked confused and it took him some moments to take up the thread again.

“Anyway, that was months ago…” He took a deep breath. “But now the young woman—by name of Iselda—finds herself pregnant and she claims Eynurm is the father.”

“So what?” Rahendo asked. “There are a lot of noble bastards running around in the Highlands. All over Ximerion, in fact. Nothing out of the ordinary, I would think.”

“Yes so you would, wouldn’t you?” Obyann said. “You’re probably thinking of myself as a case in point.”

“Oh no, Obie, that was not what I meant. Your father loves you, and that is all that matters, isn’t it?” Rahendo shrugged. “Then again, you know what they say about Anaxantis. That the queen had an affair and that he isn’t the son of the king. Doesn’t stop him from being a prince and lord-governor, though.”

“In this case there’s a snag or two,” Obyann replied, somewhat mollified. “The most important of the two being that mistress Iselda claims that Eynurm forced himself upon her against her loudly and repeatedly uttered protests. She also wants Eynurm to marry her and support both her and the child.”

Rahendo bit his lower lip in thought.

“It’s all nonsense,” he said after a while. “First of all, Nurmie would never force himself upon anyone. He’s one of the kindest guys I know. Next to Nulfie. And you, of course, Pookie. Oh, and you too, Obie. It follows that if she consented to this, eh, union the kid is her responsibility. That’s always been the case for bastards of a noble father.”

“It’s good manners, though, to support the wench in some way or other,” Ryhunzo added. “And help the boy later on, or arrange for a suitable match if it’s a girl. Provided the child shows promise.”

“All true,” Obyann agreed, “under normal circumstances. I know of several bastards in Lorseth and wide environs, as far as Crockton village, all fathered by pages of Anaxantis. Usually Anaxantis makes them, or their fathers to be precise—well, the fathers of the fathers—pay a nice sum for the upkeep of the child and that’s that. The lasses are usually more than happy with a generous lump sum or a stipend that keeps them out of poverty and from having to work. Moreover, having a nice little nest egg makes them sought after brides, believe it or not. Never mind they come with a noble bastard.”

“So, it’s money after all,” Rahendo said. “That’s easy then. Eynurm needs most of his pay as master of pages to support himself, now that his father has seen fit to stop his monthly allowance, but I’m sure he can pay a modest sum—if need be in installments. And we can help, can’t we, Pookie?”

Ryhunzo nodded enthusiastically.

“I’m sure Nulfie will contribute as well and—”

“And nothing,” Obyann interrupted Rahendo. “Haven’t you been listening? She claims Eynurm forced himself upon her.”

“But he denies it, I’m sure.” Rahendo looked more hopeful than certain. “Doesn’t he?”

“He not only denies forcing himself upon her, he claims the child can’t be his because it’s too long ago when they last, eh…”

“Made hot, hot, wild, steamy, shameless love, their naked, sweaty bodies intertwined so as to be indistinguishable from one another?” Ryhunzo proffered.

Obyann’s face turned red.

“That’s… Well… Yes. But Iselda maintains she is pregnant and that the child most certainly is Eynurm’s. She wants him to marry her.”

“Him being disinherited and all?” Ryhunzo asked.

“Maybe she heard Eynurm has been promoted to master of pages, Pookie,” Rahendo said.

“So?”

“First of all, master of pages is a paid office. And one thing could lead to another. The prince likes Nurmie, and Anaxantis can be very generous, for all that he can be very mean too. He has ennobled a lot of his commoner friends—even some of peasant extraction. And what with his plans to develop the Renuvian Plains there will be a lot of new fiefs. New fiefs means new titles. She probably thinks there’s more than a fair chance that Eynurm will be starting his own House in a few years.”

“Ah, I see.” Ryhunzo’s eyes lit up “Clever lass. She wants in on all that. And she’s right too. New nobles may not be as prestigious as those born to old Houses, but they’re still more impressive than commoners. Eynurm will be kind of both, though. He’s born into old nobility, but his House will be new. Who’s going to know—or care—on the Plains, anyway?” He shrugged and tilted his head. “I don’t see how she can make our friend marry her, though. Pregnant or not.”

“But oh, there’s a distinct possibility she could,” Obyann intervened. “The crucial part seems to be that she claims Eynurm forced himself upon her. She wants the prince to speak justice in his capacity as lord governor. I don’t know why, but it made Anaxantis all upset. I never saw him so… disturbed.”

“But why?” Rahendo asked, puzzled.

“I think I know why our liege was unsettled,” Ryhunzo said. “Mistress Iselda wants Anaxantis to emulate his long-time-ago predecessor, Prince Pie. Now, anywhere else but in the Northern Marches—no, anywhere else but in Lorseth she might not have had a snowball’s chance in Murokthil to make her demand stick, but in this case she rests her case on the precedent of Prince Pie’s judgment.”

“Prince Pie? Who is this Prince Pie, Pookie?” Rahendo asked, even more nonplussed.
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“Wasn’t Prince Pie the lord-governor who went after perverts?” Obyann said with a meaningful glance in the direction of the two young pages.

“Not exactly, Obe,” Ryhunzo corrected him. “He went after rapists.”

“Who is this Prince Pie?” Rahendo asked again, frustrated now.

“His real name was Berimar and later he became King Berimar III. Also known as Berimar the Fair,” Ryhunzo explained.

“Oh, he was a cute guy, then.” Rahendo interrupted. “Like our prince.”

“It seems so, but not during his time here. He had been chased from the court in Ormidon by his father, Orrigar II the Silent. To be rid of him the king appointed his son lord governor of the Northern Marches.”

“That part is like Anaxantis, then.”

“Not exactly, my Ebullient Joy Beyond Compare. Anaxantis and his brother, Prince Ehandar, are joint lord governors. Berimar was sole lord governor, and by all accounts, as a young man he was a fat slob, a drunkard, a gambler and,”—Ryhunzo winked at Obyann—“a bit of a pervert.”

“Anaxantis is no pervert,” Obyann stated.

“Hm… well…” Rahendo murmured, “there’s a rumor that he and—”

“That’s not important,” Ryhunzo cut off whatever his lover had meant to say. “There is this story about Berimar that could be relevant to Eynurm’s predicament. I overheard some villagers talking about him in the Cranky Goat, but it was all rather confused. Given the nature of the story, the most likely person to know anything about it had to be Hrenwick, the dungeon master of Lorseth Castle. So I went over one afternoon when I was off-duty. I brought a pitcher of wine and I asked him if he knew more about Prince Pie. Boy, did he know more. In fact, it was Hrenwick’s great-grandfather—or great-great-grandfather, I forget which—who executed the verdict.” Ryhunzo shuddered. “You don’t want that to happen to you…”

“You don’t want what to happen?” Obyann asked.

“Tell us, Pookie. Tell us,” Rahendo insisted. “Even though I suspect it will be one of your horrible stories. As usual.” He sighed.

“Alas, Enchanting Tune to My Life’s Sad Lyrics,” Ryhunzo said, “you are right. It is a horrible story, full of terror and misadventure. It is also an edifying tale about irredeemable crimes punished by severe but intrinsically just and edifying—”

“Cut it out, you sick puppy,” Obyann exploded. “You’re enjoying this far too much. Tell us what happened already. And make it quick, we’re almost due in Anaxantis’s war room.”

“Ahem. So. As I said, Prince Berimar was banished from court, but he didn’t mind too much. A lot of his disreputable noble friends had followed him and they all passed their days hunting, eating, drinking, gambling, fornicating and in general making merry as much as they could. In Berimar’s case this involved eating inordinate amounts of meat pies.”

“Aha, so that’s why they called him Prince Pie,” Rahendo said.

Ryhunzo smiled and nodded.

“Very perspicacious, my Sharp Ray of Sunshine that Warms my Chilly Soul. One day, so the story goes, when the prince and his party were setting out to go hunting, they met a young woman, standing beside the road, outside the castle gates. She demanded to be heard. She was just a commoner, so Berimar’s friends mocked her and rode on. She called after them and scolded them—and the prince—as good-for-nothings, layabouts and leeches. She had no other recourse, she cried out, but the prince as lord-governor and highest judge of the province. If the villain who had raped her, and left her with his evil brood growing inside her went unpunished, what good were nobles? What good were royals? What good was Berimar himself? She wanted her violator, a young, rich farmer’s son, to stand trial and be convicted for this atrocious, cruel deed and the outrage to her virginity and honor.”

“Less flowery talk, more story, Ryhunzo,” Obyann grumbled.

“All right, Obe, my man,” Ryhunzo agreed with a generous smile. “Berimar’s friends wanted to go hunting and a few of them made ready to shut up the impudent young woman. Berimar stopped them. He liked having intercourse. He liked it a lot. But he never had liked being forced to do anything, so he perfectly understood the woman’s revulsion of having been forced against her will to being penetrated by this farmer’s son and being used as a vessel for his relief. True, the young man hailed from a family of free farmers and they were moderately rich to boot. Furthermore, he had the reputation of being one of the most handsome young men in the whole province of Amiratha. All that didn’t give him the right to treat other people as his property, Berimar felt. He himself didn’t like being used by his father as just another asset to the dynasty either.

“Long story short, he agreed to hear her case, though, if truth be told, he was still hung over from the feasting, the drinking, the merrymaking, and the fornicating of the previous night. He also warned her that his judgment would be fair, swift, irrevocable and public. Was she prepared to suffer equal punishment as he reserved for a rapist if it turned out that she had falsely accused an innocent man? She never blinked an eye. Berimar gave her a last chance to retract her accusation: did she still want Berimar to speak justice, knowing she as well would be standing trial? She nodded emphatically and said in a steadfast voice, ‘Yes, yes, a thousand times yes.’ And so Prince Pie returned to the castle to hear her case that very same day.

“It took some doing and several hours, but finally almost the whole town of Lorseth Market was assembled in the Great Hall of the castle. Berimar sat—somewhat unsteadily—on the throne that was placed on the dais and first heard the young woman formally accuse the farmer’s son of having raped her. He denied the charges, of course. But then a woman who had come to watch the proceedings asked to be heard. She too claimed to have been violated by the same young man. Then another came forward. And yet another. And another yet. Several more made similar accusations. The farmer’s son kept denying, but his protestations of innocence became weaker and weaker and less believable with each new testimony. Berimar asked him if he truly wanted the prince to believe him and him alone, and disregard the solemn statements of all these young women. When the prince added that he would spare the young man’s life if he confessed, the farmer’s son finally broke down.”

“Sound judgment,” Rahendo said. “The guy was a despicable scoundrel. I imagine he was incarcerated for many years. It was indeed a tragic story, but not all that horrible, actually. Not horrible at all by your standards, I’m glad to say.”

“That is where you’re wrong, Merciful Redeemer of my Wretched Life. The end of the story is worse, far worse,” Ryhunzo’s lowered his voice and made it resonate with a sense of foreboding. “Berimar sentenced him to life at the Royal Farms.”

“Oh, for the love of all the Gods and Goddesses,” Rahendo exclaimed, “not the Royal Farms. That’s so cruel. I heard prisoners there are worked on the fields from the first light of day to nightfall, chained to each other. They are treated worse than animals.”

“In all fairness, some of them are worse than animals,” Ryhunzo said. “Prince Pie had promised the woman that his justice, amongst other things, would be swift and public, and so it was. The young man was to be taken to the Royal Farms immediately. But not all of him.”

“Not all of him?” Rahendo felt sick to his stomach, guessing what would come next.

“No. His testicles remained here. Berimar ordered him to be stripped and emasculated publicly, at that very moment and in front of all those present so that they could bear witness that justice had been done.” Ryhunzo shivered. “Some say it was a cruel judgment, but I think Berimar deliberately planned for the story to go around in all its gruesome details. It protected the women of Lorseth, and probably those of the whole Northern Marches, for decades to come. The mere memory of this unhappy fellow’s fate probably still does.”

Rahendo too shivered.

“What became of him?” Obyann asked.

“Medics took care of his wounds. Prince Pie ordered them to revive him so he would be fully conscious of his disgrace. Then he was shackled on hands and feet and thrown naked upon a cart that hauled him off to the Royal Farms. He was in his early twenties when he was convicted. Rumor has it that he lived to a ripe old age, working every single day of his long life for at least ten hours.”

Ryhunzo shuddered with the excitement of telling his gruesome tale. Rahendo’s face had become white as chalk.

“I seem to remember that a local saying, or a curse, came from all this,” Obyann mused. “What was it again… Dip your balls in honey?”

“Not exactly, Obe, my man. It’s more of a threat. Something like, ‘I’ll put your balls on honey.’ Berimar had the young man’s testicles put in a glass jar, filled with clear clover honey. He delivered this himself as a present to the girl, saying now she could look anytime she wanted at her violator’s balls and know for sure that justice had been done and that she never again need be afraid of him.”

“Oh, dear,” Rahendo moaned, resisting the urge, but only just, to cup his hands over his own testicles.

“When did this happen?” Obyann asked.

“Over a hundred years ago,” Ryhunzo answered.

“So how has it any bearing on our friend’s present problem?”

“Obie, how can you not understand this?” Rahendo burst out. “Don’t you see what that wretched woman is trying to do? She wants to push our prince into the role of Prince Pie. She wants Anaxantis to condemn Nurmie to the Royal Farms.”

“After having his balls cut off,” Ryhunzo added. He blew another curl out of his face.

“Oh, Pookie, enough with all the ball-cutting.”

“Life is hard like that, my Sad Existence’s Only Cheer, but I’m sure Anaxantis won’t let it come to that.”

“I agree,” Obyann said, but he looked worried. “Even so, hurry up. This woman, this… Iselda is already waiting to be admitted to his war room to lodge her formal complaint and Anaxantis wants us to witness the proceedings. Eynurm will be there as well, of course.”

The two younger pages finished their attire as fast as they could.
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Rahendo and Ryhunzo had been appointed head pages by Prince Anaxantis because their friends Arranulf and Obyann had recommended them for the position. With the job came lodgings in Lorseth Castle, while the other pages slept in barracks not far from he castle grounds.

They only had to cross the courtyard to reach the donjon. On the first floor Prince Anaxantis had installed what he called his war room during the long period of preparations for the invasion of the barbarian Mukthars. The Battle of the Zinchara, barely a few months ago, had been a decisive victory for the prince-warlord and had put an end, once and for all, or so everyone hoped, to the Mukthar threat.

The war was over but the name for the prince’s headquarters had stuck and it was in his war room that Anaxantis took care of all his official responsibilities—not only the military ones. A few pages were on duty to run various errands. One of them was always seated at a small table next to the entrance of a side corridor which gave access to the war room.

“Look, that low-life Rivrant is on guard duty,” Rahendo hissed, as they entered the large entrance hall.

“He’s not just a low-life. He’s a bully,” Obyann stated.

“Wasn’t he the one who got into some nasty business with Lorcko of Iramid some time ago?” Ryhunzo asked.

“There were three of them, if I recall correctly.” Obyann didn’t particularly try to lower his voice or hide his contempt. “Loduvant of Brynmark, Morneck of Miradano, and that one there, Sterff of Rivrant. Bullies, all three of them.” He snorted. “It wasn’t just some nasty business, as you put it. The cowards ambushed Lorcko and if he hadn’t managed to trounce Brynmark so thoroughly that the other two reconsidered pursuing their rotten plans, it could have ended very badly for him.” He growled. “I hate bullies.”

When they approached the corridor, Sterff rose.

Obyann raised his right hand.

“Be quiet, Rivrant, we’re head pages and the prince has asked for us. We’ll announce ourselves.”

Sterff glared at them, but he sat down again without a word.
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In the corridor, a few feet before the door of the war room sat a young girl on a bench. The three pages nodded at her before Obyann knocked on the door.

“It’s us, Anaxantis,” he said, opening the door.

“Aren’t we supposed to wait outside until he gives us permission to enter?” Rahendo asked.

“Nonsense. Waste of time,” Obyann said, distracted by the other page in the room. “Ah, Eynurm, good to see you. We’ll clear up this silly mess in no time, so all of us can get back to our lives. I’m sure it’s all a lot of bleating but not much wool, as we say in Ramaldah.”

The two younger pages ran up to Eynurm and embraced him simultaneously.

“Oh, Nurmie, we’re here for you,” Rahendo said.

“Yeah, never fear, Nurm my man,” Ryhunzo added.

“Ahem, remember me?” Anaxantis, sat behind his large table laden with scrolls, maps, parchments, several drinking beakers and two pitchers.

The pages sprang to attention.

The prince-warlord was barely a few years older than the young pages, and, in fact, with his long blond hair for all the world he looked a page himself.

“As touching as this little scene is,” Anaxantis said, “and as much as I approve of your loyalty to your friend, I agree with Obyann. I would like to make short shrift of this unsavory incident. I’ve already spoken with Eynurm, and, of course, I believe him, but I have not the faintest idea how we can prove his case, or, for that matter, disprove that of the young woman. Let me make this utterly clear: I don’t want a shouting match in my war room. I’ll let her state her complaint and I’ll let Eynurm answer the charges. You three are witnesses. Radyamirodyahendo, you will make a written account of the proceedings. Do I make myself clear?”

It took a moment before the others understood that the prince meant Rahendo. His real name was so long that nobody used it, not even his parents. His sisters did sometimes when they were angry with him. Only Anaxantis used it as a matter of course. The prince liked long names and considered it a shame to shorten them for convenience’s sake. He thought it showed a lack of civilization.

“You can sit there at the end of the table and take notes on those wax tablets. Afterward you can dictate a first draft to one of Lord Parmingh’s clerks.”

Rahendo nodded and went to take his place.

“Ry, please ask the young woman to enter, will you?” Anaxantis didn’t like to shorten names. Neither did he like making them longer than they actually were.

Ryhunzo exited the room and went up to the young woman. He bowed in an avalanche of curls, as he would have done for a noble lady.

“Mistress Iselda, I presume? His Highness requests your presence.” She rose and the page stood aside to let her pass. “If you please?” he added, his left arm outstretched, indicating the door.



Ryhunzo smiled radiantly as she walked by.
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  Chapter 2

Iselda
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Anaxantis stood behind his table as Iselda entered. The young woman looked straight ahead, avoiding all eye contact with the attending pages.

She wore a simple dress that favorably accentuated her slender figure. Her long auburn hair hung loose and brought out her pale skin. She looked nervous, yet resolute.

The prince didn’t offer her a seat. Except for Rahendo, who needed to be able to write, everybody was standing. The prince hoped this would keep the proceedings if not sweet, at least short.

“Ahem,” Anaxantis began. “I understand—”

“Please state your name,” Rahendo intoned in as official a voice as he could muster, without regard for the fact that he was interrupting the prince.

Everyone, except Iselda, was taken aback by how serious the young page seemed to take his impromptu office.

“My name is Iselda, daughter of Osbert the saddler,” she said in a clear voice, though she avoided looking at Eynurm or the other pages. “Of Lorseth Market,” she added.

Rahendo made a few scratches on a double-leaved wax tablet.

Anaxantis was about to reprimand Rahendo, but then decided to go with the flow.

“And your business with His Highness, Prince Anaxantis, Lord-Governor of these Northern Marches?” Rahendo droned on, visibly enjoying his pivotal role at the center of this unfolding drama.

Iselda turned to the prince.

“I’ve come to you, Your Highness, as generations ago a poor woman came to Prince Berimar. I have been wronged and I implore you to speak justice.”

She flushed, but at the same time she sighed with relief. The game was afoot. No turning back now.

“How have you been wronged, Mistress?” Anaxantis asked.

Eynurm seemed on the verge of bursting out some premature objection, but the prince, without looking at him, raised his right hand, signifying him to remain quiet.

Iselda took a deep breath.

“I have been ravished and violated.” Now that the first words were spoken she seemed to gain more confidence. “I was taken advantage of against my will. I was raped.” The last words were shouted. Then she calmed down. “As a result I find myself with child through no fault of my own,” she added, almost in a whisper.

Anaxantis had flushed and began sweating. He leaned heavily with both hands on the table, his head hung down. He tried to say something, but couldn’t find the words, nor the firmness of voice.

“Who do you accuse of this vile act, Mistress?” Rahendo asked in his most inquisitorial voice.

Iselda pointed at Eynurm, who wanted nothing better than to protest his innocence, but for the fact that the prince had made a gesture for him to remain silent and had previously asked all of them not to engage in an unseemly shouting match.

“And you want His Highness, as his predecessor did, to condemn your violator, whom you allege to be My Lord Eynurm of Tarnwood, here present. In short, you want His Highness to ship him to the Royal Farms to end his days in disgrace and misery.” Rahendo stared at Iselda as if he could look through her. “Is that what you want?”

“No, no it isn’t.” Iselda’s voice sounded alarmed at the turn the interrogation was taking. “I want what is right for my—for our unborn child. We were together for a while and then we broke up. Eynurm asked me to meet him in an abandoned barn a mile north of the village. I said yes because I had realized I still loved him. I should never have let him go. I fully expected him to ask me to take him back and I had already decided to do so. Instead…” She looked down, and tears ran down her cheeks. “But I don’t care. I know he will be a good father for my child. I just… I just want us to do what we were already planning to do. Marry and start a family.”

Anaxantis looked at Eynurm, tacitly giving him permission to speak.

“She’s lying, My Lord.” Eynurm’s voice sounded calm and firm, although it visibly cost him a lot of effort. “We didn’t break up. She dumped me the very moment I told her my father had disinherited me. As to the rest… We did things… fool around…” Eynurm gulped and flushed. “But if she were pregnant by me that should be very obvious by now.”

“Do you accuse me of lying? Do you think I’m not with child,” the girl exclaimed.

“That may be the one thing you’re not lying about, Iselda, but really, it can’t have anything to do with me, can it?” Eynurm had raised his voice only slightly, but the temperature in the war room had dropped considerably. “You dumped me far too long ago for that.”

“Do you know the story of Prince Pie?” Iselda asked. There was a vague tone of threat in her voice.

I do. All too well, Anaxantis thought.

“I think we all do,” Rahendo said staring at the ceiling and then making a few scratches on his wax tablet. “The question is, do you know the other story of Prince Pie?”

“The other story?” Iselda asked.

“If you have to ask, probably not. Well, it happened in Ghiasht, and Ghiasht is a long way from Lorseth. So, people here are probably not familiar with that story.” Rahendo fell silent as if something trivial like that didn’t need further explanation.

“What other story, Radyamirodyahendo? I don’t know that one either, and I know a lot of local lore.” The prince sounded frustrated and impatient.

“It’s a similar story to the one that happened here. In fact, it was a few months later while Prince Pie was visiting Ghiasht. A girl there asked him to speak justice in much the same way as had happened here. He told her the same thing. That his judgment would be fair, swift, irrevocable and public. What he didn’t tell her—contrary to what he had told the young woman of Lorseth—was that she would suffer the same punishment that he reserved for a rapist if it would turn out that she had falsely accused an innocent man.”

Rahendo paused for dramatic effect. To his satisfaction he noticed that Iselda’s already pale face had become a shade or two lighter.

“To make a long, boring story short, during the proceedings a girl came forward who swore she had been with the young man when the so-called rape was supposed to have taken place. Moreover, she swore they were miles and miles from where the outrage was supposed to have happened. Furthermore, this girl said she doubted the young man would force himself upon anyone as several girls asked nothing better than to be, eh, made wild, unbridled passionate love to by this dishy guy.” Rahendo took a deep breath as he collected his thoughts. It took him some moments to get back into his self-assigned role of severe inquisitor. “A few others testified they had seen the couple walking together around, broadly speaking, the same time as the rape was supposed to have happened. It never became clear if this was before or after the, eh, love making. Anyway, Prince Pie interrogated the girl sternly and soon she broke down, crying and begging for forgiveness. She had lied out of jealousy.”

Rahendo shot Iselda a meaningful look.

“Radyamirodyahendo, is there a point to this story?” Anaxantis asked.

“Ah… Yes, My Lord, there is. Prince Berimar said that the crime of falsely accusing someone of so hideous and revolting a crime as rape, was tantamount to the crime itself. As such it deserved the same punishment. The wrongly accused young man, if found guilty, would have been publicly, eh, emasculated,”—Rahendo shivered, and his left hand disappeared under the table—“and shipped off right after to the Royal Farms to begin his lifelong incarceration. So, he condemned her to the same punishment.”

“You can’t emasculate a woman,” Obyann stated the obvious.

“No, of course not,” Rahendo said, enraptured as if he saw it all happening before his eyes. “They stripped her before all the people who had come to watch the proceedings, and, if my information is correct, they used a red hot iron rod to make sure… that she never would bear children or that anyone would ever attempt to conceive them with her. There’s poetic justice in Berimar’s sentence. She claimed to be penetrated against her will and now she was indeed—”

Rahendo stopped abruptly.

Mistress Iselda had fainted and fallen to the floor.
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Ryhunzo and Obyann knelt down beside Iselda and lifted her half off the cold stones. Eynurm seemed in shock. Anaxantis, who had been standing like the others the whole time, sank in his chair.

“See what you’ve done,” he hissed at Rahendo, who hadn’t moved from his chair. “She couldn’t have been sent to the Royal Farms. There never was a woman prisoner. Believe me, I know. I know everything there is to know about the Royal Farms. Was there any truth to that horrible story of yours? Anything at all?”

“No,” Rahendo whispered back, looking at Iselda. “I made it up. All of it.”

“I should have known, My Lord of Eldorn. Your deviousness is only surpassed by your macabre imagination.”

“Too much honor, Your Highness. You’re too kind. I simply—”

“It wasn’t meant as a compliment,” Anaxantis fumed.

“When she comes to, give her a way out,” Rahendo said in soft voice. “Anything, as long as she doesn’t persist in her accusations.”

Anaxantis gave the page an exasperated look which soon turned into one of grudging admiration.

“Yes, that might work,” he said after a while. “It could spare us a lot of work, time, and embarrassment.”

“It could spare Nurmie both his… you know what.”

Anaxantis cringed. When everyone—except Rahendo—looked his way in wonderment at the prince’s unexpected squeamishness, he flushed.

“Obyann, give her a beaker of diluted wine. That might revive her,” the prince said.

“A glass of wine, neat, would be better,” Obyann muttered.

“Well, I don’t drink undiluted wine myself and I don’t have it here, so I haven’t any to give to her.”

“Not for her, for me,” Obyann grumbled.

At that moment Iselda opened her eyes.

“Take that chair in the corner and put her in it,” Anaxantis said to nobody in particular.

Eynurm got the chair and Ryhunzo gently guided her into it.

Iselda drew deep breaths for a while and looked at Rahendo with fearful eyes.

“Mistress Iselda,” Anaxantis said, not unkindly, when he judged she had regained most of her senses and some of her composure, “why don’t we call it a day? Don’t misunderstand me, I’m perfectly prepared—like my predecessor was—to hear your case, if you insist. I know your situation is not easy and it might have influenced your memory. The mind can play mean tricks on us.” He scraped his throat. “I suggest you return home and think things over. I’ll give orders to admit you to my war room without an appointment for the next three days. So you needn’t make a hasty, and perhaps ill-advised, decision. If you don’t come back within three days I will assume that you chose not to pursue the matter. We’ll write everything down to an unfortunate misunderstanding. There will be no further consequences for anyone involved, including you.”

Iselda opened her mouth, but the prince held up his hand.

“Whatever it is you were going to say will keep until tomorrow, or the next day, or the one after that. Or it can remain forever unspoken.”

Iselda nodded silently, not wanting to look at anyone in the room, and most certainly not at Eynurm.

“Radyamirodyahendo, Ry, please accompany Mistress Iselda to the gates of the castle,” the prince ordered.

When they had left the room Anaxantis went over to take a look at the double-leaved wax tablet. There was nothing there except some unintelligible words and a lot of random scratches.

“Sometimes, I think he does it on purpose. Just to drive me mad,” the prince said and he sighed. “Well, even so it was a smart move…”

“Yeah, he’s a sneaky little bugger all right,” Obyann agreed, “and he gave that Iselda woman the scare of a lifetime.” He turned to Eynurm. “What’s more, the clever little devil just may have gotten you out of a tight spot.”

“She was lying but I don’t want anything… bad to happen to her.” He shuddered. “By all the Gods and Goddesses, what a gruesome imagination that boy has. And to think he’s actually very sweet.”

“I can’t believe I’m speaking up for him, but he did it for you,” Obyann said.

“I know, and I’m grateful… Yet, I feel vaguely guilty, though nothing in this situation was of my doing. She dumped me in a rather cruel way, and yet I feel I should try to help her. I could talk—”

“You’ll do nothing, Eynurm,” Anaxantis interrupted him in a voice that brooked no contradiction. “Nothing at all. Until she formally withdraws her accusations—or until three days have passed—you’re to stay away from her. And maybe even then you should avoid her. She still might take her chances if Radyamirodyahendo’s horror story fades to the background of her mind.”

“I doubt it,” Obyann said. “The little creep looked at her as if he was counting each and every bone in her body. You know how disconcerting his empty gaze can be. She must be scared witless.”

“Well, let’s hope so. This could become very annoying and I have other troubles that need my attention.”

His voice had been firm, yet Anaxantis didn’t seem very sure of himself.
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“I hope I didn’t scare you too much, Mistress Iselda” Rahendo said while Ryhunzo helped her off the three steps that led to the great door of the tower.

Iselda still looked pale.

“Do you think His Highness will forget about all this if I don’t persist, My Lord?” She had put her question to Ryhunzo, who seemed to her to be the most affable of the two.

“Absolutely, Mistress. The prince is very loyal to his friends, but he is also generous and forgiving.”

“Of course, you lied,” Rahendo said. “We could plead your cause with His Highness if we knew why.”

Iselda hesitated, deliberating whether she could take the young pages in her confidence.

“Eynurm loves me. Or he used to, anyway. So—”

“So you thought to make him take care of a child that isn’t his.”

“You don’t understand,” she wailed softly, tears in her eyes. “You were born nobles. You are rich. You have servants to do your every bidding. Fine clothes… Can’t you understand? I wanted something better than marry some town bumpkin.”

“Isn’t your father the best saddler of Lorseth?” Ryhunzo asked softly. “I hear our prince buys his saddles from him, and if he does, all his friends do too. Your family should be making a fortune. Or at least good money”

“We’re not poor. Not as poor as some. But I wanted more. What’s so wrong with that?”

“Nothing, unless you have to break someone’s heart to get it.” Ryhunzo smiled. “Or do something worse.”

Iselda’s shoulders slumped and she started crying softly.

“Poor Eynurm, he really loves me. Loved, I should say, for now he probably hates me. I made a terrible mistake when we broke up—”

“When you dumped him,” Rahendo corrected her.

“His father had disinherited him,” Iselda cried out. “Without his title, without his inheritance, with no place to call his own he was just an ordinary guy. Kind, good looking, but—”

“Dirt poor?” Rahendo asked.

“Yes. So what if it seems shallow and selfish? A girl has to look out for herself for nobody else will. I know what happens to women who marry handsome but poor men for love. It ends in headaches, constant bickering over money, a lot of children, and grime. They grow old before their time from misery. I didn’t want that. I don’t want that. I want to have children, but I don’t want to have to worry how I will feed or clothe them. Is that so wrong? I want my children to have a good life.”

“And you want to have a good, easy life yourself.” Rahendo spoke matter-of-factly.

“I never said I wanted an easy life. I will pull my weight. I will do my duty. I will support my husband.”

“A young noble would be perfect, and marrying him would make you a lady, of course. Tarnwood is quite a distance from here. Nobody would have known you there. Nobody would have known about your humble origins. A pity it all went pear-shaped.” Rahendo looked at the open sky above them. “Eynurm told us you dumped him for this very rich merchant’s son. Lucky you.”

“Oh, Gildo…” Iselda said. “He was the first to dump me.”

The first? Rahendo thought.

“After he got what he wanted?” he asked.

“That’s heartless, My Lord.” She sobbed and sniffed her nose.

“The truth often is, Mistress.”

“I know. I know all too well.”

“Was it his child you were trying to fob off on our friend Eynurm?”

She shook her head.

“No. I met this young Dermolhean merchant. Far richer than the other one. Than Gildo, I mean. He had money and a golden ring. His clothes were new and of good quality. You could have mistaken him for one of you, young nobles. His firm wanted to branch out, he said, and they had send him to gather information. To scout the lay of the land, as it were. He was very friendly and we talked a lot. Somehow, along the way I told him how unlucky I had been trying to find love. He wasn’t much to look at, but—”

“He was rich,” Rahendo said, dry as dust.

Iselda gave him a look that veered between angry and sad.

