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ON THE CUSTOMS AND MANNERS OF THE MESKATO:






“The well-bred Tolmishman who comes to the Empire expecting his class and status to be celebrated shall be sorely disappointed. On the reverse, a peasant of no extraordinary background can be sure of a warm reception like nothing he knows from his noble overlords on the Isles. The Meskato evaluate a person’s merit based on his character and natural ability, and extend the arms of charity to anyone in need.


Still, not all is chaos in this foreign land. As in any civilized society, man and woman are prescribed different stations in life, and he or she would be wise to submit to his or her destiny with grace.”


-From the Travel Journals of a Tolmishman Abroad







 PRONUNCIATION GUIDE:








  	‘c’ equivalent to ‘j’ (as in ‘jay’)


  	‘ay’ pronounced ‘eye’


  	‘ş’ equivalent to ‘sh’ (as in ‘shy’)


  	‘ç’ equivalent to ‘ch’ (as in ‘chair’)
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Chapter One: A Miserable Prince


OSMUND WAS A stupid, meek, bumbling, ridiculous, worthless prince.


At least, that was what his royal father was fond of saying, and anything proclaimed by His Majesty Valen Haldebard in his booming, kingly voice was truth. Osmund was stupid and meek and worthless. He knew that.


But even so: he was a prince of Valcrest. For all else that he was, he was still the firstborn son of the Haldebard family, heir to an ancient and noble line.


How did he end up here—dirty, reeking, his tattered clothes caked in dirt and manure and foreign soil, scavenging for the food in his belly?


And was it maybe somehow just a dream he could wake up from?!
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UNFORTUNATELY, THIS NIGHTMARE was real. And he knew it, because no matter how many times he pinched himself here on the floor of the hovel he called home, he awoke not in a soft bed in the castle, but on the hard ground with his cheek in the dirt. Sometimes to a street cat attempting to raid his meager belongings. Like right now.


“Stop, you…wicked creature.” His words slurred with exhaustion as he kicked out a foot in the cat’s general direction. The animal, perhaps seeing how stupid and meek and bumbling he was (and how he had no intention of actually landing a hit), ignored him, and he couldn’t be moved to protest further.


Pulling his body upright, he watched his feline visitor instead. Wiry though it was, the cat moved with confidence, every bit the seasoned urbanite that Osmund, the spoiled palace brat, wasn’t. Its body language seemed to say, “I belong here and you don’t”, or maybe, “I deserve to eat your food because you’re too meek to defend it from me. Maybe you should just die?” and that seemed a little mean-spirited, honestly. But he couldn’t argue.


Just like the stray, he was hungry and thin and wretched. The difference between the two was that Osmund hadn’t accepted his lot yet. “I want to go home,” he whimpered to the cold unfeeling universe, and when the creature finally made off with the contents of his bag—nothing more than the crumbs from last night’s find, thief pilfering from thief—he felt the last of his resolve threatening to slip away with it.


If this was freedom, perhaps freedom didn’t suit him. Osmund could not live on wits and wiles like a cat reared on the streets. He was a domestic creature. Survival was the willingness to call another man “master”. Yet even now, something within him rebelled.


He knew what awaited him if Lord Pravin found him: regular meals. Baths. A soft bed.


And the crown that would be his collar.
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THE FAMILY ON whose hospitality he was encroaching were local Meskato who’d taken pity on his frankly, pitiful state and let him do odd jobs in return for the scraps from their table and the use of an old shed in their courtyard. During the day, he dragged his feet onto the sloping streets of Şebyan and hunted for work. This was difficult because his command of the Meskato language was, to use a phrase his old palace tutor was fond of, “an utter disgrace”. 


“Work! Need work!” Osmund called as he walked, using the smattering of words he remembered from his lessons, as well as the few he’d picked up since arriving here. “Clean houses, I clean! Horses, clean horses, clean houses!”


He wandered around like this until the sun was high. Even the stink of offal from the butchers’ market twisted his aching stomach. He’d gone twenty-three years not knowing what it was like to be hungry, really hungry. Images of longing flooded his memory: the irate castle cook and the servants who dutifully ignored him as they brought him his breakfast. The heaps of bread and cheese and meat that had been a staple of every meal, no matter the occasion. Pastries. Pies. Tarts. Jams!


But most of all, he missed—


No! He couldn’t think about them. Osmund moved his body forward and stared ahead past the crowds of people gathering their daily goods and gossip. He could only carry on if he didn’t think about…


Alas. Too late.


With every little piece of his miserable soul, Prince Osmund Haldebard missed his girls. His sweet, darling girls.


Bella, with her rippling smoky mane and eyes like a pool of reflected twilight. Minerva, a palomino he’d raised from a foal, who could ford a river in a single jump. Callista, roan red and proudest of the bunch, with a strut that said she knew she was a prince’s steed. An empty stomach he could endure, but the hole in his heart was agony. They were on the other side of the sea without their princeling, possibly as hungry as he was. Or, very possibly, dead.


“Need work,” Osmund continued croaking at anyone who would listen, nearly not noticing the local Meskato woman until she stood directly blocking his path.


“Hello, ███,” she greeted, smiling. “Have you ███