“That,” she conceded, “and he was a good listener. He said his name was Cormack and he asked me to accompany him to his lodgings for a drink and some more talking. He brought me to this place, called the Shield and Arrow, some four miles from the village on the main road to Dermolhea. I’d never been there but I’d heard of it. They say it’s comfortable and the stables are well kept. It was an obvious choice for a traveling merchant from a big city. I should have known better, of course. The landlord is called Cairman and they say he is deaf and blind. Not because he is, but because he never tells on his guests. He never sees anything or hears anything of what goes on in his establishment. We went up to Cormack’s room. There was just one little bag from which he got a flask and two beakers. It finally dawned on me that he wasn’t just a friendly young man who wanted to listen to the troubles of a town girl.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Go on, laugh. Laugh at how naive I was. How stupid…”

“We’re not laughing.” Ryhunzo smiled. “We understand. We all want love.”

“It made me as deaf and blind as Cairman. Or, more to the point, it made me hear and see what I wanted to hear and see. He poured us both a beaker of wine and we drank and talked some more. The wine was headier than I thought. Or maybe it just had been a long time since I had eaten.”

“Or maybe it was spiked. Yours, anyway,” Rahendo said.

Iselda looked at him with surprise in her eyes.

“I already suspected something like that. I hadn’t drunk all that much and yet I felt as if I was losing control far too quickly… And…”

“And one thing led to another. Then he raped you,” Rahendo summarized the situation.

Iselda looked down. She was crying again.

“I don’t know… Maybe I wanted it… Out of frustration, drunkenness… I can’t remember anymore how we…”

“Landed in his bed, naked?” Rahendo asked.

Iselda nodded.

“That was over a month ago. I felt sick a few weeks after… after we met. And my…” She hesitated.

“Your breasts felt tender. You often felt tired, sluggish. You had headaches.” Rahendo gave her a meaningful look. “Now, a month later you are certain that you are with child, certain like only a woman can be.”

“How does a young lord like you know all these womanly things? At so tender an age?”

“I have five sisters, mistress. None of them have ever been pregnant, but they seem to have studied the subject extensively, and they like to talk about it. Endlessly, I might add. Well, all but one. Londo is more into hunting and fighting than needlework and making babies. Anyhow, I couldn’t help picking up a few things here and there.”

“Hey, you, what are you two, of all people, doing with such a handsome girl?” Loduvant of Brynmark shouted in a loud voice dripping with derision.

He and Morneck of Miradano had just walked into the castle courtyard.

“Don’t you have your hands full with each other?“ Loduvant added. He let out a bellowing laugh.

“Never you mind, you horrible swine,” Ryhunzo shouted back.

“Big words for such a puny weakling.”

“Shut up, you peasant, and go away.” Ryhunzo laid his right hand loosely on the pommel of his dagger.

“Don’t,” Rahendo said in a low voice so that only Ryhunzo could hear him. “You know the rules. No fighting of any kind amongst pages.”

Morneck of Miradano looked in the direction of the stables, away from the two young pages and the girl as if he was all too well aware of the rules and wanted to avoid becoming involved in a brawl that could result in him being sent away from the prince’s court. Loduvant, on the other hand, looked belligerent and also put his hand on his dagger.

Rahendo turned to Loduvant.

“Let me remind you we are head pages. Even just pushing us will get you punished. You know the rules. Those who instigate a fight will be dismissed from the corps of pages and sent home immediately in dishonor and disgrace.”

“Ah yes,” Ryhunzo added, loud enough for Brynmark and Miradano to hear him. “Wasn’t that rule put in place after Lorcko of Iramid was ambushed by three cowards. Remind me, who were they again? Oh, and I seem to recall that one of those lowlifes lost his pants and breeches during the effort?” He smirked at Loduvant. “Now, let me think, who was that again? Maybe we should ask Lorcko. He surely remembers.” He looked at something or someone behind Brynmark and smiled. “What do you know… Hi, Lorcko…”

Loduvant of Brynmark turned around in a panic, but there was nobody there.

“Damn you, Uberon,” he raged at Ryhunzo. “Be very careful where you go and never venture anywhere alone, for by all the Gods and Goddesses, rules or no rules, if I find you alone outside the castle grounds that will be your last day. The same goes for your little fuck-buddy.”

Ryhunzo walked toward Loduvant with great steps.

“Pookie, no,” Rahendo whimpered.

Ryhunzo came so close to Loduvant that their noses almost touched. He tilted his head and smiled.

“Loduvant, you disgusting, stinking piece of excrement, listen to me and listen good. I may be younger than you. I may be not as strong as you. But if ever you threaten my friend again, I will put you down like the miserable mangy dog that you are. I will gut you like I gutted that Mukthar at the Zinchara.” He took a deep breath. “Rules or no rules.”

Without another word he turned around and walked back.

Still with his back to the others, Morneck mumbled something to Loduvant, who shrugged and turned around. Without another word or glance they walked toward the stables.

In deep thought, Iselda looked after them.

“Something on your mind, Iselda?” Rahendo looked at her with concern.

“What? No…” For the first time Iselda smiled. “You two were at the Zinchara where His Highness defeated the Mukthar army?” she asked.

“Yes, we were, but we were supposed to stay behind the lines. Long story, but that wasn’t exactly how it went down. We got mixed up in the fighting and a giant Mukthar threatened to massacre me. My Pookie killed him. With his sword.”

“Pookie?” Iselda’s face showed both surprise and admiration.

“It’s my war name.” Ryhunzo grinned. The curls on his forehead were moist with sweat. “It’s true I killed a Mukthar, but he sort of ran on my sword of his own accord. Stupid man.”

“Look how beautiful the sky is,” Rahendo said. “It’s almost the end of October and the weather is still mild.”

“Yes, it is a nice day, My Lord,” Iselda said. “I’m sorry I ruined it for you. And for Eynurm.”

She gave the two pages a shy smile. All her troubles seemed to have dissolved in the balmy air.

“Will your parents take care of you?” Ryhunzo asked.

“I think so. My… predicament isn’t all that uncommon. I think my mother would love to have a baby around.” She looked at the sky. “I will get through this,” Iselda said with a new-found resolve. “I’m sure it will all work out for the best.” She turned to the two pages. “Please, tell Eynurm I’m sorry. About trying to make him marry me. About letting him go in the first place. About everything, really.”

They walked toward the gates of the castle. They parted company on the drawbridge.

“I do hope life will treat you more kindly from here on, Mistress Iselda.” Ryhunzo beamed.

Iselda felt strangely comforted by the gracious, curly-headed young noble.

“Rest assured, His Highness wants to forget this little incident as soon as possible,” Rahendo added. “Eynurm is too sweet a guy to be vindictive. Just leave him alone from now on.”

“I will. It was a stupid thing to do and he didn’t deserve this. Certainly not from me. He has been nothing but kind to me.” It seemed she would start to cry all over, but she got herself together.

“Tell him,” she said as she turned toward the road, “that he will never see me again for as long as I live.”



As it turned out, she kept her word to the letter—as far as that went.
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  Chapter 3

The Dagger
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It was the morning of the day after Iselda had officially made her accusation and then privately retracted it again.

Anaxantis had summoned everyone with some kind of responsibility for the almost hundred and fifty pages that nobles from all over the kingdom had sent to his court. He didn’t need that many pages, but, for several reasons, he accepted every noble fledgling they sent him. Their fathers were mostly fence-sitters who hedged their bets in the difficult relations between the high king of the realm and his son, the victorious warlord, who acted as a ruler in his own right, only stopping short of declaring himself and his province independent from the kingdom. In a lot of cases they sent a second or a third son and not the heir, a fact that didn’t escape Anaxantis.

A lot of the boys—and there were a lot of them—were almost illiterate, so besides a vigorous training program, which most of them liked, the prince also had them given lessons in reading, writing and basic arithmetic, which almost all of them hated. Particularly the last subject.

All these youngster needed roofs above their heads and beds to sleep in. From early on they were lodged in the same kind of barracks that had served the soldiers of the Army of the North. All this took a fair amount of organizing and administration. Strife and outright fights broke out on a regular basis and needed to be arbitrated, stopped, and, in some cases, punished. Add to that logistic problems like food and minor necessities for over a hundred entitled young men, and having a lot of pages turned out not so much to be a help as a major pain in the princely backside.

Anaxantis loved to share his pain, which was exactly why he had called together this little meeting.

Obyann of Ramaldah, Arranulf of Landemere and Eynurm of Tarnwood, were the three masters of pages. They were assisted by four head pages. Rahendo of Eldorn and Ryhunzo of Uberon had the younger ones in their care, and particularly saw to it that the new arrivals were put at ease. Most of them were for the very first time away from their ancestral castle for a prolonged period. Echron of Syrdunn and Robrant of Emling, who themselves were squires of Prince Ehandar, were responsible for the older ones, a duty which regularly involved breaking up fights.

Anaxantis was about to explain the changes he wanted made to the internal rules and the roster, when Sterff of Rivrant, still on guard duty, knocked, and entered the war room after reluctantly having been given permission to do so by a prince-warlord on the edge of his nerves.

“I specifically asked not to be disturbed, Sterff,” Anaxantis said, annoyed. “This better be good.”

“It’s bad, actually, My Lord.” The page tried to sound solemn, but a twinkle in his eyes betrayed the not-so-secret delight he had in the message he was about to deliver. “The father of the young woman who came to see you yesterday is here. He asks to see you urgently, and—”

“He can bloody well wait until this meeting is over. Sterff, it’s your duty to tell unexpected visitors that they need an appointment and to shield me from these intrusions.”

“I know, My Lord, but you have also told us, over and over again, to use our own judgment in exceptional circumstances. And these are very exceptional circumstances.”

“Very well, then. What seems to be the matter?”

Sterff of Rivrant paused, basking in the attention of everyone present.

“The wench is dead,” he said eventually. He looked around the room. “She was killed. Killed dead. Killed very dead with a dagger. Murdered.”

The announcement left everyone in the room dumbfounded for a while. Anaxantis was the first to speak.

“That’s most unfortunate. This could lead to all kinds of nasty rumors.”

“Oh, much, much more than just rumors, My Lord.” Sterff looked directly at Eynurm of Tarnwood. “On the cross-guard of the dagger is a family crest.” He let that sink in. To his satisfaction he saw Eynurm’s face become red. “Where is your dagger, Tarnwood?” he asked in a deliberately soft voice.

“I seem to have mislaid it or lost it,” Eynurm answered, with a sick, sinking feeling to his stomach.

“Did you, perchance, mislay it in the belly of Mistress Iselda? Because that is where it was found.”

Everyone in the war room—besides the gleeing messenger of ill tidings—was struck with horror.

“Are you sure it’s my dagger?” Eynurm asked almost timidly after a while. He seemed to know the answer already.

“The escutcheon shows two crossed axes.”

“That’s my dagger, then, but I have no idea…” He looked helplessly around. “I didn’t kill her,” he blurted out.

“There’s obviously some kind of misunderstanding here,” Obyann said.

“When was the last time you were certain you still had your dagger?” Anaxantis asked.

Eynurm frowned.

“Yesterday afternoon, I think. We had hand-to-hand combat practice and we had to remove our tunics, shirts and belts. My dagger hung on my belt. We all laid our clothes, weapons, and what not under the trees at the side of the training field. We usually do. Sometimes I wear the thing, sometimes I don’t. That’s why I didn’t miss it immediately after practice when we collected our things and went to our lodgings.”

Sterff’s crooked smile indicated what he thought of Eynurm’s explanation.

“All right,” Anaxantis said, “this meeting is over. Everybody leave except Eynurm, Obyann and Arranulf. Show the father in when the rest have left, Sterff.”
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In the courtyard, Rahendo and Ryhunzo said goodbye to the other two head pages, Echron and Robrant, who were lodged in another part of the castle.

It took just a minute to reach the front door of their own lodgings, and that of the masters of pages, which vaguely resembled a stout house, leaning against the outer wall and flanked by other buildings.

“Didn’t she say Eynurm would never see her again?” Ryhunzo asked as they entered the communal room.

“For the rest of her life, she said, to be precise. And he didn’t.” Rahendo’s face showed it’s usual depressed expression.

“Ah, yes, I remember. Tough luck for Nurm, though.”

“Even tougher luck for her, I’d say. I agree, though, that at first sight it looks very bad for Nurmie too. He says he lost his dagger—and I believe him. Poor Nurmie, first Iselda accuses him of raping her and now he stands to be charged with her murder,” Rahendo said in an even more gloomy mood than usual.

“Do you think the two are related?”

“Almost certainly, but I don’t know how exactly they are connected.” Rahendo stopped and looked up to the ceiling. “We can’t let Nurmie take the blame for something he didn’t do.”

“And we won’t. It all fits a bit too well, doesn’t it? First Iselda accuses Nurm of having, eh, violated her, then she is found murdered with his dagger. It’s as if someone wanted both events to fit nicely.”

“That’s because someone did, Pookie.” Rahendo gave his lover a worried look. “It’s almost impossible to prove that you really lost something. If you could tell with any certainty when and where exactly you had mislaid something, you probably wouldn’t have lost it in the first place.”

“You can try to think backward, after the loss, though.”

“That’s what we’ll have to do.”

“We should have told Nurm what Iselda told us,” Ryhunzo mused.

“When would we have done that? All of us were busy the whole afternoon and he didn’t return home that evening. Not before we were asleep. Well… in bed anyway. This morning he was gone before we rose.” Rahendo’s face predicted impending doom. It usually did. “Still, you’re right, we should have looked for him and told him as soon as possible. After our little chat with Iselda, we were so certain she wouldn’t pursue the matter and that Nurmie was in the clear, that it didn’t seem all that urgent anymore.”

“Let’s make some herbal tea,” Ryhunzo said, trying to sound more cheerful than he felt inside. “They will be coming home soon. Anaxantis won’t do anything rash.”
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Master Osbert fidgeted with his cap, feeling out of place and intimidated in the presence of His Highness, Prince Anaxantis, Lord-Governor of the Northern Marches.

“I’m so sorry, Master Osbert,” the prince said. “Was Iselda your only child?”

Osbert was in his late thirties, but, like most people of his class he looked at least fifteen years older. He had tears in his eyes when he spoke.

“No, Your Highness—”

“My lord will suffice,” the prince said out of habit.

“Yes, My Lord. There are the two wee ones, a boy and another girl. They came late to us, but what are you going to do? When all is said and done it’s all in the hands of the Gods and Goddesses, isn’t it? The children are a great comfort now, though they too miss their big sister.”

“Where was your daughter… eh, found?” the prince asked.

Osbert hesitated.

“In one of the abandoned barns, north of the village, Your Highness,” he said eventually.

“Ah, yes, I have read in one of the old records that a lot of good, arable land had to be abandoned after some epidemic drastically reduced the population,” Anaxantis mused. “They’re rather remote from the village. How did you think to look there?”

Again, Osbert faltered.

“The barns are among the first places people go looking for someone who is missing. Especially if it’s a young person. You see, the barns are used as a meeting place for—”

“I understand, master Osbert,” the prince cut him off. “I suppose that is the dagger you’re holding. Can I see it, please?”

Osbert seemed reluctant to part with what was after all the only piece of evidence he had. After some hesitation he put the murder weapon on the table. Eynurm immediately became white as chalk as he recognized it as his. There was some dried blood still on the blade. Anaxantis picked it up, holding it at the extremities of the cross-guard while studying it.

“That’s my dagger, My Lord,” Eynurm said. His voice was soft but steady. He looked the saddler straight in the eyes. “I didn’t kill your daughter, Master Osbert. On my honor, I didn’t.”

“I’m not saying I don’t believe you, My Lord.” Osbert looked away. “But if you didn’t, I want to know who did.”

“It can’t have been Eynurm, Master Osbert,” Arranulf said. “I’ve known him for some time now and he never—”

“The one who stole his dagger is the murderer,” Obyann interrupted his friend. “We’ll have to find out who that is. That’s all there is to it.”

“Master Osbert, was there something you wanted to say?” Anaxantis asked. “You seem… preoccupied.”

Osbert shoulders sagged.

“I see how all the young noble friends of Lord Eynurm are coming to his aid, while there’s only me to speak up for my poor child.” He sighed through his tears. “He is probably innocent, although…” He looked at the dagger. “Anyroad, we might never get to the bottom of this. I’d hate to lose your patronage because of this, Your Highness. It may seem shallow, what with my girl dead and still above the ground, but I am a practical man. I have to be. For the wee ones.”

Anaxantis let the repeated use of Your Highness slide.

“I assure you, Master Osbert, that I will do my best to find out who did this to Iselda. If I find the killer neither age nor rank will protect him.”

“That is very kind of you to say so, Your Highness, but we know that the law is different for us common folks than for nobles. And maybe that’s right and proper. We’ve all heard the troubadours sing about what happened half a year or so ago. How the barbarians would have overrun the province of Amiratha and the entire Highlands. How you fought like a lion with no regard whatsoever for your own safety, your own life even. It’s not every day a noble risks his life for us poor folks. And you so young still. They sing ballads of how you stopped the savage Mukthars at the Zinchara. If you hadn’t done so, me and my whole family could have been dead now.”

Anaxantis looked embarrassed.

“It, eh, was nothing more than my duty to protect the people…”

“You could have run away. To Ormidon or anywhere else out of their reach. But you didn’t. You stayed to fight for us. We know that. We all know that. That’s why I’m going to trust your judgment. Our Iselda wasn’t perfect, you know. She could be difficult. Proud and headstrong. Had ideas way above her station. Don’t think I don’t know that. Maybe she provoked whoever did this. Maybe that man is a noble who fought beside you. Maybe he didn’t mean to kill my daughter. Maybe it was a mistake. An accident. Maybe he should be forgiven for…” Tears ran freely over Osbert’s prematurely wrinkled face. All remained quiet while the saddler tried to compose himself. Eventually he looked up at the prince. “You decide, Your Highness, and what’s right and fair in your eyes, all things weighed and considered, is all right by me and the mistress, Iselda’s poor mother.” He paused. “But I’d sure like to know what happened to my child.”

Everyone remained silent for several minutes.

“Master Osbert,” Anaxantis broke the silence, “let me assure you once more that I will do my utmost to find and punish the murderer of your daughter. As for now, maybe it’s best if you were to return home, to your wife and children. I will keep you posted if we find out anything.”

The saddler nodded and wiped a tear away with his cap. Arranulf opened the door of the war room for him and closed it again behind the unlucky father.

The prince was thinking, his head hung down. Then he turned to Eynurm.

“You’re under house arrest until further notice. Until this whole mess is resolved.”

Eynurm was about to protest, but the prince held up his right hand.

“I don’t suspect you of anything, and I certainly don’t accuse you of anything. However I have to do something or people will say I play favorites.  You understand, don’t you?”

Eynurm nodded, but his eyes were dead.

“Yes, My Lord, I do understand, but it will make me look guilty.”

Anaxantis gave him a painful look.

“I know how it will look. I also know that there are, eh, rivalries among the pages. Your relation with Iselda was a matter of public record. Who knows what else people know? If you mingle with them as if nothing has happened, you could be called out on it. The situation could escalate very quickly and become very unpleasant.” He paused to take a breath. “Eynurm, I want nothing bad to happen to you, and there are a thousand ways this could go wrong.”

“That’s very gracious of you, My Lord, but if it were up to me I would take the risk. Either they will say I’m a coward who doesn’t dare show his face, or that I’m guilty since you put me under arrest.”

“Not arrest. House arrest. Meanwhile we’ll try to find out what precisely is public knowledge and what not. I need your word that you will remain in your quarters for the next three days.”

“You have it, My Lord.”

“I’ll also need your sword and your dagg—”

Eynurm became ashen white.

“I… I’m not wearing my sword. It must be in my room at our lodgings. As for my dagger… you already have it”

“Yes. That was clumsy of me. Obyann can bring your sword.”

Eynurm nodded, defeated.

Anaxantis looked at the downcast page with pithy.

“Let’s say house arrest means you don’t leave the castle grounds. No need for you to remain cooped up in some dusty room.” He gave the page another pained look. 



“I’m sorry, Eynurm, but this is how it has to be.”
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Eynurm crossed the courtyard in the company of his friends, Arranulf and Obyann.

All three of them felt dejected and nothing was said until they entered the communal room on the first floor of their lodging that they used to eat and to spend leisure time together.

The two younger pages had been waiting for them. Ryhunzo had made herbal tea and provided all of them with a steaming beaker. Obyann cut some thick slices of the half loaf of bread that remained from their breakfast. He also put a plate with cheeses and cold cuts on the table.

“No reason to starve,” he mumbled subdued.

It seemed as if Eynurm was about to cry.

“It will all sort itself out,” Arranulf tried to hearten him.

“That’s kind of you to say, but let’s be honest: my life is over.” Eynurm bit his lower lip. “First my father disinherits me, then the girl of my dreams dumps me, then she accuses me of forcing myself upon her, and finally I’m under suspicion of having murdered her.” He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, resting his forehead in his hands.

“Nothing is proven, and Anaxantis will never convict you without solid evidence,” Arranulf said. “Right, guys?” he added.

They all nodded or grunted in agreement.

“Anaxantis will never let anything happen to you,” Rahendo said. “So, however this turns out, you’re as good as off the hook.”

All five of them were sitting at the large table where they ate their meals.

“I‘m not so sure.” Obyann put his beaker down. “Anaxantis has said that he will get to the bottom of this, and that neither age nor rank would protect the guilty party. You know how he gets once he has set his mind onto something. Stubborn like a mule.”

“It takes a mule to recognize one,” Ryhunzo quipped, in an unsuccessful attempt to lighten the mood

“If we can’t clear up this thing, there will always be some lingering doubt that Nurmie did kill her. The reputation, undeserved as it will be, will follow him for the rest of his life. We can’t allow this stain on his honor to remain,” Rahendo said.

“Not to mention that the father will wonder for the rest of his life what really happened to his daughter,” Ryhunzo added.

“Let’s not be naive, to remove all doubt that I did not murder Iselda will need some solid proof. Only exposing the real killer will do. If we don’t find who did this and make him confess publicly, some blame will cling to me or the rest of my life. You know what the other pages will say, don’t you? ‘His father must have known he wasn’t any good or he wouldn’t have disinherited him.’ And, ‘He claims to be innocent, but let’s not associate with him.’ I’ll be a cast-out. A leper.”

“We won’t let that happen, Nurmie,” Rahendo said. “We will never abandon you.”

“No, Nurm my man, we won’t,” Ryhunzo added. “And, by the pickled dick of Zardok, I will openly call out whoever so much as breathes a bad word about you.”

For the first time that morning Eynurm smiled as he saw the red face and agitated movement of the young page’s curls.

“I appreciate the thought, Ryhunzo, but I’d hate to be the cause of anything happening to you. Promise me you won’t do anything reckless.”

Ryhunzo crossed his arms defiantly.

“Promise him, Pookie,” Rahendo softly urged him on. “What would become of me if anything happened to you?”

“Of course, My Only Reason for Living, how could I resist your gentle command?” Ryhunzo turned to Eynurm. “I promise I will do nothing to add to your distress.”

Eynurm shot him a weak smile, then let his head hang down once more.

“They will say I raped her and then, when she complained to Anaxantis about it, I murdered her and somehow got away with it.” He looked up at the two youngest pages. “Nobody except you two heard her say she was retracting her accusation. Even me being confined to our quarters will be seen as something I wanted. Maybe even as something I asked Anaxantis for because I was too ashamed or too afraid to show my face in public.”

Obyann opened his mouth and then closed it again. He knew firsthand how mean some of the pages could be.

“Maybe it won’t be as bad as all that,” Arranulf ventured, without any basis.

“Yes, it will. It will never go away. For the rest of my life I will hear whispers behind my back. ‘There goes Eynurm. He got away with murder. Nothing could be proven, but you know what they say. No smoke without fire. His father chased him away some months before. Even his sire wouldn’t have him around. The old man must have known what a monster he put on the world.’ Or something even worse.

His four friends shot each other glances of helplessness and sheer misery.

“You’re exaggerating,” Obyann said.

“Am I, Obyann? Am I?” Eynurm looked up with pain and despair in his eyes.

“We will speak up for you.” Obyann sounded a lot less certain now.

“I’m sure you will try to. You can’t keep it up indefinitely.” Eynurm clawed with both hands in his hair, his head hanging down over the table to hide the coming tears. “Not so long ago, I was happy and in love. I had fair prospects. Now, in a few short weeks my whole life has been destroyed. My father has disowned me. Moreover, the girl I loved dumped me and now I stand accused of her murder. Even if the prince protects me, I will never shake off this nasty reputation.” He made an indistinct, anguished noise. “Any reconciliation with my father is now out of the question. I won’t see my brothers again, ever.”

“We can’t replace your brothers, but we are your friends, Nurm my man.” Ryhunzo had come over to Eynurm and put a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll stand by you.”

“My Pookie is right,” Rahendo chimed in. “We’ll just have to find out who really killed Iselda. We’ll prove it for all the world to see and we’ll have the murderer—”

“Sent to the Royal farms, minus his crown jewels,” Ryhunzo completed his lover’s sentence.

“Or have him swing by the neck from the gallows. Balls and all.” Rahendo said.

“By the golden locks and the sacred dove of Murandana, Goddess of Hopeless Cases and Lost Causes, we will find out who did this.” Ryhunzo’s curls seemed to move of their own accord.

Eynurm gave the two youngsters a grateful smile. A bleak smile, but a smile nonetheless.

“If worst comes to worst,” Arranulf said, “you can temporarily hi— live at Landemere Castle. I’ll have to ask Anaxantis since His Highness has appointed himself regent of my duchy—”

“And you yourself appointed him warlord of Landemere, I recall,” Obyann cut him off. “But yes, Landemere that’s a very nice gesture for someone like you. Nonetheless, I don’t know whether that will comfort our friend that much. People will say he’s hiding from justice. He will be a prisoner in your duchy. In a large, a very large prison, granted, but a prison all the same.”

“That’s precisely why we have to find the real murderer, Obie,” Rahendo concluded. He frowned. “The only question is how.”

“Thanks, guys, a man couldn’t ask for better friends, but I don’t want your reputations to be tarnished by association with me.”

“I don’t care,” Ryhunzo burst out. “We’ll stand by you if all the world turns against you.” He clawed a strand of rebellious curls from before his eyes. “Right?” he asked.

“Of course,” Arranulf said as Obyann nodded.

“We’ll have to do better than stand by him, Pookie.” Rahendo looked pensive. “We need to save his reputation by uncovering the killer and having him publicly judged so that not a smidgen of a stain stays on Nurmie’s name. Nothing else will do. If I’m not mistaken we have a lot of free time the next couple of days. We could try to find out… whatever we can.”

“You’re not planning anything dangerous, are you?” Arranulf asked, worried.

“Of course not, Nulf, my man.” Ryhunzo’s curls shook with excitement. “We’ll just ask a few questions here and there.”

“Such as?” Obyann asked.

“Such as who is the mysterious merchant from Dermolhea who raped her in Master Cairman’s establishment of ill repute?”

The three masters of pages looked stupefied at the two head pages.

“Mistress Iselda told us as we walked her to the castle gates, yesterday,” Rahendo explained.

“And we had an ever so nice chat with her,” Ryhunzo added.

“And it never dawned on your perversion-riddled, dirty little minds that you should have mentioned this?” Obyann exploded.

“When?” Rahendo asked.

“We have mentioned it.” Ryhunzo nodded vigorously. “Just now, we did.”

After Rahendo and Ryhunzo had related their conversation with the late Iselda, Eynurm hung his head.

“She wasn’t a bad person. I knew she used me to better herself and I was all right with that. Just being around her made me happy. I never cared much about ranks or titles.”

“She did. Obviously,” Obyann grumbled.

“Obe, my man, have a heart. Our friend is grieving. Besides, you can’t force who you love, witness the splendiferous and eternal bond my Gentle Spring Breeze over the Dry Meadow of my Existence and I have, which will forever be a beacon of hope, shining trough the ages to come, for—”

“Yes, yes, nobody wants to hear all that,” Obyann cut him off.

Arranulf gave his friends an indulgent smile.

“Come on, guys, we need to find out who really killed Mistress Iselda.”

“Who could have stolen your dagger, Nurmie?” Rahendo asked.

“Almost anybody could have,” Eynurm answered. “Yesterday afternoon our group had training. We put our stuff under the trees bordering the training field, as per usual. Everyone was focused on the lesson and was looking at the demonstrations of hand-to-hand combat by some veteran soldiers. Anyone could have come from the road that runs on the other side of the strip of woods, lurking in the bushes, swiping the dagger and slinking away again. Nobody would have noticed.”

“So, this mysterious young merchant from Dermolhea could have stolen your dagger?” Obyann frowned. “The question is how would he even have known you would be there?”

“That’s what we need to find out,” Ryhunzo said.

“Pookie, the Dermolhean is just one possible suspect. We need to find out why he—why anyone—would kill Iselda.”

There was no immediate and obvious answer.

“And we will, my Radiant Rainbow after a Stormy Night of Despair,” Ryhunzo said for lack of anything better. He embraced his lover and kissed him on the cheek. Rahendo blushed.

“Oh, Pookie, don’t. There’s people around.”

Ryhunzo grinned without the least sign of remorse.

“Let’s go to our room, Pookie,” Rahendo gave his lover a meaningful look. “I’m feeling, eh… tired.”



The two youngest pages took their leave.
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  Chapter 4

The Peasant Boy
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As always when neither of them was on duty, Rahendo and Ryhunzo slept in and made lazy love upon awakening. Eventually they got up, washed, and went to the communal room for breakfast. This late in the morning they usually had the place to themselves. Afterward they went back up to their room and undressed again for some more leisurely activities.

“If we want to find out who murdered Iselda, we have to approach this in a systematic way,” Rahendo said after they had made love.

They were still lying on the bed, enjoying the afterglow.

“I agree with you, of course, but it is with the greatest reluctance that I will leave this bed and your naked presence.”

“My naked presence is going to look for a wax board. Maybe you could pour us some water with just a smidgen of wine in it?”

Moments later they were sitting, next to each other, at the table. They hadn’t bothered dressing.

“First, let’s make a list of suspects,” Rahendo said.

He wrote Eynurm’s name first.

“He’s a suspect all right.” Ryhunzo grinned. “I think he should be first on the list, but you should strike out his name. We’re not considering him.”

“No. As long as we don’t have a clear and convincing reason to the contrary, we won’t consider him. There is this rich merchant’s son… The one who lives here, in Lorseth.”

“Ah, the one who dumped mistress Iselda. Gildo was his name, I believe.”

“Exactly.” Rahendo wrote him down. “Then there is this young merchant from Dermolhea.”

“The mysterious Dermolhean. My money is on him.” Ryhunzo raked the fingers of both his hands through his curls. “We don’t even have a name for him.”

“Yes, we do. Cormack. That’s what Iselda said his name was.” Rahendo stared at the ceiling. “By now he may have left Lorseth,” he mused.

“If he has killed Iselda, he would be wise to make himself scarce. Unless he feels safe. Nobody knows who he is or what he looks like, after all.”

“The landlord of the Shield and Arrow knows what he looks like. Maybe he also knows the name of the merchant firm. A pity we didn’t ask Iselda while we still could. She might have known something as well.” Ryhunzo kissed his lover’s neck. He smiled when he noticed he had caused a visible reaction on a totally different body part.

“Pookie, I need to concentrate…”

“Couldn’t we just outright ask the landlord?”

“Maybe our young merchant has given the landlord and Iselda an alias. You know what she said. Cairman has a reputation for being very discreet. That must attract a lot of shady people. I doubt he’ll tell us anything. And if he is prepared to tell us something, he probably wouldn’t know—or care—if it bears any relation to reality.”

“We have just three suspects and only two worth considering.”

“For all we know, dozens of people could have held a grudge against Iselda. That’s one of the things we need to find out. Whoever it was took advantage of the fact that Iselda dumped Eynurm to throw suspicion on our friend.” Deep furrows appeared on his forehead. “It’s no use,” he said after a few minutes, “we need more hard facts.”

“I have an idea.” Ryhunzo’s eyes lit up and he grinned. “Why don’t I go around—as discreetly as Master Cairman—and try to find out what I can. There must be some stories doing the rounds by now. I could go to the Cranky Goat and listen to what people have to say. I could go to the village square of Lorseth Market, to the stalls and the shops. There’s always a lot of people there, chatting and gossiping. I think there are a few taverns, too.”

“All taverns are out of bounds for us, including the Cranky Goat, but a lot of pages go there anyway from time to time.”

“Ah, yes, but see, I’m not going as Ryhunzo of Uberon, head page of His Highness, Prince Anaxantis. I’m going as Ry, a poor, though likable, peasant boy for whom the humble town of Lorseth Market is like a big city full of wonders.”

“Oh, Pookie, no…” Rahendo whimpered. “That’s all kinds of dangerous.”

“I know.”

Ryhunzo’s grin grew even wider.
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There they are again. Varsia sighed inwardly when she saw the curlicued page and the one with the death stare enter her shop.

She had been the castle’s seamstress for many years, but it was only with the arrival of the princes Anaxantis and Ehandar, and the Army of the North, that she had become busy. She didn’t mind, as she was paid by the piece for each order.

Not too long ago she had made a nice profit because somehow the two young men had convinced—forced, more like it—one of the masters of pages to pay for maroon mantles out of the communal treasury. There was no earthly reason why they needed them, but need them they did. As far as Varsia was concerned that was perfectly fine, as long as she got paid. It was just that the gloomy one scared her. He always looked at her as if he knew the precise moment and circumstances of her death. Which was always soon and unpleasant.

“Peasant clothes, eh? Some of you young lords sure like slumming it, don’t you?” she said, smelling a new profit to be made.

“Are there a lot of us?” Ryhunzo asked.

All at once there never had been a more innocent page, Varsia thought. The harbinger of doom and destruction, on the other hand, wrapped himself in ominous silence she noticed, grateful for small favors.

“I wouldn’t say a lot. Some. Most won’t go as far as dressing up as peasant boys, though.”

“Some of us like to escape the stuffiness of the court. Not that I’m complaining, but wild oats need sowing. No offense meant, Mistress.”

“Non taken, My Young Lord. I understand completely, believe me. As unlikely as it may seem to your youthful eyes, there was a time I too… but let’s not get into that.” Her thoughts returned from her all too brief and unsatisfying younger days to the mercantile present. This was a sale she wouldn’t have to work for. The young lord was doing both the selling and the buying. “As luck would have it I have a set of peasant clothes ready. The young lord who ordered them was called home. Rather unexpectedly, I’m afraid. I’ll let you have them for a good price.” She didn’t mention that she always made her young customers pay in advance. The whole sum. The young noble was indeed called home urgently—some family crisis—and had forgotten to ask for his money back. Not that Varsia would have given it to him. After all, whether he could use the garments or not, Varsia had put in the work, and so she deserved to get paid. Whatever she managed to make the curly one pay was pure gravy.

“They’re probably a bit too large for you, but I can take the seams in, and besides, clothes for peasant boys never fit too well. They’re made to last a long time and to grow into. You’ll blend right in when you wear them.”

“Can you fix them right now?”

“I can start right now, but it will take some time. Forgive me, My Lord, but my eyes are not what they used to be. I’m an old women and I need my rest.” Her tired, old eyes blinked at Ryhunzo. “Do you have the money? I’m used to getting paid in advance.” To her horror she noticed too late that she had let the cat out of the bag. As luck would have it, neither of the young lords seemed to understand the implication that she had already been paid for the peasant outfit.

“Of course. How much?” the boy with the wild curls asked.

“They’re worth a lot more, but I’ll let you have them for a hundred and twenty sarths.”

Ryhunzo gulped. This was about half a month’s worth of allowance. On the other hand, he never spent his complete allowance and by now he had a nice sum set aside.

“Of course that’s if you would be satisfied with receiving the outfit tomorrow. I still have a lot of work that I should finish first.” A blatant lie. There was no other work for the moment. But the lie served its purpose. The young lord seemed disappointed.

“If it is really, really urgent…” she added in a slow, hesitating voice.

“Oh, but it kind of is,” Ryhunzo said, trying to be both sincere and endearing. Rahendo glared at the seamstress which seemed to unsettle her, though not enough to bring the price down.

“Maybe I could work on your outfit first, and do the other work later. Of course, it will give me a blinding headache, and the castle physician charges a lot for his potions. Not that they help, anyroad.” Another lie. Not about the remedies. They were indeed worthless, but Varsia herself was well versed in herbal lore. She knew the healing plants by sight, knew their properties, and regularly went to the forest to pick them. She dried them herself too. She had no use for some stupid butcher with a side-calling as a barber and who occasionally called himself a physician. He stank at all three callings.

“Maybe I could pay you a little bit more. I really would like them this afternoon.”

At least there are sensible brains under all those curls, the seamstress approved silently.

“Oh, for… I don’t know, two hundred sarths I could finish them by early afternoon. Of course, there will be hell to pay, what with my poor, old fingers hurting as they do.”

Ryhunzo gulped once more. Oh, well, in for a sarth, in for another hundred and ninety-nine sarths.

“I don’t carry that much money on me,” he said, “but I live on the castle grounds. I’ll get it immediately.” 

“Meanwhile I will get the clothes from the storage room. You can try them on when you return and I’ll make the adjustments right away. They’ll be ready for you in a few hours.”
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Two hours after midday, two figures in dark cloaks crossed the courtyard on their way to the castle gates.

Rahendo and Ryhunzo hadn’t put on their maroon mantles as they were far too conspicuous and would identify them immediately as head pages. Ryhunzo was carrying a canvas bag over his shoulder.

“You realize that you were swindled, don’t you, Pookie?” 

“Of course. She had already been paid for the clothes. But what could I do? I wanted them, and there is—”

“What a rare privilege of seeing you two outside when it’s not absolutely necessary,” Obyann said, walking down the three stairs from the donjon.

“Ah, Obe, my man,” Ryhunzo said, not altogether sure how to continue.

“I thought you preferred staying inside, even more so when the weather grows a bit chilly.”

“We thought fresh air might do us some good,” Rahendo tried to explain. “And the weather is actually mild for the time of year.”

“And why do you need that bag? What’s in it?”

“What bag?” Rahendo asked, looking around.

“That bag. The one over the shoulder of your accomplice.”

“Oh, that bag,” Rahendo said, playing for time.

“We thought to look for a nice, quiet spot in the woods and we brought a few snacks for when we get hungry,” Ryhunzo said.

Obyann frowned.

“Seems a bit bulky for just a few snacks.”

Ryhunzo nodded, but he didn’t offer to show Obyann the contents of his bag.

“We also brought some towels, which we’ll need after we’ve made—”

“I know why you will need them, but I don’t want to know, even less picture the specific circumstances.” Obyann scraped his throat. “Anyway, be careful.”

What are they up to? he thought. They’re not wearing their beloved maroon cloaks.

“Ha, Ramaldah, joining the ranks of the perverts, are we?” a voice coming from the gatehouse called out.

Sterff of Rivrant and Morneck of Miradano seemed in good cheers, judging by the broad grins on their faces.

“Mind your own business, you two. You’re late for your riding lessons as it is,” Obyann called back.

“Listen,” he said in a lower voice to the two pages, “try to stay out of trouble. We don’t need anymore aggravation—”

He stopped abruptly as Sterff bumped into him from the back and made him almost lose his balance. Ryhunzo was just in time to catch him or he would have fallen.

“Sorry, Ramaldah,” Sterff said without looking back. “Clumsy me. Accidents will happen and all that. My bad.”

“He so did that on purpose,” Rahendo said. “Doesn’t he realize that he could get barred from the corps for pushing a master of pages? Maybe you should report him, Obie.”

“No harm done,” Obyann replied, having recovered his poise. “You heard him. He’ll claim it was just an accident, and who knows, maybe it was.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Ryhunzo said, glaring after Sterff and Morneck. “It most certainly was deliberate.” As soon as it had come, his dark mood disappeared. “I’m afraid, we have to go now, Obe. None of us is getting any younger.”

Obyann followed the two young pages walking to the caste gate with his eyes.

Something is not right, he mused silently.
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The young pages gave the guard a nod and a smile as they passed under the gate house.

Rahendo sighed with relief when they were outside the walls on the drawbridge. They followed the main road and passed the byway that led to Lorseth Harbor, one of Prince Anaxantis’s pet projects. At the next bifurcation, they turned into the road that would bring them next to the training grounds. They walked a few yards past the opening in the bushes and the trees that gave access to the field. They stopped, waited a few moments, looked behind them, and, seeing they were alone, disappeared into the woods.

“See how easy it is?” Rahendo looked around. “We’re invisible from both the road and the training grounds.” He took the peasant clothes from the bag.

“And if a group of pages were training there at the moment they would need to pay all their attention to whoever was giving the training, and to each other,” Ryhunzo added while getting out of his clothes. “If they were fighting or fencing, the ruckus would prevent them from hearing whatever was happening here. It would be all too easy to steal a relatively small item without getting noticed.”

Ryhunzo was about to change into the peasant clothes and held up the pants, which were far too large. They sported a flap on the front and a rope to keep them up. There was also a coarse woolen shirt and a tunic, roughly sewn together with large stitches.

“Do you know if peasants wear breeches?” Ryhunzo asked.

“No idea. It doesn’t matter. They’re invisible under your pants,” Rahendo replied. “Aren’t they?” It sounded just a little suspicious and jealous.

“Ha, ha… Yes, you’re right as always.”

“Leave them anyway,” Rahendo said. “Yours are probably to fancy.”

After he had put on his pants, Ryhunzo donned a cap to hide his unruly curls. Despite his efforts some of them escaped from under it.

“The shoes, please?”

“Peasant boys our age usually go barefoot, Pookie,” Rahendo said, handing them to Ryhunzo.

“That’s were I draw the line. No breeches feels funny, yet delightfully roomy, but I’m afraid my soles are far too tender to walk around without footwear. Peasant children are used to it from a young age. We aren’t.” He rearranged his cap again. “How do I look?”

“Handsome and brave, as always,” Rahendo said, stars in his eyes. “Even if you really were a peasant boy, I would still love you.” He thought for a moment. “I would wash you completely and very thoroughly before loving you, though.”

“Ooh, I’d love to be washed by you. I think I’m going to be dirty when I come back.” He grinned. “Very dirty.”

Rahendo giggled.

“I’ll keep hot water and soap ready.” His face became serious again. “Pookie, please, I want you to be very careful. Just listen to what people are saying. No dangerous stuff, you hear me. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Ryhunzo put his arms around his lover.

“Don’t worry. Nothing could keep me away from you.”

“Do you have your signet ring? In case you need to prove that your are not just another peasant boy?”

“On a string around my neck.”

“A dagger?”

“Yep. Without escutcheon. It’s old and rusty. I used it for all kind of little jobs I didn’t want to use my good dagger for. It shouldn’t draw attention.”

Ryhunzo crouched down and rummaged through the soft, mulchy earth. He looked at his nails and then showed them proudly to his friend.

“Real peasant boy fingers.”

Rahendo shivered.

“I’m going to wash you very, very thoroughly when you return. Especially your fingernails.”

“I’m already looking forward to your gentle hands cleaning my filthy body.”

“My hands won’t be gentle, Pookie,” Rahendo said in a stern tone.

“Even better.”

Ryhunzo grinned.
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Rahendo looked back several times after they parted ways on the road to Lorseth Market. Now that Ryhunzo was gone he began to feel apprehensive and worried. So many things could go wrong.

When he walked over the drawbridge his face was even more sullen and despondent than usual.

“Where’s Ryhunzo?” Arranulf, who was standing in the gate house, asked. “I thought you two were joined at the hip.”

“Oh, ah, he’s getting his, eh, thingamajig. Must have your thingamajig, you know.”

“Have you guys had an argument?”

Rahendo was about to protest that the idea alone was ridiculous, but going along with it, preposterous as it was, would avoid awkward questions.

“Maybe,” he said.

“I see. Don’t worry, Rahendo. Whatever it is, I’m sure you will work it out.”

“Yeah, I’m sure we will, Nulfie. Thanks.” His worried face contradicted his words. “Any news about…”

“About Eynurm? No, I’m afraid. He swears on his honor as a nobleman that he didn’t kill her and that his dagger must have been stolen. You two will testify that you heard Iselda say that she made it all up. The words of three nobles should be enough to clear our friend.”

“No, it won’t. We discussed this yesterday. Everybody knows, or will find out soon enough, that we’re friends. People will just assume that Nurmie is lying, knowing that the word of a nobleman will be believed without further proof, and that my Pookie and I are covering for him.”

Arranulf didn’t know what to reply to that, mainly because he himself was convinced that was exactly what the villagers and the other pages alike would think. He tried to find something comforting to say to his friend, but in a strange way Rahendo seemed to be consoled already.

“Sorry, Nulfie,” the young page said, “I have to go. I feel tired and I want to lie down.”

“Yes, of course.” Arranulf looked after him, concerned, until the young page disappeared into their lodgings.

It was the right decision, Rahendo thought, walking to their lodging. We must clear Nurmie’s name once and for all. And soon, before his reputation has incurred irreparable damage. Oh, Pookie, please be careful.
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Ryhunzo’s first destination was the square of Lorseth Market. In addition to the stalls in the center, most houses had a booth at the front were they sold produce, grains, bread and pastries, meat or fish. Other shops sold all kinds of clothing, mostly used, and small necessities such as knives, ladles, cups, among many other things.

Ryhunzo bought a cheap pastry. He took a cautious bite. It wasn’t bad, but it brooked no comparison with the food of the kitchens of the castle. The dough was coarser and the filling contained less fruit and more grease.

As he had expected the square was packed with people. To his surprise there were a lot of boys and girls around his age hanging about. Some sat quietly between stalls, cap on the ground, begging for some small gift. Sometimes, but not often, a passer-by threw a single sarth at them. Some aimed at the cap, some missed it deliberately because they wanted to see the little beggar scramble after the small copper coin. That were the kind ones. Some cussed or tried to kick them.

In more discreet corners and nooks there were some boys hanging around who were somewhat better dressed and slightly cleaner. Once in a while one of them suddenly walked away. It took a while before Ryhunzo noticed that they followed, at a distance, a man who had passed by moments before and who had given them a covert sign.

“What do you expect. She was a bit of a floozy, wasn’t she?” The woman, judging by her clothing the wife of a merchant, gave her friend a meaningful look.

“I know her family. They’re heartbroken. I’m sure they didn’t know.” The woman set a basket full of carrots on the ground.

“Aren’t the family always the last to know?” 

Ryhunzo slunk away between two stalls, where he could still hear them, and feigned to concentrate on his pastry so as not to raise suspicion.

“Do they know who did her in?”

“She had several lovers, they say. Poor Osbert knew nothing. Nothing. Anyroad, a young noble, one of those pages of the warlord—”

“Oh, the prince. Isn’t he a dish? And so brave. At his age too. I can’t imagine what would have become of us if he hadn’t stopped those horrible barbarians. Though, in all fairness, our Mukthars were nice. Strange, and wild, but… nice and oddly enough, rather well-behaved.”

“Yes, well, but now the prince has to decide who’s guilty, and things being what they are, I don’t think he will convict a noble brat, he himself being of the highest nobility. Birds of feather and all that, you know.”

“He has a reputation for being a fair man, but we’ll have to wait and see, won’t we?”

Ryhunzo listened some more but all the conversation amounted to was unfounded rumors and idle speculation.

He wandered around the square, pausing here and there to listen in to little groups of people talking. Always with the same result. A lot of gossip but no hard facts.



After an hour or so, he decided to try his luck elsewhere.
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  Chapter 5

The Stray Boys
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The Cranky Goat was an inn situated outside the town proper on one of the local byways that led to the main road to Dermolhea. Pages were not allowed to give it their patronage, but the rule wasn’t enforced very strictly. The establishment that Unny, the landlord, ran wasn’t too clean and the servant girls provided other services than just bringing the customers their beverages, light meals and snacks. To avoid that patrons got too drunk too early and caused trouble that would draw unwelcome attention to his business, and to protect the physical well-being and the reputation of his young, noble patrons, Unny diluted alcoholic beverages somewhat. The more the day progressed into the evening and the evening into the night, the more water he added. It made his conscience feel lighter and his purse considerably heavier.

The patrons regularly broke out in ribald songs and dirty jokes ran as wildfire from table to table. Guests disappeared to little rooms upstairs for some special, personal attention of a servant girl and returned with a big grin on their face. Young nobles, rich merchants, affluent craftsmen, and peasants who weren’t as poor as they looked all came to the Cranky Goat, though they seldom mingled.

The Goat was a very popular place indeed.

Ryhunzo hesitated before entering, but as he was disguised as a peasant boy he decided that the rules for pages didn’t apply to him anyway. It was mid-afternoon, but inside it was dark. Another touch of Unny. By keeping the window shutters closed, the light in the inn remained the same and his clients lost all feeling of time.

There were already several customers. Seated at a little table, with his back against the far wall, sat a boy his age or only slightly older, with shaggy blond hair and dark eyebrows.

Aha, a fellow peasant boy, Ryhunzo thought as he walked up to him, spurred on by his invincible optimism.

“Hi, my name is Ry, and I am new here, mind if I keep you company?” he asked in a pleasant tone.

The boy looked at him with apprehension. Then he nodded. “Why not?” he said, without much enthusiasm.

“Thank you.” Ryhunzo congratulated himself on having taken the first hurdle.

After that initial success, things wound down and there fell an awkward silence.

“I’m feeling a bit hungry,” Ryhunzo said. Actually, the pastry he had bought in the village square still sat in his stomach like a brick, but he thought sharing some food with the unforthcoming boy would thaw the ice. “Can you recommend something tasty but not too heavy?”

Between the radiant smile and the puppy eyes, the boy seemed to succumb, if only reluctantly, to Ryhunzo’s charm.

“The place is famous for its spicy chicken wings. The Mukthars—that is, our Mukthars—used to order them all the time.” The boy grinned remembering how the barbarians first got rid of the few vegetables the wings came with by throwing them onto the ground, later followed by the bones and, on most occasions, the plates and tankards. Unny, the landlord, didn’t mind too much. He stopped serving them vegetables, kept the price the same, and added the earthenware to their tab.

“A platter of your famous chicken wings, please?” Ryhunzo asked a passing servant girl.

“That’ll be eleven sarths. Up front,” she replied, but she winked at Ryhunzo.

“Ah, yes, of course,” he said, fumbling for his purse.

He counted out the copper coins in the girl’s open palm.

“Should I have given her an extra coin for herself?” he asked after she had left.

The boy shook his head.

“That’s all right, they add it themselves. Otherwise most people would forget, you see?”

“Very clever.” Ryhunzo laughed out loud.

After a short while the girl brought a plate with six chicken wings.

“That’s far too many for just little old me,” Ryhunzo said. “Please, help yourself to some, eh… What do I call you?”

“Olno… eh…”

“Ry. My name is Ry, Olno.”

Ryhunzo smiled contentedly. He had always liked making new friends, and he had a good feeling about this guy. He took a wing from the plate.

“Take one too. I don’t like eating by myself.”

At first it seemed as if Olno was going to decline, but Ryhunzo saw from the corner of one eye that his mouth watered.

“Go on, take one, before they get cold,” he prodded Olno.

The boy must have been hungry. Once the barrier was broken, he attacked the chicken wing with gusto. When he was finished with it he put the bones on the table. Ryhunzo thought he had never seen cleaner ones. Not a shred of meat remained.

“Take another one,” he said, taking a second one himself.

Ryhunzo took a few bites and put the chicken wing down.

“Aren’t you going to finish the plate?” Olno asked, eyeing the three remaining wings.

“No. I needed some sustenance, but I wasn’t all that hungry. Why don’t you finish them off?”

Olno hesitated.

“I’m expecting my little brother any minute now. Would you mind—”

“Not at all. I’d hate to have them go to waste. That’s all. Let’s have a drink. What will they serve us?”

“Plain water is free, provided you eat something. Which we did. You could order some heavily watered down wine. Not five to one. Ten to one more like it, if you ask me. Or you could order a tankard of cow’s piss.”

Olno wiped his greasy hands on his pants.

“Cow’s… what?” Ryhunzo followed the boy’s lead and also cleaned his hands by wiping them on his trousers. He admired the shining stains they made. They made his pants look less new.

“Piss. Cow’s piss. Very weak beer. I prefer it, when I can afford it, because it has at least some taste to it. Which is more than you can say of the diluted wine. Sometimes I wonder if there is any wine in it at all.”

Ryhunzo ordered a pitcher of beer and two tankards. When they arrived, he filled both. He took a cautious sip. There was a bitter tang to the beer, vaguely reminiscent of grain and mud, though hops dominated all flavors.

Olno took a draught of his tankard.

“You’re very generous, Ry. Your family must be well off.”

For a moment Ryhunzo thought he had been found out for the impostor he was. His natural instincts told him to try to bluff his way out.

“I suppose so,” he said. “We were free farmers, with several hired hands in our employ, in the county of Uberon. You probably don’t know it since it’s over the border of the province of Amiratha. Deep in the heartlands of Ximerion. Prince Anaxantis wants to develop the Renuvian Plains, and he offers a lot of benefits, like exemption from taxes for the first ten years for experienced farmers who want to settle there. The count of Uberon on the other hand was raising his taxes, so when my father got an offer for the farm he sold up. Horrible tyrants, that count and his snotty son. Glad to have left them behind. Anyway, here we are.” He smiled with more confidence than he felt.

“Who’s this?” a new arrival asked.
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“Agneth, meet my new friend, Ry.” Olno winked at the lanky boy with dark hair. Agneth seemed a few years older than his friend and Ryhunzo.

Olno placed the plate with the remaining spicy chicken wings on his lap just as Agneth was about to reach for one. “I’m saving them for Lanio. He needs fattening up.”

“Always the responsible older brother, aren’t you?” Agneth said, winking back. “So, your name is Ry?” He gave Ryhunzo a pat on the back, as he sat down next to him.

“His family is new here. They’re from inland Ximerion.”

“Just passing through,” Ryhunzo added, “on our way to the Plains.”

“Where are you and your folks staying?” Agneth asked.

Ryhunzo made a mental note for future reference that a disguise needed an extensive and complete backstory.

“At the Shield and Arrow,” he improvised.

“I hear that’s a pricey place to stay,” Agneth said, raising an eyebrow.

“Leave him alone,” Olno said in a voice that was used to giving orders. “How were the takings?”

Agneth tilted his head in Ryhunzo’s direction, his eyes never leaving Olno’s.

“On second thought, let’s discuss it later when we’re back home.” Olno dismissed the matter with a decisive gesture.

Ryhunzo had noticed their furtive looks, but the other two ignored him.

Another boy, about eleven or twelve years old, joined them and sat next to Olno.

“My little brother, Lanio,” Olno said. “Say hi to Ry there, Lanio. He paid for these chicken wings and they’re all for you.”

Lanio grabbed one of the wings and tore off a large piece of meat with his teeth, at the same time mumbling something that could have been hi, a thank you, something completely random, or just a grunt.

Again Ryhunzo marveled how clean the chicken bones were when the small boy was finished with them.

One by one, the next half hour, six other boys in all shapes and sizes, but every one of them between Olno’s and Agneth’s age joined them.

More pitchers of cow’s piss were ordered and emptied as soon as they were brought.

The ale might be weak, but after a while Ryhunzo felt the need to relieve himself nonetheless.

“Where do you go to, eh—”

“Take a piss or a shit?” Agneth asked.

“A piss.”

“See that little door to the left? That gives out to the backyard. There are two outhouses, but I wouldn’t recommend them. You’ll figure out why for yourself. Just take a leak in the ditch at the back.” Agneth grinned.

Ryhunzo excused himself and went outside.
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Once outside, his eyes, still adjusted to the dark inn, blinked against the bleak afternoon sun. His nose told him where the outhouses were. The stench was so revolting that he wondered why Agneth had felt the need to warn him for them. He guessed most people preferred going into the nearby fields and patches of wood to take care of business. Ryhunzo removed the cap which he had kept on inside to hide his unruly curls, stuck it halfway under his belt, and walked up to the ditch that marked where the grounds of the tavern ended. He opened the flap on the front of the coarse pants. The fresh wind tickling his dick made him giggle and shudder with delight. He let out a grunt of relief and satisfaction as he guided his urine stream to fall upon a thistle that grew on the edge of the ditch.

He heard steps to his right and turned his head to see who it was. Olno too needed to empty his bladder apparently, but his stream was a lot stronger and landed with a clattering sound in the ditch.

“Nice afternoon for the end of October, isn’t it?” Ryhunzo said.

“If you say so, My Lord… I mean… Yes, Ry.”

Ryhunzo concentrated on his urine stream as if it were very important that it kept drenching the thistle. There fell an even more awkward silence than the one not so long ago when they had first met.

“What gave me away?” the page asked eventually, his voice completely devoid of its usual sparkle.

“Everything. Almost everything.”

“For instance?”

“For instance your hands.”

“I took great care to make them dirty before I came here. I dug a hole somewhere in the woods, not far from here, to that end alone. Afterwards I wiped my hands on my pants.”

“That may be, but it’s obvious that if you wash them in a bucket with water—even without using soap—they will be clean again. Ours won’t. The dirt is lodged firmly into the grooves of our palms. Our fingernails are chipped. Yours are… not.”

I paid three sarths to the barber-physician of the castle to clip them, Ryhunzo remembered.

“And your clothes… It’s clear you haven’t slept in them. Not a single night. Either they’re freshly washed or they’re brand new.”

“Both,” Ryhunzo mumbled, downcast. A hundred and twenty sarths Varsia the seamstress asked for them, and they didn’t disguise me for an hour. It was a mistake, but, even if I had somehow thought of it, where was I to get used clothes without drawing attention to myself? He closed the flap in front.

“Were you bored, My Lord?” Olno asked. “Did you think it would be fun roughing it a bit and mingling with the village lads? Don’t you have your own waterhole, exclusively for young people of your exalted standing?”

Ryhunzo closed the flap on his pants and tied the laces.

“Yes, we do, and it’s boring. I didn’t come here to make fun of you guys, if that is what you’re thinking.”

“You must understand, My Lord, that we’re even more lowly than the town boys, than village boys, more lowly than peasant boys even. We could get in trouble for looking the wrong way at a soldier, let alone at a young nobleman such as yourself. We might have a good time this evening and exchange jokes. Tomorrow one of us greets you in the street and you might think him presumptuous.”

“I would never… I would never turn on you like that.”

“So you say now, My Lord, but tomorrow is another day. Besides, it doesn’t have to be you. Your highborn friends might think you were insulted. It’s not easy being us at the best of times, what with Lorseth Castle, the garrison, and His Highness so nearby.”

“Olno, please don’t tell the others… I was—”

“Enjoying yourself? Having a good time?”

“Yes. Yes, I was. What’s so wrong with that?” Ryhunzo shouted, suddenly angry with frustration.

Then he noticed that his outburst had made Olno cower away from him.

And I said I wouldn’t turn on them… “I’m sorry, Olno,” the page tried to remedy the situation. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. Please, don’t tell—”

“They know, My Lord,” Olno whispered, slumping his shoulders. “They already know. I can tell by the expression on their faces. Even you should be able to tell, especially when you look at Agneth.”

“Can’t you keep calling me Ry, at least?”

“If you wish, My Lord… eh…”

Ryhunzo laughed out loud, his curly hair shaking in the wind. It made him seem younger than he actually was and completely harmless.

“I haven’t told you yet, but I am one of the prince’s pages and as long as we are in his service we’re not supposed to use our titles. I think it’s meant to teach us humility or something. By the way, my name is Ry, but I usually go by Ryhunzo. Not a long story, but I’m not telling it all the same. Who knows… maybe, later, when we get to know each other better we might change our minds, you and I both.”

“You’re planning to come again then?”

“I need to. One of my friends is in trouble and I need information to clear his name. You see, I didn’t come here just for the fun of it.” Ryhunzo blew a curl from before his left eye. “Though I did enjoy myself.” He grinned.

“You think we know something that could help your friend?”

“Or maybe you can help me find out something that could help him.”

Olno remained silent for a while.

“I understand you want to help your friend, My Lord, and maybe there was a good reason you wanted to conceal who you are.” He hesitated. “This would be easier if you told me what it is you want to find out.”

Ryhunzo took a deep breath.

“I need to find out who killed a certain girl of the town. Who really murdered her.”

“I see,” Olno sneered. “Because it couldn’t possibly be your noble friend who killed her, could it? Unheard of. One of you noble brats in heat courting a town girl, making her heart race, telling her sweet lies, and, after using her, throwing her away like a used handkerchief? Impossible.”

Ryhunzo understood Olno’s anger, but it still took him some effort to remain calm. He managed it, remembering how scared Olno had been at his outburst only moments ago.

“I’m not saying that.” The page kept his voice even and conciliatory. “You could very well be right, though I have reasons to think otherwise. Just one of those reasons is that this particular noble brat was in love with the girl. He was hoping to marry her, but she disposed of him like a used handkerchief when she learned his father had disinherited him.” He looked Olno straight in the eyes. “For wanting to marry a commoner girl,” he added.

Olno had listened with open mouth as he realized who exactly they were talking about.

“Iselda. The girl’s name was Iselda, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.” Ryhunzo confirmed. “You knew her?”

Olno gave out a disdainful snort.

“We knew of her. We’re the dregs of the town. I don’t think she would ever have acknowledged our existence, so far beneath her kind are we. Or that’s what she thinks… thought, anyroad.” He frowned. “Maybe it wasn’t your friend who did her in, but it still could have been one of you nobles, you know.”

“I’m well aware of that possibility, and I couldn’t care less if that was the case. Let them hang whoever killed her, for all I care. If you knew Eynurm like I do, you’d know he never could have murdered her. It’s not in his nature. I won’t vouch for the other pages, though. A lot of them are stupid bullies. Or worse.”

Ryhunzo must have sounded earnest enough to make Olno waver.

“I heard you asking after the daily takings, if I’m not mistaken. You meant money, didn’t you?” the page asked.

“We need to eat, My Lord. We need new clothes once in a while and… stuff.”

“I’ve hung around in the market place but I didn’t learn much. You saw right through my disguise, so maybe others did as well. If I understand you correctly several pages like to go around in peasant clothes.”

“One or two. Not several. Peasant or merchant clothes. More of the latter than the former.”

“Maybe people can easily detect us?”

“Probably, My Lord. It’s not enough to just put on different clothes. You can’t erase the life you’ve led until now. The way you bear yourself, the confidence you exude, the way you don’t look out for food, or don’t finish it, the way you talk… it all betrays a kind of breeding we simple folks don’t have.”

“That’s exactly why I need you,” Ryhunzo said, flashing his most charming smile. “You’re the real thing. I need the real thing to be my eyes and ears—”

“I never agreed—”

“How much are your ‘takings’ usually?”

Olno stared at the page, deliberating whether he would tell.

“Between ten and twenty sarth a day, sometimes less.”

“Aha,” Ryhunzo crowed. “I’ll pay you. I’ll pay you ninety sarths for the first two days of work. If I find out what I need in a day or even a few hours, I’ll still pay you ninety sarths. I’ll pay an extra thirty sarths for each day longer I need your services.” Ryhunzo tilted his head and grinned. “Come on, it’s a good deal.”

For the first time Olno laughed too.

“Yes, it is, My Lord,” he conceded, “and we need the money. But why not make it an even hundred sarths?”

“I’ll pay you ten sarths extra to call me Ry and to forget that stuffy ‘My Lord,’ okay?”

This time it was Olno’s turn to laugh out loud.

“You’re a strange one, that’s for sure.”

“You’re not the only one who thinks so.”

“Fine, let’s go back inside. I’ll tell the others that you’re all right and we’ll go sit at a table apart, you, me and Agneth. He’s my… he’s my—don’t laugh—lieutenant.”

“Why would I laugh? The only thing I find strange is that he seems a few years older.”

“He is. I offered him the position of leader of the group, such at it is, a few days after he joined us, but he declined. ‘You were the leader, you stay the leader,’ he said. ‘You have the brains and I haven’t,’ and that was an end to that question.”

“A good man.” Ryhunzo said while they entered the back door of the Goat. “Every leader needs men like him. Prince Anaxantis has several.”
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Olno didn’t immediately sit down at the table but gestured Agneth to come to him and Ryhunzo.

“Let’s go sit there,” he said.

The other boys were obviously used to Olno and Agneth conferring amongst themselves privately from time to time. They remained at their table, chatting and drinking cow’s piss.

“Ry here is one of the warlord’s pages,” Olno began.

“Of course he is.” Agneth deliberately avoided looking at Ryhunzo. “I can smell a noble knave from a mile’s distance.”

“Hey,” Ryhunzo protested. “I’m—”

“What? The son of a baron? A count? This little play acting is over and we should treat you with the respect due to your rank?”

Ryhunzo smelled one of his armpits.

“Exactly what I thought,” he mumbled. “I was going to say that I was pretty sure I washed myself thoroughly with soap this morning. I don’t care that you call me a rogue—though I’m more of a scamp, or so my Guiding Star in Frightening Overcast Nights tells me—but I don’t stink,” he added more forcefully.

Agneth looked with eyes full of unbelief at Olno.

“He’s made us an offer, Agneth. We should hear him out.”

Olno went on and explained what they had talked about in the back yard.

“So, Ry, what is your real name then?” Agneth asked afterward, only slightly less belligerent.

“Funny enough my real name is Ry, but I’m known as Ryhunzo. Don’t ask.” He grinned. “Ryhunzo of Uberon, at your service.”

“Uberon? Wasn’t that the name of the evil count and his snotty son you were fleeing from?” Olno couldn’t help laughing.

“I had to come up with a name quickly.”

“If we take you up on your offer, what do you want us to find out for your money?” Agneth asked.

The older boy seemed to have thawed somewhat, and Ryhunzo chose to ignore the if that had been in his last sentence.

“We know that Mistress Iselda had more than one, eh, love interest. To begin with there’s my friend Eynurm.”

“Iselda wanted things in life she had no business wanting. That’s why she’s dead,” Agneth said. “Naturally, when your noble friend lost his inheritance he became useless to her. Ha. Did you think your kind is the only one to exploit people?” he bit at Ryhunzo.

“Leave him alone, Agneth. He’s all right. He’s harmless.”

“He’s young. Give him a few years and he will be plenty harmful. Trust me on this one.”

“Maybe, but as for now—”

“As for now he needs us. That’s why he’s friendly, and that’s all there is to it.”

“I don’t blame you for whatever it is you think about me,” Ryhunzo intervened in an unusual demure voice. “You’re right, I need you and I will pay you for your services. Isn’t that what you guys do? In the market I’ve seen one of those sitting at the table there follow a man at least twenty years older.” He looked at Agneth, without smiling but also without fear. “I ask a lot less and I probably pay better. Isn’t that enough? For now?”

Agneth’s face flushed. Olno let out a subdued snicker.

“You’re right. I’m not responsible for how things are, but neither are you,” Agneth conceded. “Carry on.”

“After she ditched my friend, she had an affair with a certain Gildo and when he dumped her, she met a rich young merchant from Dermolhea. His family wants to branch out to Lorseth Harbor, or so he told her. He invited her for a meal and a drink to the Shield and Arrow, where he raped her, and then—”

“How do you know all this?” Agneth interrupted.

“We—a, eh, friend of mine and I talked with her.” Ryhunzo gave the older boy an innocent smile. “People talk to you when you’re nice to them. She had accused Eynurm of having raped her, but it soon turned out she was lying. She confessed to us it was actually this Dermolhean guy who had probably given her a draught and taken advantage of her state of diminished consciousness. The morning after we spoke to her, she was found death, struck down with Eynurm’s dagger.”

“And that isn’t conclusive enough?” Agneth lifted an eyebrow.

“Eynurm claims his dagger was stolen the afternoon of the previous day, the day Iselda falsely accused him. Why would Eynurm kill her? She had retracted her accusation.” Ryhunzo looked at the older boy with large, naive eyes. Except, he reflected, though we meant to tell Eynurm as soon as possible that Iselda had exonerated him, we never had the chance to do so, not after after she took her leave, nor in the evening.

“Yes, that’s a bit odd,” Agneth conceded. “Provided it’s true.”

“So Rahendo—that’s my friend—and I think it has to be one of the other two.”

“Why?”

“Because we know, by her own confession, she had been lying about Eynurm. One of the other guys must have known she went to the castle for an audience with the prince, but whoever that is didn’t know why, or what was said, or how it turned out. Maybe he panicked…”

“This Eynurm guy— sorry, My Lord Eynurm claims his dagger was stolen. Where? When?”

“The afternoon of the same day Iselda came to the castle. Didn’t I mention this already? Some of the pages—Eynurm was one of them—had hand-to-hand combat practice on the training fields, halfway between Lorseth Castle and Lorseth Market. You can’t see them from the main road because there is a strip of woods between them. We usually put our gear under the trees bordering the training grounds. Someone could easily and unseen—”

Ryhunzo stopped, interrupted by Olno’s laughter.

“What?” the page asked, dumbfounded.

“Ry, never leave anything valuable there. It’s all too easy to sneak from the road through the trees to where you guys leave your stuff.”

“Ha,” Ryhunzo said, the implication of what Olno had said dawning upon him.

“It’s been ages since we, ah, visited the place. A few purses went missing months and months ago and they stopped bringing them. They still bring the occasional trinket or small weapon. Most of those things are marked with a coat of arms, so selling them is too risky. They’re basically useless because they’re too easy to identify, unless…”

“Unless that’s exactly what you want,” Ryhunzo completed his sentence. “See where I’m going with this? See why Eynurm’s dagger with the easily identifiable arms of his House went missing?”

Agneth looked at the page with just a little bit more respect.

“Yes, I see. Interesting. It would be all too easy to frame your boy. Still not saying that is what happened, though.”

“It just occurred to me… Why didn’t Iselda accuse the mysterious Dermolhean? I mean, instead of your friend? Wouldn’t it have been more difficult for the real culprit to deny he was the father?” Olno asked.

Ryhunzo made a helpless gesture.

“We don’t know and we forgot to ask. We were too relieved that she had retracted her accusation. One possibility is that he just disappeared and she needed a father for her child. The Dermolhean guy won’t have given her his real name. It’s even doubtful whether he’s really from Dermolhea, and the Gods and Goddesses may know where he is now. So, that’s one of the things I want you to find out, if at all possible. Rahendo—he’s the brains of this two-man outfit—would like to ask him a few questions. The same goes for Gildo, if you can find him and convince him to talk to us.”

“Finding Gildo isn’t a problem. We know where he lives. Whether he will want to talk to you is another matter. Finding the Dermolhean guy will prove more difficult, I think, if not downright impossible. The landlord of the Shield and Arrow is an old curmudgeon. His tightness of lips is why some people stay there, and those people you don’t want to know.” Agneth tried to refill his tankard from the pitcher, but it was empty.

“Allow me.” Ryhunzo signaled a servant girl. “Iselda realized, after she sobered up, that she had been drugged and raped. She may have preferred a poor and disinherited but sweet young noble over a rich asshole. Also, she may have heard that Prince Anaxantis has ennobled quite a few of his commoner friends and given them demesnes. Maybe she speculated Eynurm’s prospects where actually rather good. And, of course, she must have been somewhat in a panic, so who knows what she was thinking. Whatever her reasons, she thought better of them, and nothing points to our friend having killed her.”

A servant girl came to ask what they needed.

“Another pitcher of your finest cow’s piss, mistress,” Ryhunzo said.

“Three sarths.” The girl gave him a tired half-smile.

Ryhunzo counted out the coins in her open hand.

“You idiot,” Agneth hissed, “Beg your pardon, I mean, My Lord Idiot. What do you think you’re doing, flaunting your fat purse for all to see?”

“It’s just copper coins. Hardly a fortune,” the page protested.

“To some distinguished patrons of the Goat it is enough of a fortune to cut your stupid noble throat,” Agneth bit. “Especially your ineptly disguised stupid noble throat. Peasant boys don’t run around with that much money. Next time just put a few coins, no more than you think you’ll be needing, and not a sarth more, in an old, worn purse. If you really must, hide some more somewhere under your clothes. Next to your noble chestnuts. Nobody will venture to look there.”

“Hey,” Ryhunzo protested, “I’ll have you know that my Soft—” He stopped mid-sentence. “You’re right, though. I am an idiot.”

“He’s going to get himself killed,” Agneth said to Olno, “and guess who they will blame? That’s right. The Stray Boys.” He pointed his thumb at himself.

“The Stray Boys?” Ryhunzo’s demureness fell of him like a moth-infested cloak.

“Us,” Olno clarified. “That’s what villagers and peasants alike call us. Most of us are orphans. Some lost their parents, some ran away from them, some were chased away by them. Others… Anyroad, together we survive. Sometimes barely, but each on our own we would have been dead a long time ago.”

Were do they sleep? Ryhunzo wondered. It was all he could do to not outright ask them, but he didn’t want to pry into their affairs. Not so blatantly and not yet, anyway.

“We need to find out a few more things,” he said, steering the conversation away from purses, chestnuts and orphans. “First of all where is this rich young Dermolhean merchant? Is he who he says he is? Did he steal Eynurm’s dagger?”

“We’ll ask around,” Agneth said. “Most of the young people here know us. People talk to you when you’re not a noble brat in peasant clothes and it is obvious from a distance of two miles that neither peasant nor clothes have ever been in a field that needed plowing.”

Ryhunzo laughed out loud, and Agneth couldn’t help thawing a little bit more to the page.

“Second,” the page continued, “we must make sure that this Gildo person really had nothing to do with this mess.”

“Or your friend,” Olno intervened. “I know, I know, you don’t even want to consider the possibility—and I admit that it seems unlikely—but we need to be completely sure.”

“Yes,” Ryhunzo said. “I don’t like it, but you’re right. You’ll probably learn something that completely exonerates Eynurm. At least, I hope you do.”

“And if we find out something to the contrary?” Agneth asked.

“Then you tell me,” Ryhunzo said staring him right in the face. “My friends and I will have a problem in that case, but nevertheless, I want to know the truth. Whatever the truth turns out to be.”

The older boy nodded.

“We’ll start right away,” Olno said. “We’ll ask all the guys to keep their ears and eyes open. A few are old and wise enough to give them specific tasks. I think our best course of action is to try finding out what Iselda did from the time she left the castle until she met her end.”

“Then I’ll be on my way,” Ryhunzo said, “before I make people worry about me.”

“Where do you live? In the page’s barracks?” Olno tried to sound casual.

Ryhunzo shuddered.

“By all the Gods and Goddesses, no,” he exclaimed. “I’m a head page. We have lodgings on the castle grounds.”

“I’ll accompany you till we’re in sight of the castle gates, then.” The way Agneth said it made clear it wasn’t an offer.

“Is that really necessary?”

“Better safe than sorry. And now that there’s money involved I’d like you to live. Dead men don’t pay up.”

Ryhunzo hesitated, but it seemed Agneth would tolerate no contradiction. Olno nodded in a reassuring way.
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Once they were outside the Cranky Goat Ryhunzo pulled his coat tighter and kept his hands under it.

“Cold?” Agneth asked.

“There’s an icy wind. Maybe it’s the beer.”

“You can let go of that knife that you’re clutching under your coat. I really want to see you home safe. And not just for the money. I hate to admit it, but I like people who can take a joke, even if it’s at their own expense. I like people who stand by their friends when they most need it even more.”

Ryhunzo didn’t reply. When Lorcko needed a friend, Eynurm was there for him. Later Lorcko stood by his Mukthar friends. We can’t do any less for Eynurm.

“Listen…”

“Ry.”

“Listen, Ry, if I wanted to take your money there’s probably not much you could do about it. Knife or no knife. But then I’d have to kill you to stop you from blabbering and I don’t like killing. Besides, if a nobleman met a violent end here, where His Highness holds court, they would interrogate every single living soul in greater Lorseth. On the rack, if need be. After all, you’re not some ordinary village girl.” The last remark dripped with bitterness.

“My friend—Rahendo—and I want to know who did this. Not just for Eynurm. Also for Iselda.”

Agneth pulled his own, coarse coat tight around him.

“Yes, there is a cold wind. Winter will be upon us sooner than we like.”

The road led next to the training grounds.

“Come,” Ryhunzo said, looking behind him and slinking into the woods, “I’m meeting my friend here. He’s bringing my clothes.”

“Pookie, there’s a large guy following you,” a worried voice, coming from the bushes, said.

Rahendo appeared from behind one of the taller trees, looking nervous.

“Meet Agneth, Sublime Delight of my Dreary Days. He’s one of the Stray Boys.” Ryhunzo turned to Agneth. ”Meet Rahendo, Agneth. He’s dearer to me than my own life.”

“Pookie? Sublime Delight?” Agneth stammered.

“Stray boys?” Rahendo wondered out loud.



Ryhunzo gave them both his most charming smile.
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  Chapter 6

Gildo
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“That Agneth guy turned out to be quite a likable fellow,” Ryhunzo said, the morning after.

He and Rahendo had just finished making passionate love and were still basking in the afterglow.

“He was rough.” Rahendo shivered. “And big. Very big. Weren’t you afraid of him?”

“Of course not, my Bountiful Purveyor of Carnal Enchantments. Why would he—or for that matter, any of them—want to hurt me?” He turned around on his belly.

Rahendo, lying on his side, caressed his lover’s butt. Ryhunzo grunted and wriggled his behind. Rahendo slapped it very gently which made it move like a firm pudding.

“Let’s see,” Rahendo said. “What did we learn?”

“Not much, I’m afraid—do that thing again.”

Rahendo did that thing again. “Hm… At the very least we’re certain now that the late Mistress Iselda wanted to get higher up in this world,” he said.

“Didn’t we know that already? Wasn’t that why she went from one beau to another?”

“Yes, but it doesn’t hurt to have it confirmed.” In deep thought Rahendo let his right index finger travel along Ryhunzo’s crack. “So, she thought to become the next baroness of Tarnwood. When Eynurm got himself disinherited on her account, she dropped him like a hot turnip. Then she went to that Gildo guy. I suppose he wanted just some wild lovemaking, uncomplicated fun, without strings attached. She, on the other hand, wanted to marry a rich guy, and she probably told him as much. Which was far too complicated for Gildo and there were certainly far too many strings involved. So, he dumped her sweet ass.” He gave his lover’s butt another playful slap. “In her quest for better social standing she met Cormack, the young merchant from Dermolhea, who probably told her everything she wanted to hear and gave her a potion of some kind to have his nasty way with her, and then disappeared into thin air… How am I doing so far, Pookie?”

“Seems about right, my Nimble-Fingered Bum Manipulator. After all these amorous adventures she finds herself with child and no father in sight.”

“Thinking everything over, she decides that Nurmie, disinherited, sarthless and all, is still a better father than no daddy at all.”

“She probably also remembered how nice and handsome he was.” Ryhunzo rolled over on his back. “She also figured out that Anaxantis has ennobled a lot of his friends and given them demesnes in the Renuvian Plains, which he wants to develop—”

“I know we speculated that was the case, but yesterday, while you were gorging your belly with those horrible greasy crow’s wings at the Goat, something came to me. How would a town girl know all that, Pookie? I mean about Anaxantis and his friends and such. It’s not as if these things are announced to the common people.”

Ryhunzo startled.

“I was so sure that was the reason why she tried to force Eynurm to marry her. I even said as much to Olno and Agneth. Couldn’t she have heard from farmers on their way to the Plains? You know, the ones Anaxantis coaxed with reduction of taxes for an extended period of time?”

“Not very likely. Most of those take the Northern Highway. It’s the shortest way to their destination. You were very lucky that those boys in the Goat didn’t see through your obvious lie.”

Ryhunzo grinned.

“Oh, they probably did. They may be poor, but they’re not dumb. They saw through my peasant disguise almost immediately. Anyway, so Iselda couldn’t have known Nurm has a fair chance of starting his own House on the Plains.”

Ryhunzo rolled over on his belly again, and Rahendo gave him another light butt-slap.

“No, I’m sure you were right, Pookie. The question is how did she know? Or, put another way, who told her?”

“She can’t tell us anymore,” Ryhunzo pondered, “but even if we were able to solve that riddle, would the answer bring us any closer to solving who murdered her? We’re as certain as can be that Nurm didn’t do her in, but frankly, I can’t see why anyone would want to off her. She was a common town girl—granted, an ambitious and comely one—but at he end of the day it wasn’t in her power to threaten anyone.”

Still lying on his belly, Ryhunzo couldn’t see Rahendo’s face light up.

“Pookie, I think you just gave me the key to this whole conundrum.”

“I did?” Ryhunzo turned around.

“Oh, we’re still far from a definite solution, but at least I know in which direction we need to look. You wouldn’t think a simple village girl could be able to threaten anyone, would you? And yet she must have. She must have. And the threat was serious enough that it caused her death.”

Rahendo looked down on his lover. He grabbed Ryhunzo’s erect dick.

“Glad to know you’ve got a firm grip on this thing.”

Ryhunzo closed his eyes and sighed.
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It was late in the afternoon when Ryhunzo, in his peasant disguise, entered the Cranky Goat. The Strays, as usual, sat at some tables in the back where it was darker and where they didn’t draw attention to themselves. It was there that he had first spotted Olno. The leader of the Strays wasn’t there, but his younger brother was.

“Hi, Lanio,” Ryhunzo said in a cheerful voice, “remember me?”

The small boy looked at him with great eyes. It took some moments but then he nodded.

“Chicken wings.”

“That’s right,” Ryhunzo said. Never having gone hungry himself, he didn’t understand what the young boy was trying to convey.

“Chicken wings,” Lanio repeated with some enthusiasm now.

“Ah, yes, I suppose you’d like some.”

Ryhunzo looked around until a servant girl noticed him and came to the table. He ordered a pitcher of weak beer and a platter of chicken wings, and paid fourteen sarth in advance.

“Chicken wings,” Lanio cried out when the steaming dish arrived. He pulled his sleeve over his right hand to take one of the piping hot wings.

Ryhunzo looked on with amusement how the boy devoured the warm, tender meat and how his cheeks gradually became shiny with fat. Lanio, on the other hand, had all but forgotten Ryhunzo was even there.

“Lanio, have you been bothering Ry?” Olno, who had just arrived, asked.

The boy looked up from his plate.

“Chicken wings,” he crowed enthusiastically grabbing another one and sticking it triumphantly in the air.

“I’m sorry, Ry, he—”

“Never mind, Olno. It was worth the few copper coins just to watch him demolish that plate.” Ryhunzo snickered, then became serious. “He doesn’t say all that much. ‘Chicken wings,’ is all that came out of him, though he can lay a lot of different meanings in the same two words.”

Olno looked with some concern at his little brother.

“Under normal circumstances, he doesn’t talk much. Never has, and maybe never will. Perhaps he has seen too much.” Olno gave Ryhunzo a wry smile. “It’s not so much that he can’t, it’s that he just doesn’t want to. When necessary he can talk water from a stone. In fluent, flowery sentences too. Make no mistake, though, when he comes sit beside you at the table, keep your hand on your purse. You will never feel his fingers, but it will be gone all the same.”

“Ha. I see. I will be careful.” Ryhunzo made it sound as if it was some friendly game of wits. “I’d love to witness a verbal outburst of his. I’m told I too have a way with words.”

Agneth joined the little group.

“I have good news,” he said without introduction. “Gildo is prepared to speak to you and your friend.” He looked at Ryhunzo. “I had to twist his arm a bit, though.”

“Oh dear,” Ryhunzo looked nervous. “I hope you didn’t threaten him or anything unpleasant like that.”

“Of course not. I merely suggested that he had a few choices. One of them was talking to two nice, innocent—and according to Olno here, harmless, but that remains to be seen—noble brats. He immediately saw how reasonable this choice was.”

“I hesitate to ask,” Ryhunzo said, but he asked anyway, “compared to what? Exactly?”

“Never you mind, but it involved your prince, the dungeon master and some of the instruments of his trade.” Agneth gave the page a smug grin.

“I see you can be very persuasive.” Ryhunzo grinned back at Agneth. “Well, no harm done and you got results.”

“Look, Ry,” Olno intervened. “Maybe it’s time to give up the charade. I don’t think you’re fooling anyone anyway. In future wear your usual gear. Nothing too gaudy, though.”

“My friend has a flamboyant taste, but I’ll try to curb it into subdued earth colors.”

“Try not to stick out,” Agneth added. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. A lot of young noblemen come here and a few don’t mind mingling with the town people, for a while at least, though most prefer the company of their own kind. You’re the first one who talked to the likes of us. Nobody talks to us. Not even the real peasant boys.” It sounded bitter. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to whine.”

“Their loss.” Ryhunzo produced his most winning smile. “When and where can we meet this Gildo guy?”
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“Do we take our swords?” Rahendo asked.

“I don’t think so. Maybe our daggers, and even so, let’s keep them out of sight, on our backs, under our cloaks.”

“Why couldn’t he meet us in the Cranky Goat or some other tavern? This is most inconvenient. Not to mention that it will be dark when we get there.”

“Olno and Agneth are going with us, my Guiding Flame in the Dismal Darkness that is My Existence.” Ryhunzo hugged his lover. “And I will be there to protect you, of course.”

“Still…” Rahendo didn’t seem convinced.

“Agneth said Gildo didn’t want to be seen talking to us.”

“So, we have to go to some abandoned barn…”

Ryhunzo nodded emphatically.

“That’s why Olno and Agneth have to go with us. We wouldn’t find it by ourselves.”

“Why not? How hard can it be to find an abandoned barn?”

“To find a random barn? Not very hard. But to find the exact barn could turn out to be tricky.”

“How so? Are there that many?”

“As far as I know at least four, but there could be many more. Remember how Anaxantis said there had been this epidemic and a lot of people died? Some of them were burghers, but a lot of them were tenant farmers. They were never replaced, so the land lies untilled.”

“In that case shouldn’t there be farmsteads too?”

“There must have been, but over time everything useful has been taken, I guess. From roof beams to stones for building a hearth.”

“I see. I suppose time and the elements did the rest.”

“Maybe at one time there were more barns too and these are just the few that remain.”

“You know a lot of this stuff, Pookie.”

“I’m curious by nature, Sweet Sunshine, and I wondered where the Strays were living. Anaxantis said he had read something about an epidemic in the old records, here at the castle, so that’s where I searched. They’re far from complete and a bit jumbled, but the general picture is clear. ”

“Where do they live, you think?”

“My guess is in one of the barns farther away from Lorseth, since the nearer ones are used by the local youth to make passionate, steamy, hot love.”

Rahendo looked around.

“Aren’t we lucky to have this large room all to ourselves, Pookie? Imagine if we hadn’t been head pages.”

“But we are. Thanks to our friends. Or we would have to sleep like the other pages, six or eight to a barrack.”

Rahendo shuddered. Ryhunzo embraced him.

“There’s nothing to worry about here, my Eternal Source of Joy and Exultation. We’re safe within the castle, and even the walls of this room are of stone. Our friends are always nearby in their own rooms. Nothing can disturb our sleep here. And if it does, there’s always me to protect you.”

Rahendo rewarded him with a peck on the cheeks.

“Well,” he said, “I suppose it’s time to leave the safety of the castle and go meet Master Gildo.”
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Dusk was falling and there weren’t all that many people coming and going. Still, Olno and Agneth had found a discreet spot in a dry ditch behind some bushes from where they could keep an eye on the castle gates.

When they saw the two pages crossing the drawbridge, they rose to meet them.

Agneth looked them over from head to toe. He nodded and gave a pleased grunt.

“All subdued colors, ocher, umber and moss green. Good choices all. From close by anyone can see you’re nobles by the quality of your clothes, but from afar they’re totally inconspicuous. Precisely what we want.”

“Our cloaks have hoods too,” Ryhunzo said. “They’re meant for traveling. The rest is hunting attire.”

“Is it far?” Rahendo asked.

“About half an hour walking, I’d guess,” Olno replied.

“We’d better get going then.” Rahendo said bravely and he fastened his cloak.

They passed the training grounds, then took a side road leading north instead of the one to Lorseth Market. Gradually the landscape became more deserted, and the bushes turned into woods.

Rahendo hesitated for a moment when Agneth chose a small path that led into the forest. Ryhunzo’s encouraging smile gave him comfort. He noticed both Olno and Agneth were confident and sure-footed. This was no unknown territory to them.

Ryhunzo tried to memorize every turn and bifurcation in the path that kept becoming smaller and smaller until it was a mere track.

We’re not going to one of the barns where the local youngster go to make out, or the path would be well-trodden and broader, he thought.

Finally, a dark mass loomed between the trees.

A faint light indicated where a little door at the side of the barn was. A small torch illuminated the inside, but, at first sight, there was nobody there.

“We must be early,” Ryhunzo said.

“No, you aren’t,” said an irritated voice that came from what must have been stables a long time ago. “You’re late.”

“Got scared?” Agneth called out.

Gildo emerged from one of the decrepit stalls.

“No, Agneth, you miserable lout. I was just being cautious as I hope you have been in coming here. Did you make sure you weren’t followed?”

Gildo was at least as tall as Agneth.

“Nobody followed us, you pretentious dunce.”

“You better watch your language, serf. I know where you and your chumps live.”

“Are you threatening me, Master Gildo?”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, please,” Ryhunzo intervened, “we came here to have a nice chat. Not to fight.”

“Are these midgets the important nobles you wanted me to talk to? Because if they are, this won’t be your best—”

“Master Gildo, please,” Ryhunzo cut him off with a charming smile. He bowed in a deluge of curls. “Ryhunzo of Uberon, at your service. And this here is my friend, Rahendo of Eldorn.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Rahendo proffered, a bit unsure. “We’re trying to find out as much as we can about what made Mistress Iselda come to her, eh… unfortunate end. A friend of ours is under suspicion of having murdered her, and—”

“And you thought that I would make a far better suspect, did you?” Gildo sneered.

“Nobody likes us young nobles very much, it seems,” Ryhunzo said to nobody in particular.

“I wonder why?” Gildo burst out. “Since you lot started arriving by the dozens you have taken over Lorseth. Not just Lorseth Castle, but also Lorseth Market. Our Lorseth Market. You parade through our streets and invade our taverns, and everywhere you expect people to give you right of way and preferential treatment. Moreover, you multiply like lice. Every week there seems to be more of you entitled young brats, and all of you look down on us, town people.”

“No more than you town people look down upon us, orphans.” Agneth said.

Ryhunzo snickered.

“You and Agneth have more in common than you think, methinks. And my friend and I share your, eh, irritation at the repulsive behavior of some of our fellow pages. Just an hour or so ago we were contemplating how lucky we are that, as head pages, we are lodged in the castle. The barracks, where the others have to make their bed, are full of bullies.”

“We don’t like bullies,” Rahendo stated the obvious.

Gildo looked from one page to the other, then at Agneth.

“Are they for real, you uncouth boor?”

“Absolutely, you consummate fool.” Agneth crossed his arms.

“I can’t believe you struck terror in my heart with them.”

“You may not think much of us, but we were with Prince Anaxantis at the Zinchara.” Rahendo looked Gildo straight in the eyes.

“Behind the lines, I suppose. Making soup or sweeping the prince’s tent.”

“We have seen Mukthars from closer by than we see you, Master Gildo. My friend here killed one too,” Rahendo said, managing to keep his voice steadfast.

“By sheer accident, though. Me and my sword were in his way.” Ryhunzo’s tone made light of the incident.

Gildo looked at the two pages.

“If that’s true, it shows at least you’re not cowards,” Gildo said.

“They certainly aren’t. They came all the way here just to look at your ugly face and hear you yap.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Ryhunzo intervened once more before a new row could break out. “Let’s have that nice chat I mentioned before. But first let me assure all three of you that we’re not trying to put the blame for Mistress Iselda’s untimely end on someone—anyone—just to clear our friend’s name. We want to know the truth… and, yes, we hope the truth will prove our friend to be innocent.”

“Well, at least you’re honest,” Gildo grudgingly conceded. “What do you want to know?”

“How did you meet Iselda and what was, eh, the nature of your, eh, encounter.”

Gildo smirked.
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“Our little Iselda wanted to make something of herself. Nothing wrong with that, by the way. We—all the guys and galls who knew her—thought she had overplayed her hand when she let herself be courted by that friend of yours, this…”

“Eynurm. Eynurm of Tarnwood,” Ryhunzo completed his sentence.

“Yes. That one. We all had a good laugh when Iselda broke up with him when she learned the guy’s father had disinherited him and he ended up being nothing more than a poor young page with not a sarth to his name.”

“Eynurm was heartbroken,” Ryhunzo said softly. “He really loved Iselda and he thought she loved him back. He was wrong, as it turned out.”

Gildo remained silent for a moment. It was hardly visible by the light of the torch, but he blushed.

“Ahem, well… yes… I’m sure it was a blow. It’s never easy being dumped, and him being a noble, I can see how his pride must have been hurt all the more. Anyroad, a few days after she had gotten rid of your friend she became all cozy with me. My family are traders, and while we have some money, we’re far from rich. That’s to say, not the kind of rich Iselda was after. As you can see for yourself, I’m not a looker. Not like your friend. So, when she sought me out I was suspicious from the start.”

“She wasn’t looking for a casual friendship without mutual obligations, I suppose,” Ryhunzo said.

“Eh? What? Ah… I see what you mean. A quick roll in the hay and up and away. No. Most certainly not. We were seeing each other only for a few days when she began bringing up getting settled and having children. By the three fistula-infested anuses of Zardok, we hadn’t even kissed yet, let alone fucked, and she wanted to get hitched.”

“Maybe she felt she had already lost too much time with Eynurm. She felt insecure probably,” Rahendo mused.

“Why? Why would she feel insecure? She was a beautiful girl. Girl. Not an old spinster. She had all the time in the world still to make a good match.”

“But that good match wasn’t you.”

“We are down-to-earth people, my family and I. My father has hammered a few simple truths into my thick head from as long as I can remember. ‘Listen, Son, you’re not going to be a pretty sight when you grow up, but you’re strong and healthy. Our business is growing and one day it will all be yours. Some mighty pretty lasses will woo you—you won’t have to woo them. They will be after your money, that is all. Don’t fall for their wily tricks. Fornicate with them if you must. Pay them if that’s the only way they will let you sleep with them. Never marry them. Marry someone like your mother. A cool, sensible head on her shoulders and a practical mind. Two strong hands. A good cook too. A friendly disposition. In the long run all those things matter more than a beautiful face that will get wrinkly anyway.’ That has always seemed sound advice to me. You can see why I was never going to marry Iselda. When I told her as much, she became a lot less lovey-dovey. My old man was right, as usual, and I decided to make and end to it then and there.”

“Was she angry? Frustrated?” Rahendo asked.

“Nah. She understood, I think. We were both looking for something. Just not the same thing. Neither of us had what the other wanted.” He frowned. “You know, it’s not altogether impossible she did love your friend, but when he lost his inheritance he became more of a liability than an asset and—”

“Like you she was a practical person?” Rahendo interrupted him.

Gildo shrugged.

“At least in that respect we agreed. I won’t say we parted as friends, but we certainly weren’t enemies. Just strangers who understood each other.”

“I think it’s safe to assume that she continued her search for someone who could get her higher up in this world. In fact, we know that after you two went your separate ways, she met the scion of a rich Dermolhean merchant family. She told us so herself.”

“The scion of a rich Dermolhean merchants, eh?” Gildo scoffed. “Why not the long lost son and heir of a noble Zyntrean family? Since the prince has taken up residence here a lot of shady people have come to seek their fortune. Mind you—”

“Princes, not prince,” Rahendo corrected him.

“Eh? What?”

“Princes. There are two of them. I thought I’d mention it.”

“Who the fuck cares? I mean the warlord-prince, of course. The one who fought the Mukthars at the Zinchara.”

“Oh, well… You were saying?”

Gildo rolled his eyes.

“What was I about to say? Ah, yes… Mind you, there could be something to the story. As I said before, my family are sort of merchants too. Oh, nothing like the great firms of Dermolhea or Ghiasht. Or even the minor ones. We do all right for ourselves all the same. And now that the prince—you know which one I mean—is developing Lorseth Harbor we are in an excellent position to do business with the smaller firms who can’t afford to have their own permanent representation here. It will be a fantastic opportunity for us. There is a lot of money to be made in handling the wares that need to be loaded onto or unloaded from the ships that will be arriving in the near future. Easy money. Risk-free money.”

He grinned with unconcealed gratification in the future profits his family was going to make.

Rahendo thought for a while.

“Iselda said that this merchant’s son she met had taken up lodgings in the Shield and Arrow of Master Cairman. Have you any idea who that could have been?” Rahendo didn’t mention they knew his name.

“No, not in the least. You have to understand that between the prince’s court being here and the new harbor being built, a lot, and I mean an awful lot of strangers are coming to Lorseth these days. Impossible to keep track of all of them.” He gave Rahendo a devious-looking smile. “Have you thought of asking Cairman?”

“You know as well as we do that Cairman is tight-lipped. In fact, the discretion of it’s landlord is one of the few things to recommend the establishment to travelers,” Agneth said.

“It’s strange, though, isn’t it?” Rahendo mused. “Why would a young merchant in search of trading opportunities even want to be discreet? You’d think that, on the contrary, he would want everyone to know he was there, looking for business partners.”

For a moment Gildo looked confused.

“Well, I don’t know, do I? I was merely suggesting you ask Cairman, since you know your mysterious guy was staying in the Shield and Arrow.”

“You’re sending them on a wild goose chase. You just want to deflect attention from yourself and get rid of them.” Agneth glared at Gildo.

“Of course I want to get rid of them. This whole sordid affair has nothing to do with me. Why would I want to kill Iselda? She didn’t go to the prince to tell him about me, now did she?”

“You knew about that?” Rahendo asked, raising an eyebrow.

Gildo frowned.

“Well, yes. Now, where did I hear about that?”

“Maybe after she was found dead?” Rahendo suggested.

“Yes. Yes, that’s it. It was all over Lorseth Market the afternoon of the day she was found murdered.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Anyway, ask Cairman. That’s my best advice.”

“Cairman won’t tell them anything,” Agneth said.

“Not even if they tell him what you told me would happen if I didn’t talk?”

“What did you threaten him with?” Rahendo, who hadn’t heard the story yet, asked of Agneth.

“Nothing much, really. The dungeon master of Lorseth Castle may have been mentioned. The dungeon itself, maybe. The rack, perhaps. Certain appliances, possibly…”

Rahendo laughed and shivered at the same time.

“I’m sorry, Master Gildo,” he said, “but under similar circumstances I would have done the same. Actually, I have done something like that to Mistress Iselda. It was not nice perhaps, but it was effective.” He frowned. “Sort of effective, anyway. It made the accusation of rape go away. Of course, now our poor friend is accused of having murdered her.” He looked at Gildo. “Do you know of anyone else who could have held a grudge against Mistress Iselda?”

Gildo shook his head.

“If I had known anything like that, don’t you think I would have told it to the big oaf, here? Just to get him out of my face? Of course, there were rumors. There always were rumors about Iselda. Nothing firm, though, and I didn’t pay them much attention. As far as I was concerned my parents had been right. She wasn’t courting me for me. She thought she could use me for her own ends. Maybe she thought we could introduce her to the really rich merchant families of Dermolhea or Ghiasht… I was warned from a young age such a thing could happen. We also own a mirror, so I never had any illusions in that regard.” He sounded bitter.

“Looks and money aren’t the only qualities that make a person attractive.” Ryhunzo tilted his head a bit as he smiled.

“There’s just one thing that bothers me,” Rahendo steered the conversation back to the matter at hand. “After you two parted she met this new guy. Yet, she went after our friend. Have you any idea why she would do that? After all Eynurm was still as disinherited and poor as when she dumped him.”

Gildo shrugged.

“Your prince is trying to develop the Renuvian Plains. That’s why he gives farmland away and exempts those who want to till it from taxes for a few years. Smart move.” Gildo chuckled. “He would have made a terrific merchant, your prince. What’s a few years of exemption from taxes? Once those years have gone by, he will have a regular tax revenue each and every year. And to keep order in the Plains he is creating a bunch of new nobles. A cheap way to reward his friends.”

Rahendo startled.

“You know that?”

“Eh… yes, I just told you. It’s not a secret, is it? I’m not saying it is common knowledge among all burghers, but us traders… Let’s just say we make it our business to know what the powers that be are doing.”

“And you might have mentioned that little tidbit of information?” Ryhunzo asked. “If only in passing, maybe?”

Gildo shrugged.

“I might have, yes.”

“That’s one mystery solved,” Ryhunzo said. “We wondered why Iselda went after Eynurm although he was disinherited.”

Gildo looked up, surprised.

“I never made the connection. She must have reckoned that your friend might get a commission on the Plains in a few years, and that one thing might have led to another.”
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Agneth had insisted, again, on accompanying them up to the drawbridge and the gatehouse of Lorseth Castle came in sight. Ryhunzo thought this was a pity, since he was dying to know where the strays were living and he would have loved following Agneth covertly.

Once back in their comfortable room Ryhunzo got a fire going in the hearth, while Rahendo poured them two cups of diluted wine. Then they undressed and Ryhunzo sat down before the fireplace in the glow of the flames, on an old bear skin with bald patches. Rahendo went to sit between his legs, resting his back against his lover’s chest.

“I’d give you a sarth for your thoughts, my Guiding Star through the Stormy Night of my Life, but I’m afraid I’ve spent them all on spicy chicken wings in the Goat,” Ryhunzo whispered in Rahendo’s ear.

“Were you that hungry, Pookie? We always get perfectly good meals from the kitchens here at the castle. And they’re free for us, what with us being head pages and all that.”

“The chicken wings were not for me… and I was exaggerating. So, what about Master Gildo?”

“Oh, I believe him. He was too blatantly practical about the whole thing. He is right. He had no reason whatsoever to kill Iselda.”

“So, the only one left is our mysterious young merchant from Dermolhea,” Ryhunzo concluded.

“No, he’s just the only one left we know of. Still, he is the obvious next one we should speak to.”

“Ha. If we can find him. He seems to keep his presence here a secret.”

“We know where he is staying,” Rahendo said.

“I will ask our friends, the Strays, to stake out the place,” Ryhunzo suggested. “It doesn’t matter if it takes a few days or a few weeks. I told you I struck a deal with them. Money is no objection. I never spend my complete allowance, and by now I have a tidy sum, so—”

“Oh, Pookie, you shouldn’t be paying for everything. Eynurm is my friend too, so I want to contribute as well. What would they ask to keep an eye on the Shield and Arrow day and night?”

Ryhunzo reached around his lover’s chest and caressed Rahendo’s nipples.

“Nice as it feels, that makes it difficult for me to concentrate, Pookie.”

“I can see that,” Ryhunzo replied, looking down over Rahendo’s shoulder. “But, to answer your question, I’ll ask them tomorrow. I’ve already struck a deal with them for a hundred sarths for the first two days and thirty for each successive one, so the same sum for the nights seems reasonable.” He kissed Rahendo’s shoulder. “I’ll offer a bonus if they can get our mystery guy to speak to us. If they start to haggle, I’ll raise my bid to a hundred and fifty.”

“This is becoming a very costly affair,” Rahendo said.

“Nurm is our friend, my Bountiful Treasure of Solace.”

“Yes, he is. I’ll pay half of everything.”
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  Chapter 7

The Shield and Arrow
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The Goat wasn’t all that busy this early in the afternoon of the next day, so they kept their voices low.

“Thirty sarth extra for keeping an eye on the Shield and Arrow day and night, eh?” Agneth said, a shrewd twinkle in his eye. “Let’s see now,” he drawled, “the night has about as many hours as the day—more at this time of the year. It’s colder. It’s more dangerous. It seems to me that if you want us to more than double our efforts, it would only be fair that you paid us double. It’s not complicated. So, that would be… that would be…” He looked at Olno for mathematical assistance.

“That would be two hundred sarths for the first two days and nights, and sixty for each successive one. But let’s not be greedy, Agneth,” Olno said. “Ry is paying us a nice sum as it is.”

“No, no, it’s all right. Agneth is right. Besides, my friend is chipping in.”

“There’s a problem, though. Neither Agneth nor I know how this mysterious merchant’s son looks.”

“Hm,” Ryhunzo mused, “let’s see what we do know. We know he is young and that he hails from Dermolhea. He probably has—”

“Chicken wings,” a thin, high-pitched voice crowed enthusiastically.

“Sit down and be quiet, Lanio,” Olno said to his little brother.

Lanio sat next to his brother on the bench, facing Agneth and Ryhunzo. The latter signaled a servant girl and ordered a plate of chicken wings. The page noticed that he was treated with marginally more respect, now that he had donned his hunting clothes instead of his peasant disguise.

“Maybe he isn’t hungry at all. Maybe he just thinks my name is Chicken Wings.” Ryhunzo grinned.

“Could very well be the case if he judges you by your appearance.” Agneth snorted.

“No, he’s hungry all right. He’s always hungry.” Olno tousled his younger brother’s hair.

“This is going to be difficult,” Agneth brought the conversation back to the suspect.

“As I said, we know he is young. He’s the son of rich merchants, so he will be dressed accordingly. It’s not much, but it’s something.” Ryhunzo’s chin sunk on his chest as he realized just how little it was to go on.

They remained silent for a while, deep in thought.

“Chicken wings,” Lanio greeted the arrival of the steaming hot platter, which he immediately appropriated and shoved out of reach of the others.

Ryhunzo chuckled as he saw the boy attacking the dish.

“I’ll ask,” Lanio said, his mouth full.

“You’ll ask what?” Olno asked.

“I’ll go up to anyone who enters or leaves the Shield and Arrow, and I’ll ask.” He gulped some barely chewed meat down. “Please, My Lord,” he said in an even for him childish voice, “can you spare a poor orphan who is all alone in the world a sarth? They say you are a rich merchant from Dermolhea. I haven’t eaten in three days.” Warm chicken fat dribbled from a corner of his mouth.

The three older boys stared at him with open mouth and then burst out laughing.

“Don’t lie with your mouth full, you little devil,” Olno said.

“It could work.” Agneth shoved Ryhunzo with his elbow. “What do you think.”

“I’m surprised he knows other words besides chicken and wings, but otherwise, I agree. Won’t it be dangerous, though? I’d hate for something bad happening to him.”

“Lanio is used to begging and getting refused ten times in a row before someone gives him a little coin, a pastry or a chunk of bread. Sometimes they merely curse him, sometimes their intentions are more brutal.” Olno was visibly proud of his younger sibling. “But he is very fast, and we will be very nearby.”

“Don’t take any risks,” Ryhunzo said, not totally convinced.

Some more Strays, mostly boys but also a few girls, came in, individually or in little groups. They sat down on the table next to the one where the four others were talking.

“It’s decided then,” Olno stated. “We’ll stake out the Shield and Arrow, beginning this evening. By day, Lanio will approach anyone who even vaguely resembles our mysterious Dermolhean. Sorry, Ry, but it’s just too dangerous at night. Besides, he needs to sleep sometime, doesn’t he? But we’ll look out for anyone who could even remotely be our quarry. We’ll meet here—”

“If you don’t mind I too will come to Master Cairman’s establishment of ill repute.” Ryhunzo winked. “I’m not letting you have all the fun to yourselves.” He frowned. “I will only be able to come in the afternoon, though. I’m on guard duty tomorrow until an hour after midday.”

Both Olno and Agneth seemed to have some reservations, but if they had, they kept them to themselves.

Ryhunzo looked around. The Goat was filling up. He startled when he noticed Sterff of Rivrant at a large table in the front part of the inn. Luckily he sat with his back to Ryhunzo and the Stray Boys. It was dark in their corner. That would help too. Not that Sterff was studying the patrons of the Goat. He was immersed in a game of dice with some other pages.

“Something the matter, Ry?” Olno asked. “You seem worried.”

“Nah, it’s nothing,” the page replied. “I just noticed someone I know. Vaguely… We’re agreed then. Tomorrow we stake out the Shield and Arrow. Time for some cow’s piss, methinks.”
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Where the road that led to the barracks of the pages bifurcated from the main road stood an old chestnut tree.

Sterff of Rivrant had passed a pleasant evening at the Cranky Goat. He knew, strictly speaking, pages weren’t allowed to grace the tavern with their patronage, but a lot of them did anyway and nobody seemed to care much. The Goat sold everything from beer, wine, and greasy food to pleasures of the flesh. Unny, the landlord didn’t care who visited his establishment, as long as they paid in coin of the realm. Or had something valuable to barter. If anything, Unny was flexible.

The pages had their own makeshift tavern, called the Prince’s Waterhole—lovingly shortened to the Hole—but there was no denying that the drinks there were even more watered down than at the Goat. Also, the fact that attendance of Master Unny’s establishment was forbidden added extra spice.

Sterff had drunk two glasses of the best, and the most expensive, wine the inn had to offer. It was excellent indeed, and that’s why it was served in glasses instead of beakers. He happened to be one of those rare young people who knows when to stop drinking, although he could have afforded a habit had he chosen to.

He was happily humming a tune that was popular in his home province as he veered into the way that led to the barracks where the pages were lodged, when suddenly something fell out of the old chestnut tree. Something far heavier than a chestnut.

Sterff lost his balance and fell backward on the road in a puddle. In the pale light of the moon, obfuscated by the almost bare branches of the large tree, he couldn’t determine who or what had fallen upon him. Judging by the growling sounds it made it had to be a wild animal. Vaguely he wondered what he could have done to disturb it so much that it would attack him. As he was wrestled down and both his arms and legs were immobilized, he realized that it wasn’t a wild animal, but a savage boy who had jumped from the tree upon him.

He let out a screech of anguish as he saw the fierce face of the wild boy only a fraction of an inch from his own. There were vague rumors of some wild orphans living somewhere at the edge of the village, but he had never heard of anyone being attacked by one. But who else could it be?

He tried not to look directly at it, but he couldn’t avoid noticing the furor and savagery that contorted the face. He tried to wrestle himself free of the iron grip that held him, but that seemed to further anger the wild animal. He panicked when the face came within a fraction of an inch of his own, and… was it really sniffing at him? Suddenly the head started moving rapidly from left to right, right to left, and back again. All the while the wet hairs of the beast whipped his face and he had to close his eyes to protect them.

“Open your damned eyes, you rotten dog,” the wild animal snarled.

“You,” Sterff exclaimed, recognizing the voice. “Don’t,” he screamed as he saw the blade of a dagger flicker in the moonlight. “What are you doing?” he shrieked in fear of his life as the dagger cut through his tunic from the collar downward. The only answer he got was the dagger cutting through the laces of his now exposed shirt. “Stop, stop, stop that, you madman,” Sterff wailed in a half-crying, half-begging voice.

The dagger didn’t move anymore. The savage boy on his chest made a deep growling noise and drops of sweat fell from his face. His attacker was exhausted, Sterff thought, and he tried to wriggle himself from under the wild animal that pinned him to the ground.

With a loud, angry howl the savage pushed him down again and moved the dagger over Sterff’s heart.

“No, no, please don’t,” the now mortally terrified page begged, blinded by his tears. “Whatever I’ve done, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Don’t kill me. Please. Please. Don’t kill me.”

The point of the dagger penetrated the flesh under Sterff’s left nipple and made a three inch horizontal slash under it.

Sterff shrieked, more in terror than from pain.

His attacker grunted and leaned over, putting his horrible, contorted face next to Sterff, who didn’t dare move as he still felt the point of the dagger pricking through his flesh, right above his heart.

Sterff yelled out as the pitiless brute bit into his ear.

“Listen, you worthless pile of horse manure,” the madman snarled, “stay away from Ramaldah. Stay away from Eldorn. Stay away from their friends.”

The point of the dagger penetrated Sterff’s skin a fraction of an inch deeper.

“I will, I will,” the page screamed loudly. “By all the Gods and Goddesses, I swear I will. Stop it. Please, please, please…” The last words were an almost inaudible whimper. 

The dagger was retracted just a bit.

“If I have to warn you again, it’ll cost you a nipple. There will be no third warning. I will cut off your balls and put them on honey.”

[image: ]

“You’re late and I was worried,” Rahendo complained when Ryhunzo entered the communal room.

At a corner of the table Arranulf was trying to teach Obyann how to play chess.

“But look at you,” Rahendo cried out. “There’s a tear in your pants, there’s moss all over your nice clothes, and you’re covered in mud. Were you in a fight?” He stopped to take a breath of air. “Are you hurt? Are you bleeding anywhere?” the page added in a panicky voice. “That’s it. You’re not going out anymore. Anywhere. Ever.”

Ryhunzo embraced his terrified lover.

“There’s nothing wrong with me, Stern Guardian of my Vigorous Though Impetuous Youth. See, I wanted to bring you some chestnuts so we could roast them over the fire. There’s this old tree at the crossroads with the way to the barracks, but there were no chestnuts lying under it. So, I climbed into the tree, but there weren’t any left on the branches either. When I was almost back to the ground, safe and sound, I lost my balance and fell. Which is why I’m covered in moss and mud, and why there’s a tear in my pants.”

“You’re coming upstairs with me, immediately, and you’ll undress so I can make sure you’re not wounded.”

“Of course, of course,” Ryhunzo said, a tad too eager.

Once in their room, and after he had gotten out of his clothes, Rahendo held him at arm’s length and carefully looked him over from top to toe.

“Turn around,” Rahendo ordered.

“Be gentle, my love,” Ryhunzo begged.

“Not for that, although I’m sorely tempted. I want to make sure you’re not hurt.”

Rahendo let his fingers do the inspecting.

“You seem unharmed,” he concluded. “Not so your poor clothes. Dirty. Torn.” Rahendo sighed. “Well, the castle laundry will wash them for a few sarths and Varsia the seamstress will mend your pants. The important thing is you’re not hurt.”

“Of course not, Eternal Delight of my Otherwise Joyless Days, though I wouldn’t mind getting mortally wounded in your service. And I couldn’t care less about my clothes.”

“Oh, Pookie, you’re such… you’re such… you’re such a boy.”

Ryhunzo, still naked, drew his lover closer in a tight embrace.

“And would you have me any other way?” he whispered in Rahendo’s ear.
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It was almost two hours in the afternoon when Rahendo and Ryhunzo came to the stretch of road where the Shield and Arrow was located. There was some traffic of people on horseback, traders with wagons with wares, and farmers with carts full of hay or produce.

The hostelry was old and badly maintained, with a great gateway in the middle of a high, blind wall. The great wooden doors were fortified with iron bands. At the moment they were closed, except for a wicket that stood ajar and behind which part of the inner court could be seen. Protruding over the gate hung a sign from a rusty chain. An arrow stuck dramatically in the middle of a worn-out and battle-chipped shield. The sign creaked each time there was a gust of wind. The whole had an uninviting and almost sinister appearance.

Rahendo gave it a once over and shivered.

“The location is ideal,” he mumbled. “There are no other houses in the vicinity, yet it’s not that far from Lorseth.”

A young boy accosted them.

“Please, my noble lords,” he piped, “please help a poor orphan who is all alone survive another day. It will only take a miserable sarth, My Lords, to keep death away from me for a little while longer. Please, My Lords, in the name of Murandana, the Goddess of Hopeless Cases and Lost Causes, to whom I will commend you until my dying day.”

“Is that your long lost brother, Pookie?” Rahendo asked. “He has the same way with words you have.” He turned to the grinning boy. “ Master Lanio, I presume. I will give you a sarth if you lead us to your brother.”

The boy made a clumsy reverence.

“Follow me, if you please, oh mighty lords.”

“Don’t exaggerate, Lanio,” Ryhunzo said as he followed the youngster.

Some hundred yards down, the road made a slight curve. There were some trees and bushes. Behind them Olno and Agneth had made themselves comfortable. From this vantage point they could oversee the road in both directions, as well as the gate of the inn.

“Some of our guys are under cover farther down the road. They’ll let us know when someone of interest comes our way. There have only been a few guests until now.”

“What kind of people?”

“Most of them were too old to be our man,” Olno said. “And then there…”

“There were those who were of the right age, but they weren’t merchants,” Agneth filled in for Olno.

“Who else would come here?” Rahendo asked. He knew the answer before Agneth told him.

“Young nobles. Pages, like you.”

“Ah,” Ryhunzo said.

“One of the older men gave Lanio a copper coin. Your kind…”

“Nothing?” Ryhunzo asked.

“Nothing.”

“One shoved me out of the way, and the other wanted to kick me,” Lanio said. “But he was too slow.”

“I’m sorry, Lanio,” Rahendo said. “Maybe they didn’t want to give you anything, but there was no reason to be mean about it.”

Lanio shrugged.

“I’ve been treated worse.”
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The next two hours, several people went by the Shield and Arrow. Only a few were on foot, some guiding a pack-mule. Most rode on horseback or on a cart. Lanio sat next to the gate, ready to intercept anyone who was about to go inside. Nobody did.

“I forgot to ask, did anyone of those who entered come out again?” Rahendo furrowed his brow.

“No,” Olno replied, “They’re all still inside.”

“I wonder, if that’s true. Have you posted some of your guys at the backside of the inn?”

“The backside?” Agneth hadn’t given it any thought.

“I’m sorry, My Lord, we’ve been stupid.” Olno colored red. “Everything that has a front—”

“Has a backside,” Rahendo completed his sentence.

At that moment they heard a loud bird call. It sounded like the harsh caw of a crow, if that crow would have had the voice of a young boy. Agneth rose halfway from behind the bushes and looked left and right. The others joined him.

A young man, in fine but not overly rich attire, came up the road from the direction of Lorseth Market. He carried a bag over one shoulder. Lanio stood up and approached him. Behind the bushes it was impossible to hear what Lanio said as he had his back turned to them, but they heard crystal clear what the young man shouted back.

“If you believe I’m a merchant, you’ll believe anything. Get out of my way, stinking little serf, before I have my boot kiss your ass.”

Lanio immediately—and very quickly—got out of his way. When the young man went through the gate Lanio thumbed his nose at his back.

“I’m not certain who it is exactly, but that was one of us,” Ryhunzo said.

“How do you know?” Agneth asked. “Ah, yes, by his fine manners, I suppose. By his kindness, and generosity, and—”

“You’ve made your point, Agneth.” Ryhunzo gave him a pleasant smile. “Remember I told you we too were bullied? If not by him, it probably was by his friends.”

Rahendo shivered. It was unclear whether with fright or indignation. But Agneth had noticed.

“I’m sorry,” he said gruffly. “But who terrorizes a child like that?”

“Bullies do,” Rahendo said.

“We hate bullies,” Ryhunzo added.

Olno let out three short cawing sounds and one longer one. Lanio looked left and right, crossed the road and moments later joined them behind the bushes. Two other boys arrived shortly after that.

Olno explained the mistake they had made.

“So, Ry and his friend, and Agneth and I are going to see what the situation is at the other side of the Shield and Arrow,” he said to the boys. “I want you two to keep an eye on Lanio. You know the signal. We’ll be back here in no time if necessary.”

Taking the same precautions the two Stray Boys had, the party of four crossed the road. They kept as close to the wall of the inn as they could.

“At one time, this could have been a fortified farm,” Rahendo mused. “There are no windows on the front. Only a main gate, and the doors seems sturdy.”

“An ideal abode if you don’t want to draw attention to yourself,” Ryhunzo agreed. “There’s even a ditch. Far from a moat, but still…”

The foursome remained close to the wall after they rounded the corner.

Rahendo looked up at the blind wall.

“Nothing here too. No windows at all.”

“Whatever windows there are must look out over the inner courtyard,” Ryhunzo proffered. “Much like Lorseth Castle, and probably for the same reasons.”

Rounding the next corner brought them to the back of the building.

“Aha,” Rahendo cried out. He immediately lowered his voice. “I thought so. There’s a door. There in the middle.”

He wanted to run up to it, but Agneth held him back.

“Don’t…” He blushed. Talking back was one thing, but putting his hand on a noble, even one so young as Rahendo, went against everything that was ingrained in him. “I’m sorry, My Lord. Forgive me, but there’s no cover. If someone chose to leave through that door we would be discovered.”

“You’re absolutely right, eh…”

“Agneth,” Ryhunzo helped.

“Ah, yes… You’re absolutely right, Agneth. Thank you.”

“There.” Olno pointed at a field across from the building. “Thanks to the mild weather the grass is still high. If we lie down on our bellies, we can keep an eye on that door without anyone noticing.”

This was so obviously the right thing to do, that all four started running to the field. They were not far into it when they heard a creaking sound. As one they fell down onto the ground.

The little door opened and the rude young noble exited, now dressed as a prosperous burgher.

“Do you know him?” Agneth whispered.

“No,” both pages replied almost simultaneously.

“Didn’t you say you were head pages? Aren’t you supposed to know all of them.”

“Oh, we’re head pages all right, but we only look after the young ones. For some reason new ones keep arriving, though the Gods and Goddesses know we have more than enough of them. Often it’s their first time away from home, so we explain what’s expected of them, the rules and so, and we generally try to make them welcome. The older pages are not our responsibility. And then there’s the squires of Prince Ehandar… but…” Ryhunzo pointed to the young man who had come out of the back door. “Where’s he going?”

“There must be a path there,” Olno said. “If it veers to the left it could go back to Lorseth Market. If it keeps going straight on, it goes to the abandoned barns.”

“Damn it.” Agneth looked cautiously above the grass. “We can’t follow him. Nothing but open terrain until those trees in the distance. He’ll be on to us in no time.”

They waited for about ten minutes. Agneth kept looking once in a while whether the coast was clear.

“I think we can risk it now. He’s nowhere to be seen anymore.” He said eventually.

“There’s also nowhere to hide,” Ryhunzo said. “Let’s just stroll along, like a perfectly normal group of young men going for a walk.”

“Yeah, that will raise the least suspicion should anyone notice us,” Agneth agreed, though somewhat sarcastic. “Two young nobles and two sewer rats. Perfectly normal.”

They went in the general direction the young noble had taken. Soon they saw a small dirt road which they followed.

Their quarry was nowhere to be seen.

“What now?” Ryhunzo scratched his head and shook his curls. “The road splits into three here.”

“He could have taken the left one. It goes to the village. That, or he took the one straight ahead that leads to the abandoned area. Most of the barns are there.” Agneth looked at Olno.

“Yes, he probably went straight ahead,” Olno concurred, far too fast.

He never mentioned the one to the right. And he seems to know these paths, Ryhunzo thought. Of course, he realized suddenly, the right one leads to a part of the woods where the Stray Boys live and they don’t want us to go there. While he understood their need for caution, he couldn't help feeling sad.

“Let’s take the road straight ahead then,” he said out loud. “Why would he go back to the town? He probably came from there.”

They advanced cautiously until the path led straight into the woods. Gingerly they entered the forest. Some fifty yards in, they stopped and conferred again.

“Still no trace of him, but there are a lot of opportunities to hide here.” Agneth kept looking between the trees.

“Which is both dangerous and fortunate for us,” Rahendo said. “We can hide, but so can he.”

“Precisely,” a sharp voice came from behind them.

Alarmed, all four of them turned around. The young noble stood in the middle of the path, his feet slightly apart and his sword drawn.

“By Zardok’s lice-ridden bush, who are you and why are you following me, you serfs.”

“None of us are serfs, My Lord,” Ryhunzo said, ignoring the blank sword and taking a step in its and its owner’s direction. He made his usual flourishing bow. “My name is Ryhunzo of Uberon, and this is Rahendo of Eldorn.” He turned to the Stray Boys. “These are our friends, Olno and Agneth.” He paused to flash his most enchanting smile and to blow a recalcitrant curl out of his left eye. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“We’re head pages. Which barrack are you from?” Rahendo piped.

To their surprise the stranger laughed out loud.

“So, you’re pages of the prince-warlord.”

“And you are not? Are you a squire of Prince Ehandar?” Ryhunzo tilted his head. “Strange… I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

“Neither. I’m not a page nor a squire. I’m Hrodeck of Braedon, son of the count of Braedon.” He gave Olno and Agneth a good look. “Those two are not pages. They are either peasant boys, or worse, they are two of those wild orphans.” He returned his attention to Ryhunzo. “Well, My Lord of Uberon, now that the pleasantries are behind us, can you please tell me why you were following me?”

Ryhunzo hesitated, but rather quickly decided that going with the truth would cause the least complications.

“We’re trying to find out who killed this town girl.”

“Iselda? It’s all over the town’s inns, the market… They’re talking about nothing else. But I thought they already found who murdered her. Wasn’t it one of you lot who did the foul deed? What was his name again? Eh… not from around here or I would—”

“Eynurm of Tarnwood,” Ryhunzo said. “He is our friend and we think it was made to look like he murdered her, but we don’t believe he did it.”

“Of course not. He’s your friend. All this doesn’t answer why you were following me.”

“Before her unfortunate demise, Mistress Iselda told us she got to, ahem, know someone who took her to the Shield and Arrow and, eh, ravished her there. She said he was the son of a rich Dermolhean merchant family, and —”

“Do I look like a merchant to you?”

“No, not like a rich one anyway,” Ryhunzo quipped. “But you are dressed as a burgher now. Not when you entered the inn on the front, though.”

Hrodeck let out a nervous giggle.

“Oh, yes, that… If you must know, I’m here seeking some carnal pleasure. Every other week I come riding here with my personal valet. My father, the count, thinks I’m hunting. Or at least I hope he does. I leave my valet in a reputable inn on the edge of the village to keep an eye on the horses, but mostly because I don’t want him to know what I’m really doing here. Then I come to Master Cairman’s far less reputable establishment and I change in inconspicuous clothes.” He took a deep breath.

“And then you go to the whores’ barn?” Agneth let the question linger.

“My Lord of Uberon, control these serfs and learn them some manners or I will.”

“They are not serfs, My Lord of Braedon, and they are not mine to command, but I do consider them friends of mine.”

Rahendo had followed the interchange with mounting worry. After all, one of them held a drawn sword, and it wasn’t Ryhunzo. He thought it wise to intervene.

“Maybe we could avoid more unpleasantness and continue this conversation another time and amongst ourselves, My Lord. We’ll report to His Highness, Prince Anaxantis, and leave it to him whether he wants further explanations from you. I’m sure you’d prefer his company to that of these young men you seem to despise so much. His Highness will send a messenger to Braedon Castle when—”

“All right, all right,” Hrodeck interrupted him, giving in to the blatant blackmail. “The prince getting involved is about the last thing I want.”

“I thought so,” Rahendo said without a muscle moving in his face. “Please, continue so we can avoid laying claim on His Highness’ precious time. I could be wrong, but I don’t think he enjoys conversing with members of the lower nobility.”

“Lower nobility, you miserable brat,” Hrodeck exploded. “We’re counts since time immemorial.”

“Well, yes,” Rahendo kept at it, “highlander counts—” He stopped abruptly fearing he had gone too far.

Hrodeck seemed on the verge of a long, nasty tirade, but Ryhunzo cut him off before he began.

“Tut, tut, My Lord, let’s be reasonable. Am I right that you don’t want your sire to know that you—how shall I put this delicately? You don’t want him to know you fuck commoner girls. And, moreover, that you have to pay them for the privilege?” He gave Hrodeck a sweet smile.

“And so what?” Hrodeck’s face had run fiery red. “I’m a young man and I have needs. The old count doesn’t want me to fuck our own serfs or peasants. Noble girls are out of reach and helping myself and letting my imagination fill in the rest gets boring. I leave my valet at Lorseth Market to make sure he doesn’t know anything—though I suspect he suspects a lot. Then again, he doesn’t know anything. Plus, I give him a little something after every trip to help him forget whatever he might imagine he knows. I haven’t got the time, nor the inclination, to woo a peasant girl. I want what I want and I want it when I want it. I’ll gladly pay to be rid of all the hassle. What’s so terrible about that? For that matter, what do you do?”

“Oh, let’s not get into that,” Ryhunzo said.

“Anyway, it wasn’t me who killed that stupid girl. I’ve seen her around of course. In the town, at the Cranky Goat, and a few other places. It’s not as if I don’t talk to people. Quite the character she was, if you can believe the rumors. One of the first things I learned about her was that she wanted to make something of herself and that she wanted to marry higher up. By all thousand worms in Zardok’s hole, do you really think I would get involved with someone like that? I disguise myself when I go looking for pussy, but suppose she discovered my identity? Suppose she turned up at our castle, her belly swollen with a bastard? The old count would kill me. And the countess would help him strangle me.” His rage seemed to abide and his shoulders sagged after his outburst. “No, believe me, it wasn’t me. I stay away as far as possible from girls like her. Give me an honest whore any day of the year. And even a dishonest whore couldn’t lay anything on me. A whore’s child has a hundred fathers.”

“I think we can believe you,” Rahendo said. “For the moment, at least…”

“For the moment, for the moment…” Hrodeck muttered. “I didn’t mention this before, obviously, because I don’t want the old count to get involved in this, but I can prove I couldn’t have murdered that silly girl. I only arrived in Lorseth this morning. For the last three weeks I was in our county of Braedon. Lots and lots of people have seen me there, each and every day. There is no way she and I could have had contact, let alone that there is even the slightest possibility for me having had the opportunity of murdering her.”

Rahendo thought for a brief moment, but Hrodeck seemed sincere and what he had said would be very easy to check.

“Tell you what, we won’t involve His Highness for the time being, or, what’s probably more important to you, His Lordship, your father. In return, you keep us posted if you hear anything that could benefit our investigation. Anything at all that could divert attention from your good, fornicating self. Provided it is true, of course. You can always ask for us at Lorseth Castle. The guards usually know where we are. Or, if you prefer, you could go to the Cranky Goat in the late afternoon and speak to our friends here.” He made a gesture in the general direction of Olno and Agneth.

Hrodeck looked askance at the two pages while he thought things over. After a long while, he took a deep breath.

“Very well, if I hear something I will tell… them. I’m not coming within a mile of Lorseth Castle. I hope you keep your side of the bargain, you little extortionists.”

“Too kind, My Lord. Too kind.” Ryhunzo flashed a radiant smile at Hrodeck.

“Time for each of us to be on our respective ways,” Rahendo said.

“Yes, I suppose so… My Lords, I bid you a good day.” With that Hrodeck turned around, and, without looking back, followed the path deeper into the forest.

“No, it isn’t him,” Rahendo mused, following the count’s son with his eyes.

“I doubt we’ll hear from him again,” Agneth said. He hesitated. “Why did you come to our defense when that arrogant dog insulted us.”

“Isn’t that what friends do?” Ryhunzo said with the most innocent expression on his face. “Let’s go back to the others.”

“We should go straight to the castle,” Rahendo said when they were walking along the blind wall of the Shield and Arrow.

“It’s early still.” Ryhunzo slung an arm around his lover’s shoulder. “Let’s accompany our friends to the Goat. There’s a young lad who has helped us out tremendously today and who likes to get paid in spicy chicken wings.”

“Chicken wings?”

“Spicy Chicken wings.”
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It was already getting dark when Rahendo and Ryhunzo left the Cranky Goat.

The pages talked softly while they were walking.

With the falling darkness the cold had come too, and they wrapped themselves tighter in their cloaks. The moon made long, eerie shadows of the trees on the side of the road.

Although they didn’t meet many people, and most of them preferred to walk by in complete silence, Ryhunzo reached for his dagger each time they passed someone.

Lucky for me that I’m not easily scared, he thought as he started walking a bit faster, forcing Rahendo to keep in step.

After some time they heard footsteps behind them. For a split-second Ryhunzo froze, but he kept walking, urging his friend on. Then he unsheathed his dagger, but kept it, clenched in his right hand, under his mantle.

“Wait, wait, please, wait,” someone behind them called. “It’s me.”

Although the last utterance was rather unhelpful in the falling darkness, Ryhunzo decided to turn around and stand his ground. He stood firmly before Rahendo.

He sighed with relief when he recognized Gildo.

“It is you,” Ryhunzo said by way of greeting.

“Yes, it is him,” Rahendo confirmed.

Gildo stopped a few steps from the pages, and leaning on his knees, took a few deep gulps of air.

“You’re fast, My Lords,” he managed to utter haltingly after a few moments. “The Stray Boys in the Goat said you and your friend had left a short while before I arrived, but that I could still overtake you if I hurried.”

“And so you did,” Ryhunzo said with a big smile, relaxing the hand on his dagger. “Anything we can do for you?” he asked.

“It’s the other way around. I think I have interesting news for you,” Gildo replied.

“Ah, that’s wonderful. Maybe we can talk while walking back to the castle?” Ryhunzo suggested.

Gildo stood up straight and filled his lungs completely one more time.

“I know this girl who has this friend,” Gildo began as they started walking. “This friend is also a girl, but I don’t know her. Now, the girl I do know said her friend had made a new acquaintance. A young merchant.”

“Aha,” Ryhunzo said.

“Aha, indeed. Now, this friend, and, frankly, this girl as well, are both a few bushels short of a full haystack, if you get my drift. Nice enough, friendly and comely, but… well, not all that bright. So, this friend of this girl I know met this young merchant guy in Lorseth Market. As this friend described him to this girl, he seemed very rich. Mind you, he was plain, said this friend of this girl. In Lorseth, that’s girl-speak for an ugly bugger. Nevertheless, he was charming, it seems. So, this merchant asks this friend of this girl if she’d care to go to his room in the Shield and Arrow.”

“And here is where it gets interesting,” Rahendo said.

“Not exactly, no. She declined. I thought she was holding out for a trinket, preferably made of gold and rather heavy, but I was wrong. She wasn’t even that smart. She just didn’t want to be in a closed room with him. Is what she said to this merchant. Or so she said to this girl I know that she had said to this merchant-guy. But, that wasn’t the true reason. She was afraid someone would notice them going inside the Shield and Arrow and she was worried for her reputation, since that is an establishment with a bad name. Can you believe that? I ask you, what reputation?”

Ryhunzo grinned.

“Can’t give poor boys the wrong ideas, can she?”

“Truer words were never spoken. Anyroad, she agreed to meet him in one of the abandoned barns.”

“Didn’t she know what happened to Iselda?”

“Did I mention she has porridge for brains? He even used Iselda as an argument why he preferred meeting at his lodgings. But she remained adamant that it had to be one of the abandoned barns. Just not the one where Iselda met her end. Because that would be weird.”

“I suppose most people shun that particular barn now,” Ryhunzo said.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? There’s no accounting for tastes, but some seem to think that it is exciting to… to… eh, get going in such a place. The friend of this girl isn’t one of them, though. There are several barns and she chose the most remote but one.”

“Why not the most remote?”

“Uh?” Gildo gave Ryhunzo and Rahendo a quizzical look. “You don’t know? Most of the barns are not far from each other, except this one barn which is at the other side of the forest. No decent person ever goes there.”

“Wouldn’t that make it ideal for an amorous escapade?” Ryhunzo’s mouth fell open. “Ah, I think I understand. This is where—”

“Yes, your orphan friends have made it their nest. Everyone else thinks its too far for a roll in the hay. Which suites the Stray Boys just fine.”

Ryhunzo remembered how the other day Olno and Agneth had prevented them from going down a path that led deeper into the woods.

That must lead straight to their lair, he remembered thinking, and they don’t trust me. At the time the realization had made him a little bit sad, but he understood they had to be careful. They had only met a few days ago, after all.

“You wouldn’t happen to know when this friend of this girl you know is meeting our man?” Ryhunzo asked.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Gildo said with not a small measure of satisfaction. “They’re planning to meet up tomorrow afternoon. Your, eh, friends will know which barn they’re going to. They must pass in the neighborhood every day coming from and going to their own hide-out.”

Ryhunzo nodded.

“Thank you, Gildo, you’ve been a big help. I’ll check this merchant boy out myself. With what you’ve told me, I should be able to find this barn.”

“You’re not thinking of going there by your lonesome self, are you? That could be dangerous. Very dangerous.”

“Listen to the man, Pookie,” Rahendo said, nervously.

“Dangerous is my war name.”

“I thought Pookie was your war name.”

In the falling darkness Gildo didn’t notice Ryhunzo turning slightly red. What he did see was a dazzling smile.

“I have several,” the page said.

“Look, I’d accompany you myself, if it weren’t for my father who wants me to clean up the warehouse.”

“That’s nice of you. I’m charmed you care so much for my safety.”

“More people than I care for know that we met on a few occasions. I don’t want to be arrested, like your noble friend, because they found your cold, stiff body in some barn.”

“I like how, exactly like Agneth, you try to hide your concern for my wellbeing in this gruff way.” Ryhunzo chuckled.

“Think what you like,” Gildo replied, “but don’t compare me with that big goon.”

Ryhunzo laughed out loud, both at Gildo’s protestation and at Rahendo’s lack of understanding what was going on.

“I’m sorry,” Ryhunzo said when he was done guffawing.

“I’ll walk with you until we’re in sight of the castle gates.” It was said in a way that clearly indicated that Gildo considered the conversation as over.

Agneth too insisted on seeing me home, Ryhunzo thought with a mixture of endearment and satisfaction.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

“Yes, thank you,” Rahendo agreed.
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  Chapter 8

The Merchant
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The morning of the next day, Ryhunzo was on guard duty in the great hall of the donjon, protecting the entrance to the hallway that led to Prince Anaxantis’s war room from all unwanted intrusions. The prince had been rather irritable when he came in.

Ryhunzo had nothing to do but sit at his little table waiting for visitors who he would, whenever one showed up, turn away, politely but firmly. There were none that morning, which was fortunate because Tomar Parmingh, who managed the administration of the princely court, the treasury of the army and the province of Amiratha, and by that token was, if not the absolute lord and master of the Highlands, at least the power behind the regime of the prince-warlord, had laid a thick stack of scrolls, parchments and reports on the prince’s table with all kinds of matters for him to peruse, comment upon or decide about.

“This is going to take days,” Anaxantis had complained.

“You can get through them by late afternoon,” Tomar had answered, “if—if—you work diligently at them and avoid all distractions.”

“You have no heart.”

“No. I haven’t. Tell me something new.”

Meanwhile, Rahendo had riding lessons. Extra riding lessons, because he was bad at it. It was not that he couldn't ride a horse at all. He had ridden to war with the rest of the pages of Prince Anaxantis. He had proven himself even more when his friends, among which Ryhunzo, had ridden into battle at the Zinchara, where they had no business being, and he had followed them to get them back. But that had been an emergency of the first order. In ordinary circumstances he saw horses for what they truly were. They were big, very big, and they made him jittery. In his turn, Rahendo made horses jumpy. It was a bad interaction all around and it is fair to say that all concerned parties—including Bessy, the tamest and gentlest mare of the stables—were frustrated, annoyed, bored, nervous, or a combination of all of the above by the experience.
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Around midday the prince hollered for Ryhunzo to get him some hot soup and a loaf of dark bread. The page was glad for an occasion to stretch his legs and visit the castle’s kitchens. Renda, one of the cooks, adored him and he was sure she had a tasty pastry set aside just for him.

He didn’t even have to ask. As usual Renda complained about the prince being such a sparse eater and never challenging her cooking.

“Unlike you, my love,” she said, as she slipped a still warm meat pie under the towel that covered the plate. She winked. “And one for your little friend too?”

Ryhunzo nodded enthusiastically, which made his curls jiggle. A sight that never failed to make Renda giggle.

Some time later he returned with the plate laden with a thick loaf of dark bread, a little dish with freshly churned butter—which the prince wouldn’t touch—and a steaming bowl of soup. And the two meat pies.

Crossing the courtyard, he noticed Morneck of Miradano and Loduvant of Brynmark walking toward the stables. The stables where, just about that time, Rahendo would be finishing his riding lessons. Ryhunzo wasn’t unduly worried. There were too many stable hands around for the two bullies to try anything nasty. Besides, Rahendo’s status as head page would protect him as well.

Yet he was relieved when he saw that his lover was already sitting at the little table.

“You’re early, Sweet Libation for my Thirsty Soul.”

“At a certain moment, Bessy wouldn’t set one hoof before the other anymore. So I called it a day and had the stable hands take her back.” Rahendo looked at the ceiling. “Strange, but she seemed afraid. Of me.”

“She probably buckled under the responsibility of having to carry you on her back. Horses are intelligent and very sensitive that way.”

“You think so, Pookie?”

“I’m sure of it. Oh, first I have to carry this soup to Anaxantis, and before it gets cold too.” He took the two pastries from under the towel that covered the plate. “Renda gave me a second one, as if she knew you were coming, but feel free to eat both of them if you’re hungry.”

With that he disappeared in the hallway to deliver the prince’s soup.

When Ryhunzo returned, Rahendo was waiting for him with the second pastry uneaten.

“Open up,” Rahendo said, hovering a little part of the meat pie he had cut off before his lover’s mouth.

Ryhunzo let himself be fed.

“I’m going to change out of this showy page clothes into my hunting gear and keep our friends company while following the guy who this friend of this girl Gildo knows is going to meet. I have a feeling he might be our man. I expect we’ll wait for him to return from his amorous frolicking somewhere outside the barn. If it seems remotely possible he could be the culprit, or, better still, if I recognize him as a page, we’ll confront him and he’ll have to answer some tough questions.” Ryhunzo licked a crumb from the corner of his mouth. “With a little bit of luck, Nurm’s ordeal will be over by this evening. If not…” He sighed.

“Isn’t that awfully dangerous, Pookie?” Rahendo looked even more skittish than usual. “What if he gets violent?”

“I’m not going unarmed, Staunch Protector of my Soul and Limbs. I’m taking my dagger. Second, if he is a page, will he really make his case even more perilous than it already is by attacking a head page?”

“Pookie, if he is our man, he already killed someone. A girl. He killed a girl. Do you think he would hesitate—”

Ryhunzo placed a kiss on his lover’s mouth, cutting off whatever protestations Rahendo was going to make.

“I will not be alone. Olno is bigger and stronger than I am, and Agneth is bigger and stronger than Olno.”

Ryhunzo smiled confidently.

Why would they risk their lives protecting a young noble. They hate us. Yes, they’re stronger, but their legs are stronger too, Rahendo thought, but he said nothing.

He wiped some crumbs from his tunic.

“Don’t worry,” Ryhunzo said. “We won’t corner him, even if he is a likely candidate for the perpetrator of the gruesome deed. First I’ll come to you and we can discuss what I’ve learned. Then, if you think it’s advisable, we’ll go see Anaxantis and let him and his men handle things.

“Yes, that seems a good plan,” Rahendo said, not completely convinced. “Whatever you do, be careful,” he added in a doubtful, concerned tone.
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Rahendo looked wistfully after Ryhunzo who left the entrance hall. While not really the outdoors type, he’d rather gone with his lover than pass a boring afternoon cooped up in the entrance hall of the donjon. Well, maybe the prince would be as bored as he was himself and leave for the open air of the training grounds and the company of his clansmen in the early afternoon. That would mean an early end to his watch.

The page rose from behind his little table and walked over to the large doors. From the entrance he looked out over the courtyard in the direction of the gate house. There was some movement, but not much. Most people went over to the house where Tomar’s staff worked. everything that was delivered to the castle had to be brought there to be counted and valued, and sometimes paid for. Then directions were given where it was to be stored. Messengers as well had to announce their arrival there.

Moments later Ryhunzo, now dressed in his inconspicuous hunting attire, passed by, waving enthusiastically.

Strange how different clothes can change someone, Rahendo mused, waving back. For that matter, Hrodeck of Braedon also looked different in his commoner clothes. Of course, whatever clothes you wear, you can’t escape your upbringing. It will always show through…

As he strolled back to his place at the little table, something kept nagging at his mind. He couldn’t lay his finger on it and for the next hour the niggling feeling kept distracting him.

He couldn’t get the image of fair Iselda out of his head, lying on the dusty floor of a barn, a dagger sticking in her belly. It couldn’t have been Nurmie, could it? Not kind, gentle Nurmie. No, it must have been that elusive young merchant from Dermolhea. So, how was it that Nurmie’s dagger was found, stuck in Mistress Iselda’s belly?

There was some irritating noise, but Rahendo banned it from his mind as long as he could… until the infernal racket was too close to be ignored.

“Radyamirodyahendo,” Anaxantis roared. “I’ve been calling you for quite a while now. It defeats the purpose of having a page on duty if I have to go fetch him myself every time I need him.”

“Huh?” Rahendo looked at the prince as if he saw him for the first time in his life.

“Remember me, Radyamirodyahendo?”

“What? Oh, ah… yes, My Lord.”

“Are you not feeling well? Are you ill?”

“No, no, nothing like that. Just thinking.”

Rahendo looked over the shoulders of the prince to a point somewhere in infinity. It always disconcerted people when he did this. So, he did it often.

“Well, if you’re not sick, would you be so kind as to accompany me to my war room? There are some scrolls and parchments I want you to carry over to Tomar Parmingh.”

Still with his thoughts elsewhere, Rahendo followed Anaxantis.

The stack of parchments was almost too unwieldy for him to carry.

“Begin with these, and come back for the scrolls. And, please, don’t lose them underway.”

“Lord Parmingh’s offices are only just across the court yard.”

“Exactly. Please, please, don’t lose them underway. I’ve invested several hours of my life in them.”

“I’ll be on my way then.” Rahendo tried to bow, but the stack of parchments prevented such a maneuver.

“Go, go, go,” the prince said in a tired voice.
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A clerk with a complexion rather similar to the parchments he graciously had taken out of Rahendo’s hands, grunted as he laid the stack down. He nodded as a sign of dismissal, and the page stepped outside the little office.

He was just in time to see Sterff of Rivrant and Hildas of Wynnford get of their horses. Their riding lessons were over.

Rahendo wrinkled his nose at the sight of the two young nobles he considered to be ignorant bullies.

Two clear examples how one can’t disguise one’s upbringing, or lack thereof, he thought. 

Crossing the courtyard his mind returned to Iselda’s murder, and again the irritating feeling of overlooking something came over him.

When he was taking the second batch of documents to the offices of the prince’s steward, the insight came so suddenly, he almost dropped the scrolls.

The same clerk received him.

“Are you ill, eh… Are you ill?” the man stuttered. He knew pages weren’t supposed to use their titles, but, being of low birth himself, he couldn’t bring himself to address a young noble like he would the brood of that lout of a neighbor of his. So, he tried to avoid calling them anything at all. If possible he preferred not speaking to them. Better they thought him grouchy than presumptuous.

“No,” Rahendo replied, carefully putting the scrolls on a table. “I’m fine. Something just occurred to me. That’s all.” He looked at a corner of the ceiling, which made the clerk follow his gaze.

“A spiderweb?” he inquired.

“I have to go now,” the page said. “Goodbye.”

While crossing the courtyard Rahendo’s mind kept racing. How would a young merchant, allegedly just arrived from Dermolhea, know who Eynurm was? How would he know that on that particular day they would go training in hand-to-hand combat. How would he know where the training grounds were? And even supposing he somehow knew all this, how would he know he would get an opportunity to steal Eynurm’s dagger? For that matter, how would he recognize it, unless he knew the crest of the House of Tarnwood?

It just doesn’t add up, Rahendo thought.

The mysterious merchant would have to know so many details that for all intents and purposes he could as well have been—

“Hey, Eldorn,” a boisterous voice coming from the direction of the stables severed the frail thread of his thoughts. “Feeling lonely without your fuck-buddy? I’ve seen him a few times in the Cranky Goat, feeding chicken wings to some of those orphan boys. Can’t blame the guy, can you? Always the same fare gets boring. I’m sure he’ll return once he’s—”

“Let’s go, Wynnford,” another voice interrupted him. “Leave the little creep alone.”

“I know he’s a head page, Rivrant, but what’s he going to do? Report us?” Hildas of Wynnford laughed out loud.

“Just ignore him.” Sterff of Rivrant remembered the madman who had fallen out of the chestnut tree and threatened to put his balls on honey. His nipple still hurt.

Ignore me, like I ignore you two pigs, Rahendo thought. In time something will have to be done about those thugs that always flock around Sterff of Rivrant and Morneck of Miradano. Seems they found a new recruit in Hildas of Wynnford.

He was only seated at his table at the entrance of the corridor for a few moments, when he heard the prince call for him again. This time he was to get a pitcher of diluted wine.

“I’ve got to get through this stack of administration one way or the other,” Anaxantis had added.

When he returned, Rahendo put the wine on the designated plate that also had some glasses and beakers on it. The page took one of the latter and filled it with wine.

“Thank you,” Anaxantis said. “That might keep me awake.”

Rahendo downed the beaker in one go.

“What?” he asked.

Anaxantis looked at him exasperated.

“Radyamirodyahendo, if you would be so kind as to fill a beaker for me too?”

“My Lord is thirsty?”

“That’s kind of why I asked you to get me the wine in the first place.”

Absolutely oblivious of his breach of etiquette the page did as he was asked.

“But who? Who could he be?” Rahendo mused as he poured the wine into the beaker.

“Who could who be?” the prince asked.

“Ah, oh… eh, who could the person be that killed Mistress Iselda, of course.”

Rahendo started filling the cup up with water, staring at the little window with bars that permitted a partial view of the sky.

“Pay attention,” Anaxantis cried out. “You’re spilling water on the table.”

“Sorry. It’s just so annoying. I have this feeling I should know who did it, but I just can’t tie it all together.”

“Sit down,” Anaxantis said, sitting down himself. “What have you been up to?”

At first hesitant, but then more and more enthusiastically, Rahendo started telling about their investigations of the last days.

“I like that you’re worried about your friend, but I don’t want you to put yourself in harm’s way, you hear?” Anaxantis had meant to sound stern, but there was more concern in his voice than anything else. “Why do you think the person who murdered Iselda is still around?”

At that moment Obyann and Arranulf entered without knocking.

“What do you think this is?” Anaxantis asked of the ceiling. “An inn?”

“I’m sorry,” Arranulf said, “we should have knocked.”

“Yes, you should have,” the prince said.

“It’s Eynurm,” Obyann said. “We were discussing how we could cheer him up. Between losing his inheritance and being accused of murdering a girl he wasn’t quite over yet, he has been in the pits. He barely speaks.”

“He barely eats,” Arranulf added.

“And he doesn’t wash himself. He’s smelling ripe by now.” Obyann gave the prince a helpless look.

“You’re not the only ones worrying about Eynurm. It seems Radyamirodyahendo here and his friend Ry have been trying to do something about it.” Anaxantis nodded at Rahendo.

“All the Gods and Goddesses help us,” Obyann said, rolling his eyes.

“Well, they won’t, now will they?” Rahendo said. “So, we thought we should try to find out for ourselves who did it. Besides we told you we were going to, didn’t we? There’s no reason to be surprised.”

“We thought you didn’t mean it, and if you did, that nothing would come of it anyway,” Obyann muttered.

“Whatever. It’s nice of both of you,” Arranulf said. “Did you learn anything?”

“Nothing solid yet, but I have a general idea what kind of person murdered Mistress Iselda.”

“Enlighten us, please,” the prince said.

“He must be someone familiar with the pages and their roster, so much so—”

“I thought the most likely suspect was her last, eh, paramour, this… this merchant from Dermolhea.” Obyann became impatient.

“How would a merchant from a far-off city know when and where some of us pages would train in hand-to-hand combat?” Rahendo asked. “Mark you, some, not all of us. How would he know Nurmie would be among them? How would someone who is basically a stranger here know Nurmie’s crest? We are not allowed to wear tunics with the arms of our Houses. Of course, most of us have little trinkets, like rings, bracelets, brooches and the like with the arms of our Houses, but they’re mostly inconspicuous. Moreover, I don’t think Nurmie wears anything bearing his arms, except his dagger. Which brings us full circle. So, not only did this stranger have no way of knowing when and where Nurmie and the others were training, he also couldn’t know what the crest of Tarnwood looked like.”

“I agree it would be difficult, as Tarnwood is not in the Highlands, but is it really completely impossible?” Obyann asked.

“I seem to recall there are registers of the arms of all noble Houses of the kingdom,” Arranulf added.

“At the royal castle of Ormidon, certainly,” Anaxantis said. “And I think there is a roll with all the arms of the noble Highlander Houses. Tomar has it stacked away somewhere, I suppose.” He shook his head. “No, it’s not something a merchant would readily have access to. We can always ask Tomar’s clerks, but even supposing our man knew where to ask, would he have taken the risk?”

“It wouldn’t have helped him anyway,” Rahendo stared at the floor as if the erratic wriggles in the granite tiles somehow contained the answer to all his questions. “As Obie said before, Tarnwood isn’t in the Highlands. It’s more to the south. Almost in the heartlands of Ximerion. So it must be someone who has seen Nurmie’s dagger before and could recognize the crest.”

“That’s a lot of people,” Arranulf said. “The servants of the castle, the stable boys, the instructors… They all must have had occasion to see his dagger. Then there are the pages. There are over a hundred of them by now with more coming each week. Maybe the rosters of who had hand-to-hand combat training on the same day as Eynurm can help. That—”

“Will tell us nothing,” Rahendo interrupted Arranulf. “Tunics, shirts, daggers and all kind of small things that could get in the way are left at the outskirts of the trees that border the side of the terrain next to the road. Anyone can get at all the stuff by crawling through this narrow strip of trees. It suffices that they could recognize Nurmie’s dagger.” His brow furrowed. “It still could have been anyone who at some point in time had seen his dagger and remembered what was on the crest.”

“Why would a stable hand kill Iselda, Landemere?” Obyann looked at Arranulf.

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because he was a rival for fair Iselda’s hand… The idea seems not very likely, though.” Arranulf looked helplessly around.

“A lot of people could have been love rivals,” Anaxantis said. “If only there was some way to narrow their numbers down a little.”

“There is,” Rahendo said. “At least, there is once we know why Mistress Iselda was murdered.”

“And?” Obyann looked expectantly at the younger page.

Rahendo shrugged.

“Who’s to say? Iselda can’t tell us anymore and the murderer won’t. Our only chance is that maybe a witness will come forward.” He let his chin sink on his chest. After a while he looked back up again. “Unless… Unless Mistress Iselda was up to her old tricks.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe she tried to blackmail someone else into marrying her.” Rahendo rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It wouldn’t be blackmail of course if it happened to be true. But it would still put a lot of pressure—”

“What are you talking about, you little weasel?” Obyann exploded.

“Well, it’s obvious isn’t it, Obie? She was pregnant. That part of her story was true. But Nurmie  wasn’t the father. Someone else was. She told us she was made drunk with wine—maybe even spiked wine—by this merchant from Dermolhea. By the name of Cormack. What if she met him again? A rich merchant must have been as good, or more likely better, than a disinherited noble. All the more so if said rich merchant happened to be the real father.”

“Why would he be impressed by her accusing him of being the father of her child?” Arranulf asked. “He could simply deny it and go back to Dermolhea. What could she have done?”

“She did something, obviously. Something that made Cormack kill her,” Rahendo replied in a low voice.

“We’re going around in circles,” Anaxantis said. “On the one hand the most likely candidate to have murdered Iselda is our elusive Dermolhean merchant. On the other hand, it’s unlikely he would have known which dagger to steal. Or where to steal it.”

“Or when,” Arranulf said.

“It’s a shame we know so little about this mysterious guy.”

“We tried to find out more about him,” Rahendo said with a voice as if coming from the grave. “Not that we were very successful. My Pookie even went so far as to disguise himself as a peasant boy.”

“A peasant boy? Ryhunzo?” Arranulf tried very hard not to roar with laughter. “I’d like to have seen that.”

“Oh, he was the most cute peasant boy you ever saw.”

“That’s not the point, is it?” Obyann intervened, irritated.

Rahendo looked at his friend as if he was completely translucent. Then his eyes almost turned inward.

“But of course it is,” Rahendo said, as if awaking from a dream. “That’s the point exactly. What’s more I’ve known this for some time now, but then everybody began talking and speculating. Anyway, the point is that my Pookie is not a peasant boy.”
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Anaxantis looked at the page, stupefied.

“I think I know what you’re getting at,” he said slowly, “and, what’s more, I think you’re right.”

“Could either of you two, who are clearly in the confidence of the Gods and Goddesses, inform us, lowly mortals, what the celestial messengers have revealed to you?” Obyann harrumphed.

“It’s actually simple if you think about it,” Anaxantis said.

“It’s not the complete answer,” Rahendo added.

“No, but it’s a step. An important step.”

“I agree but—”

“Stop talking in riddles. This doesn’t help us, simple people, at all,” Obyann fumed.

Rahendo deferred to Anaxantis.

“My Lord?” he invited the prince.

“All right. The problem is this. How could a young merchant, a commoner, from a far-away city know which dagger to steal to murder Iselda with? While it is conceivable it’s highly unlikely.”

“Not only unlikely,” Rahendo butted in, “but it would also show an extra-ordinary degree of planning and foresight.”

“Not to mention it would be very risky.”

“But what if the theft of the dagger wasn’t planned?” Rahendo continued.

“Yes, what if the murderer just saw his opportunity and took it?” Anaxantis finished.

“But that would mean… no.” Arranulf became a shade wither.

“You’re so nice, Nulfie,” Rahendo said, “but the world is bad. If my Pookie can disguise himself as a peasant boy—mind you, a gorgeous, dazzling peasant boy—someone else can disguise himself as a merchant. For a moment I suspected Hrodeck.”

“Hrodeck?” Arranulf asked.

“A young noble who comes to Lorseth Market to, eh, have uncomplicated intercourse with town wenches without his father knowing.”

“I know of no page by the name of Hrodeck,” Anaxantis said, racking his brain.

“He’s not a page. He’s the son of a local count. He’s young and he has needs, as he puts it. He doesn’t want his father to know that he sleeps with commoner girls. So he disguises himself as a burgher.”

“Iselda was a commoner girl,” Obyann said. “Doesn’t that make him a suspect?”

“Hm… His visits here are short, which leaves him no time for wooing and courting a girl and persuade her to share—”

“His bed?” Arranulf interrupted.

“The hay of some barn, actually,” Rahendo continued. “Since his time here is limited, he prefers paying for—”

“A whore?” Arranulf guessed.

“I was going to say, the services of a lady with monetary needs with respect to Hrodeck’s needs of the flesh… But accurate enough. He only visits Lorseth now and again. And he says he has witnesses who will swear he was at his ancestral castle when Iselda met her fate. Besides, it all boils down to the same questions. How would he know the crest of Eynurm’s House? Tarnwood is in the heartlands of Ximerion. Braedon is in the Highlands. Moreover, I doubt Hrodeck knows where the training grounds are.”

“And for the same reason that it is very unlikely that a local noble or a young merchant from Dermolhea would know much about noble crests from outside the Highlands,” Anaxantis said, “it is equally highly unlikely that anyone here in Lorseth would know all the scions of all the Dermolhean merchant families.”

“So, what you’re saying is that it’s impossible to know who disguised himself to murder poor Iselda,” Obyann was completely lost by now.

“Not at all,” Rahendo corrected him. “Our guy is someone who at least has the possibility to know the arms of the House of Tarnwood and the means to disguise himself. There’s only one conclusion possible: he must be a page. And that means…” Rahendo paused for dramatic effect. “Our man can be recognized.”

“By his fellow pages,” Anaxantis concluded.

“By my Pookie, for instance,” Rahendo said, and a deep furrow appeared on his brow.

“Of course, Iselda would recognize him if she had the opportunity to see—”

“She did, she did,” Rahendo exclaimed. “Of course she did. How could I have been so stupid? That day she came to the castle to accuse Nurmie. She must have seen lots of us. The road to the barracks is not far from here. Pages were coming and going…” He fell silent.

“Nice,” Obyann said, “since it is impossible to know which pages Iselda has seen, you two have narrowed down the problem to over a hundred possibilities. Well, I suppose, we can eliminate ourselves and a few others.”

“Maybe, we can narrow it down even further,” Rahendo stated.

The other three looked at him with anticipation.

“Varsia,” the page said. “Maybe she knows.”

“Has the depravity rotted your brain completely?” Obyann fumed. “How would a seamstress…” He let the sentence taper off. “Ah, I see. Maybe you’re not completely crazy.”

“My Pookie bought his peasant outfit from her. She should be able to fabricate clothes fit for the son of rich burghers and… merchants.”

While the other three were petrified with the realization, Rahendo kept staring in the distance.

“What are we waiting for?” Anaxantis asked. “She should be in her shop. Let’s go ask her.”
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  Chapter 9

The Lonely Barn
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Varsia sat next to the open window of her shop. It made her old fingers cold and stiff, but the light was better for her eyes which were exactly as old as her fingers. As she advanced in age she found life became more and more about little compromises like this.

She looked up from the shirt she was repairing—a nasty tear, but luckily in the back of the garment—and saw in a haze how a lot of people were approaching. Her eyes needed some time to focus. First she noticed a golden blur, then it turned into the blond hair of His Highness, who with some other people, was making for her humble shop.

Has he found out? she thought, feeling panic taking hold of her.

Before settling down as a seamstress, Varsia had been many things and one of those had required her to be trained in all kinds of special crafts, some lethal. Others had taught her to be calm and serene on command.

She had to dig deep into her inner resources to regain her composure and remain poised when the prince entered, followed by three of his pages.

With some difficulty she rose.

“Your Highness, My Lords,” she greeted her guests, bowing slightly.

“Varsia,” Anaxantis said without further ado, “I understand you sometimes sell clothes to pages who want to disguise themselves when they go to the town or to inns they shouldn’t go to. Am I correct?”

“Yes, My Lord,” Varsia said. Never volunteer information. Answer with as few words as possible. Never show any emotion.

“I see. Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble, but I need to know to whom you sold clothes that could disguise a young noble into a well-to-do burgher.”

They’re not after the boy who wanted peasant clothes. Varsia furrowed her brow and pinched the top of the bridge of her nose. No, obviously not, or the one with the face of doom wouldn’t be here as well.

“Well-to-do, you say. The lasts months there was only one of those.”

“Who, Varsia? Who?” the prince insisted.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness, I don’t keep records of who buys what. The young lords come here with all kinds of repair work, and only once in a while I get a request for… ah, special attire. I always appraise the work to be done and ask for payment in advance. That eliminates the need for writing down things.” And for having to run after noble sarth-pinchers for my money.

“But there’s a big difference between darning a sock and making a complete outfit, isn’t there?”

“Oh, yes, Your Highness, the latter is much more profitable. Even so, I can’t remember them all, can I? That’s another reason I ask for payment in advance. Just today, I have two shirts, a pair of pants and four breeches. And it’s a slow day too. It seems there are new young lords almost every day. And none of them are easy on their clothes.”

“I see,” Anaxantis said, unable to hide his disappointment.

“At the very least,” Rahendo intervened, “can you confirm that you did sell clothes that could belong to a moneyed burgher?”

“That I can,” Varsia said without the least hesitation, feigning not to recognize the page. She hesitated, thinking hard. “Burgher clothes, you say. The young lord who needed them asked for—”

“Clothes that could make him look like a merchant?” Rahendo urged her on.

“Why, yes. That’s what he wanted. I remember asking him whether they should be clothes for a successful merchant, or one of, say, Lorseth Market. ‘How about one of a big city. Like Dermolhea,’ he replied. I knew enough. There is no special way merchants dress. If they are well-off they will wear what any rich burgher wears. Or most noblemen, for that matter. You know, costly fabrics like velvet and silk, silver or gold embroidery, soft leather… That kind of stuff. Mind you, burghers have less taste,” Varsia thought it wise to add. “They tend to go for tawdry colors and loud accessories. Funny, but they’re often more particular than nobles.” She seemed to forget she had company. “Maybe because they have to, if only to make up for the fact that for all their money they aren’t nobility. Oh, well, it drives up the price. There’s that at least.”

“Yes, yes, but it really is a pity you can’t be more precise,” Anaxantis cut her ruminations short.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness.” The seamstress made a helpless gesture.

Arranulf looked at Rahendo, who looked as if he hadn’t caught a word Varsia had said. In fact he had listened closely to the seamstress, and what he had heard had made his thoughts race in his head.

“You seem awfully white, Rahendo. Are you feeling sick?” he asked.

The page returned to the present moment.

“No, it’s not me I’m worried about. It’s Pookie. He’s in danger. Mortal danger.”
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“What are you talking about?” Obyann asked.

“Pookie and the Strays are going to investigate a young merchant who has a meeting with a young girl in one of the more remote barns. This afternoon. Now. As we speak.” Rahendo gulped for air. “He could be killed.”

“The Strays? Who are they?” Arranulf asked.

“Some orphans living by themselves deep in the woods.”

“Why would Ry be killed?” Anaxantis intervened. “I can understand that this so-called merchant would be angry, but what has he to gain by killing a noble?”

“Everything,” Rahendo cried out. “Because—and you yourself came to the same conclusion I gather—he isn’t a merchant. He’s a page. The very same page who bought a burgher-outfit from Mistress Varsia here. She can’t remember him and we don’t know what he looks like, but my Pookie will recognize him the instant he sees him, and the fake Dermolhean will recognize my Pookie. What’s more my Pookie will be the only one who can recognize him. So, whoever he is, he has to kill Pookie. Even if the Strays could point him out later on, who would take their word against that of a noble?” Rahendo looked white and desperate. “And, even if someone believed them, my Pookie would still be dead. This brute has killed before. He won’t mind killing again if it means his true identity remains a secret.”

It took a few moments for the gravity of the situation to sink in with the others.

“Let’s go,” Anaxantis said. “To the stables. Let’s hope we’ll be there in time.” He looked around. “My sword. Where have I left my sword? Where is the damn thing?”

“In your war room, on the table, under that stack of parchments, if I’m not mistaken” Arranulf said.

The four of them stormed out of Varsia’s shop.



In the hall of the great tower they met Robrant of Emling, another head page.

“Ah, My Lord,” he said, and he bowed with a flourish, “if I may—”

“Not now, Robrant,” the prince shouted while running past the still curtsying page. “You’re relieving Radyamirodyahendo here. Let nobody into my war room while I’m away.”

“Of course, My Lord,” the flabbergasted, slightly offended page replied.

The prince turned to the other three.

“Wait here for me. I’ll be right back.”

In his war room, Anaxantis grabbed his sword from under the scrolls, which made most of them fall onto the floor. He slammed the door shut behind him.

“I’ll explain later,” the prince said to the still dumbstruck page as he passed him again. “You’re coming too.” Anaxantis motioned Rahendo to follow him.

“Oh, I hope they have a well-trained horse for me. You know, me and horses, we don’t like each other much these days.” Rahendo looked even more desperate, as he trotted after the prince. “Oh, well, I’ve done it before and I can do I again, so—”

“You’re riding on my horse with me,” the prince said, seeing his distress. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go.”

A short time later Anaxantis, with Rahendo before him in the saddle, and Obyann and Arranulf following him on heir own horses, rode under the gateway.

[image: ]

“Finally, we’re going to meet this mysterious merchant from Dermolhea and the probable murderer of Iselda,” Ryhunzo said while they were walking beside the blind wall of the Shield and Arrow.

Olno and Agneth mumbled something indistinct. They had ordered the rest of the Stray Boys to stay hidden in the bushes beside the road and to run away to safety by the least sign of danger.

“Let’s hope we’ll all be able to tell the tale afterward,” Olno replied, clearly not very enthusiastic.

“What could happen?” Ryhunzo riposted. “He’s alone and there’s three of us.”

“Oh, I see you’re counting yourself too,” Agneth said.

“Don’t let my cheerful appearance fool you. I can be dangerous.” Ryhunzo produced a hollow laugh, meant to sound sinister.

After a while they came at the bifurcation with the path the Stray Boys had avoided when they had followed Hrodeck.

Agneth looked at Olno with some doubt in his eyes.

“It’s awfully close,” he said.

“Ry won’t betray us,” Olno replied.

“I won’t tell anyone where you live,” Ryhunzo said.

The two Stray Boys halted.

“How did you know?” Agneth asked with a threatening undercurrent in his voice.

“I guessed, and you just confirmed it. The other day you were too keen on not taking this path, so, I asked myself what the reason could be. I could only come up with one answer.”

“Hm.” It was difficult to discern whether Agneth was angry, relieved or indifferent.

Ryhunzo noticed that the farther they went, the darker the forest grew. Not only were there more trees, they also seemed to be higher.

This is an old forest, Ryhunzo mused.

After ten minutes they came at a second bifurcation. Ryhunzo thought he could see a rooftop, to the right, far in the distance. But the sun dancing on the leafy canopy could be playing tricks on his eyes. Anyway, they took the left path.

Another five minutes, and the forest ended abruptly. They came at a clearing which, a long time ago must have been a field or a pasture. This time there was no mistake. About a hundred feet from the forest edge stood a decrepit barn.

Ryhunzo gulped and took hold of the grip of his dagger, but he didn’t draw the weapon from its leather sheat.

“So, here we are. What now?” Agneth hissed.

“Let’s stay in hiding here and just watch the barn for a while.” Ryhunzo looked around. “There, behind those bushes.”

“I wonder if they’re here already?” Olno strained his neck to have a better view. “Let’s wait another minute, and if we see nothing moving around the barn, or hear anyone coming from behind us, we’ll go up to it.”

“Good idea,” Ryhunzo agreed. “The whole thing seems about to collapse. There have to be gaps between the planks. Maybe we can take a look inside without being seen ourselves.”

They waited far longer than just a minute before they dared approach the ramshackle structure.

Ryhunzo sat down on his knees, and tried to look through a narrow gap between two planks, but he could see only a limited part of the interior of the barn.

“Anything?” Agneth asked in a whisper.

Ryhunzo didn’t reply, but turned his head and put his ear close to the gap.

“And?” Agneth insisted in a low voice.

“I think I hear someone moaning.” He rose. “We should investigate.”

“What if he’s still there?” Olno said.

“There’s three of us, no?” Ryhunzo wiped his sweaty hands on his pants. This time he didn’t just grab his dagger. He drew it from the sheat. The two Stray Boys too produced daggers that until now had remained hidden somewhere under their clothes.

Cautiously the three young men went around the corner and as silently as they could they sidled along the long side of the barn.

At the far corner Ryhunzo stopped. He turned around and put a finger on his lips. They all pricked their ears, but nothing could be heard except for a soft whimpering sound.

Finally Ryhunzo stepped around the corner to the front of the barn.

“Well, well, you little annoying pest,” the other two heard an unknown, sarcastic voice proclaim. “What a pity Tarnwood had only one dagger.”

“You’re not a merchant, My Lord,” Rahendo said, his voice remarkably steadfast.

“No, I’m not. And now that you’ve seen me, My Lord of Uberon, there’s no way I can let you live.”
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“Do you know where they’re supposed to meet?” Anaxantis shouted in Rahendo’s ear.

“No. First ride to the Shield and Arrow. Maybe he’s still there.” Rahendo yelled back.

He let his eyes unfocus. The speed at which Anaxantis rode Myrmos frightened the page and he preferred not to be a witness of the trees and bushes whooshing by. His thoughts returned to the dangerous situation his lover could be in at this very moment.

If only I had found out who the damn villain was then there wouldn’t have been any need for all these wild and dangerous shenanigans. But there has been just too little to go on. It has taken me long enough to figure out that the murderer had to be a page—one of more than a hundred. The theft of Eynurm’s dagger has betrayed him. Why has he felt the need to murder Iselda? Probably because she tried the same trick on him as she had tried on Eynurm, and then, on the spur of the moment—

“No, no, that can’t be true,” he cried out loud. It wasn’t just an impulse. The theft of Nurmie’s dagger means that the murder was planned and premeditated. Yet, he must have felt threatened by Iselda. Threatened enough to kill her. When? When did she threaten him? It must have been before he stole the dagger. Why did he feel threatened, though? Iselda was accusing Nurmie of having gotten her with child against her wishes…

“What?” Anaxantis hollered against the wind. “What can’t be true?”

“He didn’t know that,” Rahendo cried out loud, startling himself with the realization of the truth, because suddenly he understood everything.

“Who didn’t know what?”

“Never mind. I’m almost certain who our so-called merchant really is. Please, hurry,” Rahendo urged the prince on, although the current speed they were riding at frightened him already.

After a wild ride they arrived at the Shield and Arrow. Rahendo clambered clumsily, and slightly dizzy, off the horse.

“Stay here,” he ordered the prince, “and have the others stay here too.”

But it was already too late.

“The little rat has set the prince on us,” a voice could be clearly heard, coming from the bushes.

“No, no,” Rahendo shouted in a panic. “They’re not here for you. Stop. Stop. Look around. They’re staying on the road. They’re staying on their horses.”

The page ran into the bushes, disregarding the fact that his legs got scratched multiple times.

The only one of the strays who had turned around was Lanio. Something in Rahendo’s urgent, horrified expression made him stay.

“Lanio, where is my Pook— where is Ry? Is he with your brother and the big guy?” Rahendo blurted out, totally out of breath.

Lanio nodded vigorously.

“Where are they? They’re in danger.”

“Olno said that they were going to meet our guy at one of the remotest barns. The lonely barn. Almost nobody goes there.”

“Do you know where it is? We have to go there and fast. They’re in great danger,” Rahendo implored the boy.

“Radyamirodyahendo, is everything all right?” Anaxantis called out.

“Yes, yes,” Rahendo shouted back. “Stay there, on the road, or they will all run away.”

“Who are Radiamillo and Oh?” Lanio asked.

“They’re me. That’s me. Never mind,” Rahendo said. “You have to show us where this lonely barn is. We haven’t a moment to lose.”

Lanio hesitated.

“I don’t know. Agneth won’t like that. He said it was too close to where we live. He almost refused to take Ry there.”

“Lanio, listen carefully. I’m almost sure that the man they are following is the murderer of Mistress Iselda. Ry will recognize him, because he is one of us, pages. The only way the killer can guarantee to remain unknown is to kill again. All of them. Ry has only his dagger with him.”

“That’s all big bro and Agneth have too.”

For a moment everything and everyone seemed frozen in time. The runaway Strays had stopped and were looking back at what was happening between Rahendo and Lanio. Anaxantis, Obyann and Arranulf were waiting on horseback on the road.

“Please, Lanio, we’re losing valuable time.”

“I’ll have to come with you, then,” Lanio said, still not very sure.

“All right,” Rahendo agreed. “Tell your friends you’re coming with us.”

Lanio turned around.

“Stay here and wait for us,” he shouted. “My brother, Agneth and Ry are in danger. I’m going with them.”

Now that the time had come to leave the safety of the bushes, Lanio hesitated. Rahendo took his hand.

“Don’t be afraid, I’ll introduce you.”

“Who is the little one?” Anaxantis asked.

“He’s the little brother of the leader of the Strays, My Lord,” Rahendo said.

“Who’s that?” Lanio hissed.

“Him? Don’t you know him? He’s Anaxantis, the lord-governor, the warlord.”

“The prince himself?” Lanio gulped.

“That’s me,” Anaxantis said. “What’s your name?”

“Lanio,” the boy replied with eyes great as saucers.

“You’re riding with me, Lanio,” the prince said as he leaned sideways and extended his hand.

Rahendo gave him a lift, and Anaxantis pulled him up, putting him before him in the saddle. Lanio had never sat on a horse, but after the first moments all fear left him and he enjoyed the view his elevated position afforded him.

“You’re with me, Rahendo,” Arranulf said.

“The shortest way is through the fields,” Lanio said. “There, take that path running beside the inn.” He pointed forward, in the distance. “We’re going to that forest there.”

“All right,” Anaxantis said. “Sit tight. I’m going to ride gradually faster. If you’re afraid don’t hesitate to hold fast onto the saddle, or my arms, or whatever makes you feel secure.”

“It’s a beautiful horse,” Lanio approved. “Strong.”

“Yes, Myrmos is a beautiful horse,” the prince replied and he laughed.
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  Chapter 10

Cormack
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“So, My Lord of Miradano, it was you who killed the fair Iselda,” Ryhunzo said, trying to keep his voice steady and devoid of fear.

Morneck of Miradano had drawn his sword, but for the moment he kept his distance. Everything in Ryhunzo urged him to thrust his own rusty dagger in front of him. Not that it would be much help against the older and bigger page with the larger weapon.

Olno and Agneth were still around the corner, where Morneck couldn’t see them, and Ryhunzo avoided looking at them, though he couldn’t think of anything he’d rather do than shout for them to come and help him.

“Fair Iselda, pshaw. The cow had become greedy and I had already grown tired of the milk,” Morneck sneered.

“She thought you were the son of a Dermolhean merchant.” 

“So what? Not just some Dermolhean merchant. A rich Dermolhean merchant. And it’s not as if I didn’t woo her. I listened, and I listened, and I listened, all smiles, until every muscle in my face ached, to her interminable, stupid dreams of true love, and a great future, and children. What was the silly sow thinking? That I was going to marry her?”

“That’s exactly what she was thinking. But you drugged her and then you raped her,” Ryhunzo accused Morneck.

“Just a mild herbal potion. Our physician at home wrote the recipe down and I have it made by the castle apothecary. It helps me sleep.” His mouth transformed into a malicious grin. “It’s very efficient at what it does. You only have to take a few drops of it.”

“I’m sure it is, and I’m also sure that you administered more than just a few drops to her. Even if your concoction made her just a bit drowsy, that still means that for all practical purposes you raped her.”

“Again, so what? She’s just a commoner girl. She should have been honored to give it up for me, the heir to the county of Miradano. Did she really think I invited her to my room in the Shield and Arrow to listen to her blabber about her poor little heart and her drab little life? Come on, if you’re a woman and you follow a man to his private quarters, you must realize what’s going to happen. Nobody is that naive, surely.” Morneck took a deep breath. “I only facilitated the inevitable.”

Except she was not a woman but a girl, Ryhunzo thought. And you are not a man.

“Miradano, I never heard more vile nonsense. She didn’t even know you were a noble, so why should she even think about giving up anything for you? Not that it matters. You shouldn’t force yourself upon someone who clearly isn’t willing or able to answer your feelings. And, by the way, why did she have to die? She was convinced you were some Dermolhean merchant’s son. She told us so herself, the day she came to the castle. She had no idea who you were.”

Morneck of Miradano’s face became red with anger, and the veins on his neck bulged thick and dark-blue.

“She recognized me. There. In the castle courtyard. You and your miserable fuck-buddy were chatting with her. The irony. Two dirty, little deviants with a beautiful girl like her. To be honest, it was partly Loduvant’s fault. If the stupid fellow hadn’t taunted you and made such a ruckus, maybe she wouldn’t have looked in our direction. I tried my best to stop him. But I couldn’t. I kept my back to you in hopes she wouldn’t recognize me. But she did. I knew then and there that I was fucked. Not in a good way. I saw it clearly in her eyes.”

“So, you decided to kill her.” Ryhunzo tried to elicit more confessions out of Morneck. If anything happened to him, Olno and Agneth would have heard everything. And he would shout at them to run away and go tell the prince. At least he would have time for that last act of defiance. Nothing Miradano could do to prevent that.

“No, of course not. Not at first. Not until about an hour later when Sterff told Loduvant and me what he had overheard pressing his ear against the door of the prince’s war room. How Iselda had threatened Tarnwood with emasculation by scaring him with some local, hundred-year-old horror-story. He almost lost it when he told us how your bedmate had made her faint with a creepy story of his own. While the other two were hollering, I laughed with them. But I knew the sly vixen had recognized me. I knew she wouldn’t rest until she had learned my real name. She would spread evil rumors, at the very least. Or she would play the same trick on me she tried on Tarnwood and attempt to blackmail me into marrying her.”

Ryhunzo kept his face blank, devoid of all emotion. Come on, talk some more. Tell us everything, you stupid monster.

“You don’t believe me?” Morneck shouted, beside himself. “The little whore wanted Tarnwood to marry her, didn’t she? And she wasn’t even carrying his child. It was mine. Mine, you hear. I am the heir of Miradano. Of course, she realized I was a far better catch than that sucker who got himself disinherited. I knew, I just knew she was coming for me. I also knew I had to do something about it. I wasn’t about to make the bastard child of a commoner girl the next in line, after me, for the county of Miradano. I needed to silence that upstart tart. Soon and definitively. I just didn’t know how yet.”

He brags about how he murdered Iselda. He’s too calm about it by far. That can only mean one thing. He’s planning to kill me too. Ryhunzo was getting very nervous, but he had to tempt the older page into talking the noose around his own neck.

“But that changed, that afternoon on the training grounds, didn’t it?” he urged Morneck on.

Miradano’s face contorted into a cruel grin.

“Clever little bugger. Yes, everything changed on the training grounds. As I was getting out of my tunic, I saw Tarnwood getting out of his, folding and putting it down, and laying his belt with his dagger on it. His dagger. I could see the escutcheon, clear and sharp. And suddenly I knew what I had to do. I didn’t need to formulate a plan. It just came to me, complete, simple, self-evident and beautiful. Just like that. An exquisite present of the Gods and Goddesses.”

“You took a risk, stealing that dagger,” Ryhunzo said.

“Yes, I did. If anybody had seen anything and made a remark, I could always have said it was an honest mistake. I made sure I was one of the first to get dressed again. As luck would have it, Tarnwood, like the show-off that he is, was still wrestling with one of the instructors. Everybody was busy tending to their bruises or commenting on the grips and catches they had learned, the fights they had seen. It was simple to take the dagger, and then remove it, sheath and all, from the belt, which I threw back on Tarnwood’s tunic.”

Morneck gave Ryhunzo a sardonic grin.

“When I held Tarnwood’s dagger, safely under my cloak, all my troubles vanished. The whore who wanted to make my life a nightmare was as good as dead.”

“So, you sought her out?”

“I didn’t have to,” Morneck shouted triumphantly. “I just went for a greasy bite at one of the stalls in Lorseth Market, dressed as Cormack, the Dermolhean merchant, and then slowly made my way to the Cranky Goat. I knew she would ask for me. For the merchant, that is. Or so I thought. In fact, she came running after me. Said she wanted to talk something over with me.” His face distorted with contempt. “She had the gall to call me ‘My Lord,’ pouring salt into an open wound, the bitch. She confirmed she had recognized me, that day at the castle.”

“Did she tell you she was pregnant?” Ryhunzo asked to keep Morneck on track.

“Did she ever. It was all she could talk about. How she was sure it would be a healthy, beautiful boy. How I needed an heir. How if we acted quickly nobody would ever know he was conceived out of wedlock.”

“She threatened to go to the prince if you didn’t oblige, I suppose,” Ryhunzo said softly, barely daring to look Morneck in the eyes.

“No, she didn’t.” Morneck’s mood had shifted again to a triumphal state. “She didn’t have to, because I gave in immediately… and the stupid cow fell for it. I told her how enchanted I was with the idea of becoming a father. How my own father would love that the future of the House of Miradano was ensured for yet another generation. How he would dote on his grandson… The old count was more likely to have her whipped within an inch of her life as a warning for other impertinent sluts, and then marry her off to one of his serfs.” He furrowed his brow. “Maybe, I should have told her that… I didn’t. Instead I invited her for a long walk to discuss the details of our marriage.” Morneck laughed. “How stupid can you get?”

“Sometimes hope makes us lose all sense of reality… and caution,” Ryhunzo said. “You can’t blame her for that.”

Morneck gave out a derisive snort.

“I fed her whatever her hungry little heart yearned to hear. I must have been convincing, because she believed every word I said. How we had to make an appointment with the seamstress of the castle to make an appropriate dress, and a cloak, leather gloves, a purse, and so on. I said I wanted her to be not just her beautiful self, but also bedazzling with a brand new outfit to meet the Count and the Countess.”

Ryhunzo noticed how Morneck’s eyes seemed to burn in their sockets.

He’s losing his mind, the young page thought, a chill running down his spine.

“As if,” Morneck shouted. “As if I would take her to meet my parents. But she lapped it all up like a thirsty kitten.”

“Didn’t she know that your father was likely to object to you marrying a commoner girl?”

“In fact, she worried a great deal about that, seeing how Tarnwood’s father reacted, but I assured her it was just a minor hindrance, easily overcome. I knew some clerk who could forge convincing letters patent. We’d make her minor nobility, so as not to raise suspicion. After all, she was going to marry me and one day she would be a countess. A real one.” Morneck seemed surprised relating this part of his story. “I have never seen a girl so happy. She looked lovely in the last light of the day.”

“And yet you took her to this barn,” Ryhunzo edged him on softly.

“To make love. To make love one more time. One more last time. It’s funny, you know. At some point I thought that she had seen through me. That she knew… what I was going to do.” He gave Ryhunzo a perplexed look. “She couldn’t have known, could she? I felt sorry for her. And for myself. For what she was forcing me to do.”

Ryhunzo remained quiet but gave Morneck an inquisitive look.

“Can you understand— Why would you? I don’t understand it myself, but telling my story to lure her away, explaining it in great detail, I began to visualize it. The more I talked, the more it began to look feasible. I was sure I could indeed find someone to falsify letters patent, and if not, I was certain there would be some older impoverished nobleman, somewhere, who, for a fee, would tell the old count Iselda was his daughter.” Morneck looked at Ryhunzo. “Someone of good stock, but poor. Someone like that would go along with such a scheme, wouldn’t he? For a fee? If I explained it really, really well?”

Ryhunzo nodded.

“As a last resort, I knew some minor titles were for sale. Probably for more than I could afford, though. But, still… I don’t think he likes me very much, but maybe His Highness could’ve helped.”

“You tried none of those things, though.”

“Time. There wasn’t enough time. She was pregnant and soon she would begin showing. And I couldn’t decide. One instant it all seemed so easy to resolve, and the next I was sure it would never work. And that I would lose it all. Like Tarnwood.”

“Eynurm would never have considered killing Iselda. He loved her.”

“He should have married her then,” Morneck burst out. “Inheritance or no inheritance. Something would have turned up. This whole mess is his fault.”

“He wanted to marry her, Morneck. It was Iselda who let Eynurm go. Not the other way around. She wanted more out of life. He wanted her. Just her.”

To Ryhunzo’s surprise, Morneck sighed. His arm growing tired, he lowered his sword, the point now resting on the dirt floor of the barn entrance.

“I know she wanted more,” he said, suddenly calm. “It made me angry at first that this commoner girl should want something back, instead of just giving herself to me.” He looked at the sky, and Ryhunzo thought Morneck’s eyes were moist. “She was so beautiful, that first day I met her. So, so very beautiful, lying there on that bed in my room at the Shield and Arrow. So peaceful after she had drunk her cup of wine.” He smiled at Ryhunzo. “No offense, but you wouldn’t understand.”

“Yes, I do. I assure you I do.”

“And then, when we were walking to the barn, she became even more… attractive isn’t a good enough word. The way she clung to my right arm as she walked beside me. How she assured me that she would always be there to help me, whatever I demanded of her. How she promised to never interfere with my life away from her.”

Morneck looked at the young page with obvious pain in his eyes.

“She was all I wanted in a woman, except she wasn’t nobility. What if, years from now, someone found out? It could irreparably blemish our House. How would it affect our son? Would he grow up to hate me? Her? Us? Himself?” He shook his head. “No, it was impossible after all. All things considered, the risks were too high.”

“So, you had to take her to that barn.” Ryhunzo looked sideways from the corner of his eyes. The two Stray Boys were still there, their backs pressed against the wall of the barn, listening.

“She wanted me to take her there, don’t you see? She wanted to believe in the fairy tale I had told her.” Morneck let his chin sink on his chest. “But she knew. Deep down she knew what… what had to happen.”

“So, you made love, one more time and—”

“No. I reconsidered. It didn’t seem right. What do you take me for? No, no, no, no.” It seemed to be an eternity before Morneck continued. “No, I took her in my arms, rocking her softly, from behind. We were standing in the door of the barn, watching the sun go down.” A single tear ran down Morneck’s cheek. “And then I plunged the dagger into her belly.” He took a few deep breaths. “She turned half around to look at me. She wasn’t angry. Not very angry, anyway. Just a little bit upset, maybe. Not because I was killing her. Not for that, no. She gave me a disappointed look as if saying ‘How could you have done that?’ Not because I was killing her, but because I had planted the dagger right into our son.” Morneck let his tears run freely now. Then he let out a pained, hollow laugh. “You know what, Uberon? Once I had done… what I had done, I was certain it would have worked out after all. The old count is… well, old. The outside world—except for Miradano itself, maybe—doesn’t interest him very much anymore. And Mother… Mother would have believed anything I told her. Iselda would have looked splendid in a brand new gorgeous dress. I could have taught her what to say. What not to say.”

“I’m sorry, Morneck,” Ryhunzo said.

“And now… Now I must clean up after myself. I’m sorry, Uberon, but I have to—”

“I’m curious,” Ryhunzo interrupted him, “how did you know—”

“It’s too late for all that. The only thing you should be curious about, Uberon, is the way you’re going to die. I can’t make it painless, but I can make it quick, if you don’t resist.”

“My friends will have questions when my body is found.”

Morneck gave out a short, low, derisive snort.

“Who are they going to question? Cormack will have disappeared, never to be seen in Lorseth ever again. The evil merchant’s son from Dermolhea will vanish into thin air.”

“I knew Iselda,” a weak voice, coming from inside the barn, said.
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Ryhunzo froze and tried to decide what he should do. If he was going to run for it, now was the time to do it. Morneck was distracted by the girl that emerged from the barn. She leaned against the doorpost and had to steady herself against it to stay upright.

Has he sedated her with his infamous potion? Ryhunzo asked himself. 

“How unfortunate.” Morneck had turned around and looked at the girl with something akin to pity in his eyes. “More work to be done.”

“You can’t get away with this, Miradano,” Ryhunzo said. “Why not stop at this one killing? His Highness will understand how difficult your circumstances were.”

Morneck let out a ghastly howl.

“Have you ever heard the story of what Prince Pie did to someone who was accused of ravishing a girl? Have you heard what our prince did to the surviving Mukthars after the Battle of the Zinchara? What do you think he will do to someone accused of violating and murdering one?” Morneck raised his sword, but didn’t otherwise move.

“Prince Pie condemned a farmer’s son to the Royal Farms,” Ryhunzo tried in despair. “You’re nobility.”

“Have you seen into his eyes? Those steel-blue eyes? There’s something harsh and unbending there. Something harder than granite. I’m not risking it. And why would I?” He pointed his sword at the girl against the doorpost. “With her and you dead, and Cormack gone, there will be no witnesses left to incriminate me.” He chortled. “I wonder what they will make of it all. Finding you, you of all people, dead, next to an equally dead girl. They might come to some amusing conclusions, with no actual witnesses to tell the true story.”

Ryhunzo, still unsure whether to run or stand his ground, didn’t dare move a single muscle.

“But there are witnesses, My Lord,” Agneth said as he stepped around the corner of the barn into Morneck’s range of view.

“More than one.” Olno appeared as well and stood beside Agneth.

“What’s more, we have heard everything. How you confessed to killing Iselda and how you threatened to kill Ry— His Lordship and the girl.”

Morneck was thunderstruck, looking from the two Stray Boys to Ryhunzo and back.

“You knew,” he accused Ryhunzo. “You knew they were there and you let me babble on. You provoked me in telling you everything. You abused my trust in you.” His wild eyes turned to the two Strays and back to the page again. “You made a pact with them? Do you even know who they are? What they are? Have you no respect for your standing as a noble?”

“I know who they are,” Ryhunzo said. “They’re my friends. They should have run away once they heard what you said about murdering Iselda, and all the rest.” He raised his voice. “They should run away now, straight to the castle, to the prince and tell him everything they know.”

“And would the prince believe a couple of dirty orphans?”

“My friend, Rahendo of Eldorn, knows them as well and he will vouch for them.”

Morneck looked around him like a cornered wild animal. He raised his sword while he licked his lips.

“Don’t even think about it, Miradano,” Ryhunzo cried out. “There’s too many of us and you’re not fast enough by far to kill us all.”

Morneck’s eyes darted shiftily around.

“I could. Maybe, I could. First the big one there.” He pointed his sword at Agneth. “Then the other serf. The wench can wait.” He gave Ryhunzo a fevered look. “How far could you run, meanwhile?”

“I can be fast. I could reach the woods. You would never find me,” Ryhunzo said. He tried to distract the enraged page. “Oh, look who’s here…”

“Yeah, that trick might have worked on Loduvant. It doesn’t work on me,” Morneck sneered.

“Agneth. Olno. Run. Run, and don’t look back,” Ryhunzo yelled.

Neither of the Stray Boys moved.

“Run,” Ryhunzo tried again. “He won’t kill me. He knows they will hang him if he does. Run. Run to the prince and tell him everything. Your safety is my guarantee—”

“No,” Agneth said curtly. “We’re not leaving you with this madman.”

Olno pricked up his ears and looked in the direction of the trees. Three horses emerged from the woods. The rider of the first had long golden hair, and before him in the saddle Olno saw his little brother.

“We don’t have to run to the prince. I have seen him once and I would recognize him anywhere. He will be here in a minute.”

“I told you these childish tricks don’t work on me, you miserable churl,” Morneck raged.

“Shut up, Miradano,” Ryhunzo cried out. “Shut up and listen. You can hear the horses. Whoever it is, is not alone.”
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For a moment everyone was silent, and, sure enough, the sound of hooves rapidly approaching could be heard.

“There are at least three of them,” Olno said.

From his vantage point Ryhunzo could see the riders. They were close enough for him to recognize them.

“The game is up, Miradano,” he said. “His Highness will be here soon.” He watched as the group on horseback approached the barn.

“Watch out, Ry,” Agneth cried out, forgetting all reverence and decorum.

It was too late. In bounds and leaps Morneck had covered the small distance that separated him from Ryhunzo, grabbed the younger page’s arm, and turned him around. He immobilized Ryhunzo by keeping him in an iron-like hold, his left arm under his prey’s chin, which left his sword arm free.

Agneth started to run in their direction, dagger drawn, while the girl saw her chance to run back into the barn and hide.

“Don’t, Agneth,” Ryhunzo managed to gasp, and the Stray Boy stopped in his track.

Moments later Anaxantis, with Lanio in front of him in the saddle, Obyann, and Arranulf with Rahendo, arrived on the scene.

Rahendo saw his lover held fast by Miradano’s arm. His heart missed a beat and almost stopped altogether.

Before Myrmos, Anaxantis’s horse, had come to a complete halt, Lanio had slipped out from under the prince’s arms, tumbling down to the ground from what was for such a young boy a considerable height. He scrambled up immediately, and ran toward Morneck and Ryhunzo.

“Let go of Ry,” he screamed, and, ignoring the sword, started trying to pry Morneck’s left arm loose. Since he didn’t succeed, he bit the noble’s hand.

Morneck let out a surprised and angry cry, and raised his sword to cut the young boy down. Ryhunzo, who up until then hadn’t resisted, pulled sideways with all his weight, which wasn’t all that much, but still enough to make Morneck lose his balance. Ryhunzo took advantage of his captor’s temporary confusion to squirm out from under Morneck’s arm. The page was about to run to safety when he noticed Morneck had now taken hold of the young Stray Boy.

“Let him go, Miradano,” Ryhunzo shouted. “Let him go. He’s just a poor orphan. I make a far better hostage.”

Morneck hesitated, weighing his chances.

“If you let him go, I will go with you willingly,” Ryhunzo tried again. “On my honor, I promise not to run away.” He saw that Morneck was vacillating. “You can’t control the two of us. Let him go. Now.” He held his arms slightly away from his body, his hands open, to show he wasn’t concealing any small weapons. Then he took a few steps toward the older page and his captive.

“Get away, you,” Morneck said, giving the young boy a brutal shove. He roughly pulled Ryhunzo, who didn’t resist, toward him and once again secured the younger page with his left arm in the same manner as before.

Lanio stumbled forward, into the arms of his brother who had come running towards him.

The whole scuffle had taken less than a minute and Anaxantis hadn’t dared intervene. He had seen the feverish look in the eyes of Morneck of Miradano and didn’t want to risk pushing him over the edge of sanity.

“Give yourself up, Morneck,” the prince said, once he saw the young boy was safe. The whole situation had reached some sort of uneasy stalemate, but could become lethally dangerous in the blink of an eye. “You can’t escape. There are too many witnesses. You’re all out of options.”

Morneck looked at the woods. They were nearby, but still too far. He couldn’t outrun the men on horseback. He was about to give up when a spark of hope lit up his eyes.

“I don’t think so, My Lord,” he said with an unnatural calm born of despair. He slightly raised his left arm, making Ryhunzo stand on his toes and gasp for air. “I think I might try one more thing.”
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“Get off your horses,” Morneck ordered.

At first nobody moved. Ryhunzo was trying to keep Morneck’s arm away from his throat with both hands. Morneck lightly cut the back of of all ten fingers with his sword. Ryhunzo cried out, more in surprise than in pain, although the blood welled up from the superficial gashes.

“Pookie,” Rahendo cried out.

“Ry,” Lanio yelled.

“Get off your horses,” Morneck roared, “or next time the little pest loses a few fingers.”

“Nulfie, let’s get off,” Rahendo whimpered.

Slowly all three of them dismounted. Lastly, Arranulf helped Rahendo down.

“Ramaldah, bring your horse here.” Morneck made a cutting movement with his sword.

Very slowly Obyann, leading his horse by the reins, began walking in the direction of Morneck, who took a few steps backward himself, dragging Ryhunzo with him.

“That’s far enough. Now get back to the others.”

While Obyann was walking back, Morneck turned the horse so that the animal’s body obscured what he was doing.

“You first,” he hissed, “and remember your promise. If you disobey, I’ll mount by myself and run the little guy down.”

Ryhunzo clambered up on the horse and Morneck followed him quickly, keeping his hostage before him in the saddle.

“And now, My Lords, bring the other horses, one by one. You first, Landemere.”

Arranulf walked over to Morneck, who remained seated on his horse.

“Now, give the reins to Uberon,” he ordered, “and get back to where you came from.”

Arranulf returned to Rahendo who was following the procedure with mounting fear.

“Now you, Your Highness,” Morneck ordered, getting nervous.

“Morneck,” the prince said, “I’ll do as you say, but Myrmos was a gift from my friends, and, by all the Gods and Goddesses, if you hurt him I will chase you to the ends of the earth if I have to. The same goes for Arranulf’s horse. It was a gift from his grandmother. They’re both Cheridonian Fourbloods, and as far as I am concerned, they’re worth more, each on their own, than you are. But even more importantly, if you harm just one hair on Ry’s head, I will declare you an outlaw and issue an order to everyone in my dominions to kill you on sight. And I myself will haunt you down like a rabid dog and kill you without a second thought. You have the word of Anaxantis.”

Morneck had become slightly white, yet he looked at the prince with defiance in his eyes.

“I will not touch a single curl on the little weasel’s head, My Lord, and I will leave him and the horses, unharmed, a few miles from here.”

Morneck took the reins of the two riderless horses from Ryhunzo and gave his own steed the spurs.
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Morneck, with his hostage before him and the two horses in tow, galloped toward the Shield and Arrow.

Several of the Stray Boys who were still hiding in the bushes near the inn recognized Ryhunzo as Morneck steered his horse up onto the road toward Lorseth.

“I still have some clothes in my room at the inn,” he mumbled. “Too bad.”

When they were about halfway to Lorseth Castle, Morneck brought his horse to a stop.

“This is where you get off, Uberon.”

Ryhunzo dismounted quickly. 

“Go to the castle. Tell His Highness and your friends that I’ll leave their horses at the first Merchant Guild station on the Northern Highway. Over the border, that is.” Morneck seemed nervous. “Well,” he continued and he sighed as if he was reluctant to go. “This is farewell then, Uberon.”

You shouldn’t have told me you were going for the Northern Highway, Ryhunzo thought.

Without another word Morneck of Miradano rode off, and the young page immediately set out for the castle to warn Anaxantis’s guard.
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  Chapter 11

The Flight
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The prince, Arranulf, Obyann, Rahendo, Olno, Agneth, and Lanio had to go on foot until they got to the Shield and Arrow.

For the Stray Boys there was a happy reunion with their friends, who had waited for them, hiding in the bushes.

“Thank you for your help,” Anaxantis said. “If there’s anything I can do for you, come to the castle and ask for me.”

“Thank you, Your Highness, we will,” Olno said, making a clumsy reverence. He had no intention whatsoever of going anywhere near Lorseth Castle.

“Let’s go,” Rahendo insisted. “Who knows what that brute… that murderer will do to my Pookie.”

“Ry will be all right, friend of Ry,” Lanio said.

“He’s wounded,” Rahendo wailed, ignoring the reassurance of the little Stray Boy.

“Let’s requisition horses from this establishment,” Arranulf proposed.

Anaxantis and the pages went through the gate that had opened to let someone on horseback out.

Ten minutes later they reappeared, themselves on horseback.

“The guts of that churl,” Anaxantis muttered. “If he had said he would rent them to us, I could have accepted that, but he point-blank refused to let us have them.”

“That changed soon enough when you threatened to return with forty soldiers and burn the place down.” Arranulf chuckled.

“Well, he can expect a visit from my steward to go through his books, and make sure he paid every last sarth of the taxes he owes.”

“Hurry, hurry,” Rahendo, who again sat in front of the prince, said, appalled by what he considered under the circumstances to be inconsequential chatter.



When they finally reached Lorseth Castle, Rahendo saw from afar Ryhunzo waiting under the gatehouse. As soon as Anaxantis had made his horse stand still, he clambered down, and ran to his lover.

“Are you all right? Did he hurt you anymore than he already did.” He took Ryhunzo’s hands and inspected them carefully. “Your poor fingers…”

“The wounds aren’t deep, Vigilant Minder of my Life and Limbs.”

“We’re going immediately to the barber to have them dressed,” Rahendo ordered. “And then we’re going to our room and I’m going to check every square inch of your body to make sure you told me the truth and there is nothing else wrong with you.”

Ryhunzo grinned.

“I can’t wait. Please, be very thorough, Sweet Inspector of my Bodily Ailments.”

They had all but forgotten about the prince and their friends.

“They’ll be all right, I guess,” Anaxantis said. “Obyann, have some of the pages on duty take back the horses to the Shield and Arrow. Then come to my war room. You too Arranulf, but first get me Tomar. Oh yes, but before that, tell Eynurm to come pay me a visit so I can personally tell him his house arrest is over. You can tell him about the fortuitous outcome of this sordid affair.”
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About two hours later, after Rahendo had made sure everything about Ryhunzo functioned as it should, both pages descended to the communal room of their lodgings.

It had taken that long because making sure nothing was wrong with his lover wasn’t just something that could be ascertained with the eyes alone. Fingers as well were involved, and one thing led to another. 



“There they are,” Arranulf said, somewhat superfluous. “Eynurm… they’re all yours.”

“Hm, yes. Guys, please sit down.” Eynurm of Tarnwood flustered under the wide-eyed stare of the young pages. He had clearly cleaned himself up, though, and put on some nice, freshly washed clothes. The bags under his eyes, however, were still prominently visible.

“I haven’t had, eh, time yet to thank you,” Eynurm continued, eyes cast down. Then he noticed Ryhunzo’s bandaged fingers. “Are your hands all right?”

“Mere scratches, Nurm, my man. Mere scratches.” Ryhunzo waived his bandaged fingers before Eynurm’s eyes. “Mind you , while I can lift small and light objects with them, I find it still difficult to clench them firmly. Luckily I have someone to do that for me when it is required, as when—”

“Nurmie doesn’t need to know all that,” Rahendo cut him off.

“I didn’t even know what you two had done for me, until Anaxantis told me I was completely exonerated, and the reason why. Later Arranulf and Obyann explained everything.”

“That was after we dragged him out of his bed,” Arranulf joined in.

“And made him wash himself,” Obyann added. “I’ve known cows that were dead and had been lying in the sun for a week that smelled nice in comparison. Anaxantis isn’t one for much decorum, but we couldn’t present him with a barely walking corpse that would have stunk up his precious war room.”

Eynurm colored red.

“Of course, we first had to sober him up.” Arranulf poured himself a drink. “And make the evidence of his debauchery disappear.” He raised his cup in a toast to Eynurm who in response turned slightly green.

“His room is still a battle field, though.” Obyann shook his head. “And the stench will linger for a few more days.”

“Poor Nurmie,” Rahendo said, wrapping his arm around the duly-chastened page. “You must have been so afraid.”

“Yeah, Nurm, nobody relishes the prospect of having his crown jewels cut off.” Ryhunzo too hugged Eynurm.

“I am so ashamed, guys. You ran all these terrible risks on my account, while I lay unconscious in my bed most of the time.”

Ryhunzo flashed his most charming smile.

“There was nothing you could do, Nurm, my man. Remember? Anaxantis gave you house arrest.”

“Castle arrest, actually,” Rahendo corrected his lover. “But my Pookie is right, Nurmie. You yourself could never have done what we did. Nobody would have wanted to talk to you. Everybody would have made the foregone conclusion that you were just trying to save your ass.”

“His balls, actually,” Ryhunzo said. “Don’t sweat it, Nurm my man, you would have done the same for us.” His face turned unusually pensive. “And we learned a lot from the experience.” He laughed. “We made some friends too.”

“Sit down,” Eynurm said. “I asked the cook to make some pastries to celebrate the happy conclusion of this nightmare.”

Arranulf brought a platter laden with sweet delicacies from the low cabinet it had been standing on to the table.

“There’s also some wine, diluted of course, but only two parts water to one part wine.” He put the platter within reach of Rahendo and Ryhunzo. “There’s undiluted water for you, Eynurm.” 

“Don’t tease him, Nulfie,” Rahendo commiserated. “He’s gone through a lot.”

They both grabbed a pastry.

“So, how did you know who the murderer was?” Obyann asked.

“We didn’t,” Ryhunzo said, gulping down a chunk of cake. “Not at first.”

“We started by eliminating all likely suspects, and of course we had help. Not just from the Stray Boys. Even so, it took us an awful long time before we realized just who the real murderer was.” Rahendo took another bite of his pastry.

“I didn’t realize anything until I saw him with my own two eyes,” Ryhunzo said cheerfully.

“I’m not too proud either. It took me a very long time to figure out that this so-called merchant was actually one of us. Even after my Pookie had used the same ruse by disguising himself as a peasant boy.”

“A peasant boy?” Eynurm hadn’t been told all the particulars yet.

“Oh, my Pookie was the most cute peasant boy in the whole wide world.”

“I didn’t fool anyone, though.”

“Of course not, nobody could look at you or hear you talk and think you were a peasant boy. It takes more than clothes to disguise who you really are.”

“Morneck seems to have fooled enough people for some time,” Obyann said.

“Ah, yes, but he wasn’t disguised as a peasant boy but as a merchant’s son. A rich merchant’s son. The distance between a young noble and a wealthy burgher is far less great.” Rahendo frowned. “The gap seems to be filled by lots and lots of money.”

“Just ask our friends, the Stray Boys. They have no money at all. Everyone looks down on them.” Ryhunzo looked with regret at the last crumbs of his pastry. He almost wiped his bandaged hands on his pants, but refrained from doing so under his lover’s forbidding stare. “It’s not fair” Ryhunzo burst out. “Olno’s little brother is as likely to get kicked by one of us nobles as by a rich merchant’s son. Or by a not-so-wealthy burgher. Or a peasant. Anyone, really.”

They remained silent for a while.

“So, you knew it was Morneck before you saw him,” Eynurm broke the silence.

“Almost, but not quite. Of course, by the time I realized it had to be one of the pages, it was almost too late.” Rahendo shivered. “I suddenly remembered that Hrodeck of Braedon did—and probably still does—much the same. In fact, he was insulted when Lanio called him a merchant, although he was dressed as a burgher.”

“When did you realize the murderer was Morneck?” Eynurm asked.

“Far too late, that’s when. We were already riding out to get him when everything fell into place. Morneck had seen us talking to Iselda. At the time I thought he was just annoyed and wanted to go to his riding lessons, but actually he was trying to hide his face from her. I distinctly recall how strange I thought it was that her mood changed so drastically. It was as if all her troubles had melted as snow under the sun. It wasn’t that, but she had seen a way out of them. That was what had changed. She had recognized Morneck— no, she had recognized the one she knew as Cormack, a rich merchant’s son of Dermolhea, and it was obvious he wasn’t a burgher but a page. Mistress Iselda was smart. I can’t be sure what she was planning, but I’m sure she saw several possibilities, all ranging between gentle persuasion and brutal extortion.”

“She wasn’t a bad girl,” Ryhunzo said.

“Oh, Pookie, you’re such a dear, dear, innocent boy. And so naive. You measure everyone by the yardstick of your own generous and gentle nature. I’m sure within half an hour Iselda had several plans. First she would try to get Morneck to marry her. Which he might do if he knew the story of Prince Pie. If not, she could always tell it to him. If he didn’t want to marry her, she could try to make him pay for the upkeep of her child… and her silence.” It seemed Rahendo’s eyes looked through the opposite wall. “She might have thought of a few variations and alternatives… As it turned out Morneck knew she had recognized him and he had made plans of his own.”

“He didn’t exactly plan to murder Iselda,” Ryhunzo said. “Not at first, anyway. The idea came to him when he saw the opportunity to steal Nurm’s dagger, but at some point he was on the verge of reconsidering. There is some good in everyone.”

“Maybe, Pookie, but, when push came to shove, he did kill her.”

“And went almost mad with regret, remorse… I couldn’t tell which.”

“Simple. He regretted having had to kill her because he found her attractive and because he thought it was a waste. He regretted she wasn’t of noble stock, which was obviously her fault. Most of all, he regretted having been found out.”

“You don’t like people very much, do you?” Arranulf asked in an almost bashful tone.

For a moment, Rahendo was taken aback.

“I don’t like some people.”

“He likes you guys well enough,” Ryhunzo said, flashing a charming smile. “Well enough to go to a lot of trouble to try to help a friend in need.”
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Two days after the flight of Morneck of Miradano, Rahendo and Ryhunzo entered the Cranky Goat and went straight to the back where the Stray Boys usually hung out. Ryhunzo was carrying a heavy canvas bag.

“Ry,” Lanio cried out when he noticed them. “And friend of Ry,” he added, far less enthusiastically.

“You can call me Rahendo.”

“Yes, friend of Ry.”

Rahendo didn’t insist.

When they were seated and had ordered a fresh pitcher of cow’s piss, Ryhunzo took out his purse.

“It occurred to me that we had a debt to settle.”

“That’s not necessary, Ry,” Olno said. “What you did for my brother…”

“What I did? I can’t remember doing anything than being at the mercy of that brute.”

“You kept Lanio safe at considerable risk to yourself,” Agneth said. “I never in a hundred years would have thought that one of your kind would do such a thing for one of us. And at the peril of his own life, too. I was wrong. I suspected that your war stories were slightly embellished—to say the least. But I’m big enough to admit that I was probably wrong in that respect as well. You showed true courage, there at the barn.” Agneth took a swig of his beaker with weak bear to hide his embarrassment.

“How are your wounds?” Olno asked. “Do they hurt?”

“Nah,” Ryhunzo said waiving his bandaged hands. “He just grazed my fingers.” He grinned. “Mind you, there are some things I can’t do yet and for which I have to rely on my friend. But let’s not get into that.”

Rahendo colored beet red, but realized just in time that chiding Ryhunzo here and now would only make matters worse.

“Did you catch him, that evil son of Tsardoch?” Agneth asked.

“Before I tell you, let’s first get business out of the way,” Ryhunzo said.

“I told you, we don’t want your money.” Agneth crossed his arms.

“And I insist,” Ryhunzo said. “It’s not just for you. You’re responsible for a lot of young, hungry stomachs. They can’t eat your pride.”

“Chicken wings,” Lanio exclaimed.

“Ah, yes, why not?” Ryhunzo grinned. He held one of his bandaged hands in the air and a servant maid with long, raven-black hair, came to their table.

“Two platters of your spiciest chicken wings, please, fair lady,” Ryhunzo said. “We have hungry men to feed here.”

“That’ll be twenty-two sarths, in advance,” the girl answered routinely. “Seems your hands have been caught in a lady’s pants where they weren’t welcome,” she added dryly, while Ryhunzo laboriously counted out the coins with his wrapped-up fingers.

“Perish the thought,” the page answered, and he winked.

“Enough chit-chat. Tell us already, did they catch him?” Agneth burst out.

“Ah, no, alas,” Ryhunzo said. “Morneck got away.”

“Are the horsies all right?” Lanio asked.

“Yes, they are. Morneck had let me go some distance from the castle, probably guessing there wasn’t much I could do on my own. But he took the horses. He first went to his barracks to collect his stuff and his own horse. He told his barrack mates some story that he had to bring the horses to the prince and to Nulf. Exactly the opposite of what had happened. Both the prince and Nulf ride Cheridonian Fourbloods. These horses are conspicuous. Obe’s not so much, as it is just an old mare, though he seems to like her. Maybe Morneck was planning on using them alternately so as not having to rest too often. However, on the road from Lorseth to the Northern Highway, he encountered a patrol of soldiers. He left the horses with them. He even said he thought he recognized one of them as the prince’s. He had found them tied to a tree. If the soldiers would be kind enough to return them to the castle. He himself was on an urgent mission to deliver a confidential letter. Sorry, he couldn’t be more precise. They understood, didn’t they?”

“Ha. The cheek that miserable guy has.” Agneth’s lip curled in scorn.

“The horses were unharmed, as he promised, though. Morneck had only taken them to prevent the news that he was a murderer reaching the castle before he had had a chance to make good his escape. Maybe he realized that the prince would be true to his word and chase him in person to the end of the earth if anything happened to them… or me. That was mighty nice of His Highness, now that I think of it, to value me as much as a Cheridonian Fourblood. Or maybe Morneck found three horses more than he could handle. Perhaps he thought they slowed him down… Who knows?”

The servant girl put two platters of piping hot chicken wings on the table. Lanio immediately grabbed two, one with each hand.

“Take one too, friend of Ry,” he said generously to Rahendo, in between tearing meat off the bones with his teeth.

“I seem to have lost my appetite,” Rahendo politely declined the offer. “A cold, I think.”
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“Was your friend’s name cleared?” Olno inquired.

“Oh, yes.” Ryhunzo looked at his bandages which were now saturated with chicken fat. “Yesterday was completely devoted to bringing Morneck to justice. Master Tomar Parmingh also prepared a writ and had it copied and sent to all towns and cities, to apprehend Morneck of Miradano wherever he may be found, to confine him, and to send him under heavy guard to Lorseth Castle, there to be judged by the prince-warlord in his capacity as lord governor of the Northern Marches.”

“Northern Marches?” Olno arched his brows.

“That’s what the Royal Administration of Ximerion calls the Highlands.”

“So, eventually they will get him, I trust,” Agneth said.

“Highly unlikely, since there are reports of someone who fits his description riding toward the border with the Ximerionian heartlands.”

“Then why go to all that trouble?” Agneth wondered. “Why send orders to arrest him to Dermolhea and Ghiasht in the north if they know he will try crossing the border in the south?”

“Oh, they would have come far too late anyway, wherever those orders would have been sent. But the writ will be read aloud on the main city squares and nailed to the doors of several prominent public buildings and shrines.” Ryhunzo winked. “You see?”

“No, I don’t, My Lord Chicken Fingers.”

“The writ calls for the arrest of Morneck of Miradano for the murder most foul of Iselda the saddler’s daughter, late of Lorseth Market. The name of Miradano will be known all over the Highlands. It automatically wipes out whatever stain may have been cast on Eynurm’s name.”

“Ah, yes, your friend,” Agneth said. “Now I understand.”

“All the same, the murderer got away.” Olno spat out a small chicken bone.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Rahendo said. “Anaxan— His Highness has ordered Master Parmingh to make an extended account of the whole sordid affair. A copy of which will be sent to the Royal Administration in Ormidon. From then on it’s up to them, and there is no predicting how it will turn out, seeing that our prince and His Glorious Majesty, the High King, his father, are at loggerheads.” Rahendo stared at a beam on the ceiling.

Lanio followed his gaze.

“What do you see, friend of Ry?” he asked.

“What? Eh… nothing,” Rahendo mumbled, his thoughts clearly somewhere else.

“Before we forget,” Ryhunzo said, “the prince and his steward, Master Parmingh, expect the three of you at the castle, tomorrow, early in the afternoon.”

“Who? Us?” Agneth had become white and shifted on his bench.

“Yes, you, Olno and Lanio.”

The other Stray Boys looked in awe at the threesome.

“Why?”

“To hear the account of the horrible crimes of Morneck of Miradano, former page of His Highness, Prince Anaxantis, being read to you. You were witnesses to some of the events and you’ll have to testify that what was written down is the truth.”

“Now, listen here, Ry…” Agneth cleared his throat. “We were happy to help and all, but—”

“I’m afraid you have no choice, Agneth.” He cocked his head and smiled. “Of course, if you don’t like being given a substantial award for your help and bravery in solving this case, and I mean a substantial award in silver, maybe gold—not copper, mind you—say so. I’m sure I can convince His Highness to skip that part.”

Agneth and Olno looked at each other.

“Silver,” Olno gasped. “That could keep us in bread and stew for weeks. Months maybe, depending…”

“There are some little ones who need warm clothes, what with the winter approaching,” Agneth added.

“Speaking of clothes,” Ryhunzo said, “we’ve gathered some old things that the three of you could wear tomorrow. They’re in that sack, there.” He pointed casually at the backpack he had put next to his chair on the floor. “And now for your payment. Let’s see, we agreed upon—”

“Not a single sarth. We will accept not a single sarth from you.” He pointed an accusing finger at the page. “I suspect you more or less extorted this reward from the prince.”

“Not at all.” Ryhunzo smiled innocently. “He’s a generous person by nature.”

“Yes,” Rahendo added, “for someone who can be so grumpy and exacting, even mean at times, he can be quite, eh, giving and charitable. From time to time. Occasionally. Sporadically.”
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It was still early in the evening, yet it was already dark when Rahendo and Ryhunzo returned to the castle.

“Did you notice, Pookie?” Rahendo asked.

“What?”

“Some of those Stray Boys are actually girls.”

“Yeah, I noticed, Guiding Light in my Darkest Hours. After all, I know Londo whom, since she is your sibling, I consider to be my own sister too, though she probably wouldn’t like me calling her that. I thought it wise not to mention that I had recognized some of them as girls. They too can become orphans. Rather clever of them, though. I bet it was Olno’s idea to put them in boys’ clothes. Much safer for them if they have to venture out in the wide, wicked world.”

“I’m not so sure it’s much safer. Poor guys. And girls. Life can be cruel. In the darkest corner sat a small boy and—as I thought at first—his even smaller friend. It’s more likely they are related. The oldest is barely ten, if that, and his eyes darted constantly over the whole inn. He kept his little brother—if that is what he was—close, as if he were afraid he’d lose him somehow. Not that he needed to worry about that. The little one clung to him as if his life depended upon it.” Rahendo sighed. “It was both endearing and so very sad.”

“I didn’t notice them, I’m ashamed to admit. Seems the little tyke would be as lost without his big brother as I would be without you.”

“Oh, Pookie.” Rahendo giggled. “That Lanio boy called me friend of Ry.”

“I heard. I was so jealous. I would love to be known as friend of Rahendo.” He grinned, full of mischief. “I wish we were in our cozy room already.”

“Down, boy, down.”

Ryhunzo growled in mock-protest.

“I’m glad Nurm is in the clear,” he said.

“It was nice seeing how happy he was after Anaxantis had completely exonerated him and told him that the real murderer had been found. And after his hangover was completely gone. I wonder if our prince has put enough emphasis on how brave you have been, Pookie.”

“Well, he called us to tell us personally what measures he had taken to apprehend Morneck and to clear Nurm’s name. He needn’t have done that. And then… I almost thought he was chiding us in some way, but then he got all flattering.”

“Yes, that was strange,” Rahendo agreed. “Then again, it’s nothing new. The same—but worse—happened after the Battle of the Zinchara.”

Ryhunzo grinned.

“Yes, I remember. Boy, was he in a nasty mood then.”

They walked a while without speaking.

“You know?” Ryhunzo broke the silence. “I think we should stay friends with Olno and Agneth and the gang. I like them.”

“They’re going to be a whole lot better off tomorrow than they are now. I talked with Yothan of Birchland who was on duty at the castle this afternoon. He overheard Anaxantis and Tomar arguing over a sum of money and the ownership of some old barn.”

“The coming winter could be the first the Stray Boys will face without having to fear hunger and cold. Nevertheless, we should regularly check up on them.”

“You have the cutest bleeding heart, Pookie.”

“And yet you agree, don’t you, friend of Ry?”

“Yes, I do.”

Rahendo smiled.
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“I told you, Verial… No bloody battles, no staggering thrones, no gruesome— Well, I suppose the girl’s murder was rather ghastly… Anyway, for the dramatic events that shook nations, you’ll have to visit my old friend Randamor.”

…

“I know. I know his demands can be… embarrassing. He seems to have become milder these few last years, though.”

…

“Ah, yes, the other girl. Good of you to remind me, Starlight. I almost forgot about her. She kept hidden in the barn, she later told, until she hadn’t heard a human sound for a long, long time. Even then she ventured outside cautiously and, seeing nobody was there, hurried home. Twilight was already falling when she reached Lorseth Market.

“It was only the following days when news started leaking out gradually of what had transpired, that she realized she had missed seeing the prince whom all the town’s girls considered to be a drop-dead, stunning young man. She never forgave herself for having squandered that unique opportunity.”

…

“I thought you’d never ask, Verial. Indeed, what about Morneck of Miradano? Was he eventually brought to justice? No. The answer is no.

“I heard the story from a friend, who heard it from a passing merchant, who regularly traveled the Northern Highway from Dermolhea, in the north of the province of Amiratha, to Ormidon, the capital in the heartlands of Ximerion. He got it from a local tradesman.

“It seems Morneck reached Miradano in about three weeks. He didn’t take the Northern Highway, but traveled by small parallel roads. This slowed him down, but at the same time, it prevented him from being recognized. The risk was small, but Morneck was smart enough not to take it.

“He had changed into his good outfit with a tunic which bore the arms of his House. This also was a calculated risk. On the one hand it made him instantly recognizable as a noble. On the other, there was a small chance someone would have heard of the incidents in far-off Lorseth, and would know who was blamed for the murder—”

…

“Yes, he was guilty. Most definitely, but in his own mind the story had already changed into one in which he was the innocent party driven to an unpleasant, though very necessary deed, which was none of his fault. He intended to arrive in Miradano with his story complete and watertight. In fact, it was all he thought about during his journey home. He had repeated it over and over in his mind so many times, it felt more truthful than the truth itself. It may not have been what happened, but it was how things should have gone.”

…

“I know, but that is how some people manage to keep living with themselves. Deep down they know the real truth, though, and it keeps gnawing at their very being. They’re never truly happy again.”

…

“No, Floryon, you should never wish something like that upon another human being. But, indeed, there was a risk some cutthroat or a gang of robbers would try to assault him. He hadn’t much money in his purse, but his horse and clothes alone represented a small fortune to some people. The inns and taverns on these local roads weren’t to be trusted either. He only visited them by day for a quick meal, preferring to sleep in the woods, wrapped in his cloak, with his sword next to him.

“After a few days he came to territory where the arms of his House were known and respected, and that gave him at least some protection.

“Once home, he told his version of the facts—”

…

“No, Verial of the Lakes, for some reason only known to himself, Anaxantis had omitted sending a report of the crimes of his son to the Count of Miradano. There was only an official document sent to the Royal Administration, who sent a summary to the high king. His Glorious Majesty had other and more weighty things on his mind and let the Administration, by way of his personal aide, Sir Dennick, know they should act in this matter as they saw fit.”

…

“Exactly. They did nothing. Nothing much, anyway. It had all happened far away from the center of power, in the rough Highlands. The purported victim was a commoner girl and the so-called guilty party was the next count of Miradano. Besides, what proof was there? Really? When all was said and done? Not much. Some speculation. Some confessions the clerks of the Royal Administration were sure would be retracted if they ever queried the young lord for his version of the facts. No. Looked at from Ormidon, the case was built on quicksand.”

…

“They may have done nothing to see that justice would be done, but the whole unsavory incident was one among many instruments to assure the loyalty of the noble Houses to the Tanahkos dynasty. They let the Count of Miradano know that they kept the case under advisement, but that they saw no reason to think there would be further complications.”

…

“Indeed, ‘Toe the line. We have stuff on you which we could chose to use at any time… or never.’ It happens more than you think.”

…

“I don’t know much. But once in a while I heard things from traveling friends. The House of Miradano is important in its own region and rumors about the count and his family have always abounded. It seems Morneck settled down and in due time his father arranged a marriage for him.”

…

“Of course, with a noble woman. Though, not as prestigious a match as the House of Miradano could have hoped for. Most other major Houses had heard about the bad reputation Morneck had incurred while in the service of Prince Anaxantis. Not that anyone minded in principle, but, on the other hand, allying themselves with someone like him was for most of them a step too far.”

…

“That’s the irony of it all, Verial. The old count of Miradano had to give a lot of money to a viscount with a large and eminently noble family tree, a young, rather comely, daughter, a decrepit castle, lots of debt, and nothing else. It seems to me that marrying poor, ambitious Iselda would have been cheaper, even including purchasing a title for her.”

…

“Indeed, Floryon, that was the first time they helped solve an important mystery. The prince never said so, but I think it was one of the reasons he later employed them as secret messengers to his mother. After some time he even admitted them into his Clan, his circle of friends. The only ones who were allowed to address him by his given name. Of course, they abused the privilege.”

…

“No, not all their cases were as serious as all that. There was this one time a little girl, the daughter of one of the servants working in the castle, asked them to find her cat. They agreed to look out for it. The silly animal returned of its own accord two days later. Nevertheless, the little girl thanked them as if in some mysterious way they had been responsible for the cat returning home.”

…

“You heard right, Floryon. There were indeed more substantial cases. In some the Stray Boys played a part, in others not so much. After all, there were certain places orphans couldn’t venture… But enough of all that. So much talking has made me hungry and thirsty. What do you say we fix ourselves something to eat?”

…

“Yes, you can come back another day to hear some more of their exploits.”
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He is a prince of the Royal House of Ximerion, a fiercely competitive dynasty. He is only sixteen years old when his father, the high king, gives him and his older half-brother—and rival for the succession—a prestigious title with no substance. While their father and older brothers confront a major power in the south, the young princes are packed off to defend the northern borders against raids by barbarian tribes.

Except…

The army they were given by their father is far too small to defend the Northern Marches, not to mention that the experienced general—and friend of their father—who leads the army doesn’t seem all that eager to fight. Neither are the northern lords or the local population interested in defending themselves. And money is scarce… The half-brother princes begin to suspect they were set up for failure by their own father. But why?

Then the unthinkable happens, and the youngest prince finds himself a captive, all alone, without friends, in a faraway region, and surrounded by enemies, among which foremost his own family. If he wants to survive he needs to grow up fast.

An epic fantasy story in an alternate historical medieval setting, packed with action and adventure, politics and intrigue, but also friendship, love and romance, gay main characters, and male-on-male action.

Free download here. (http://www.ximerion.com/RRM-01)
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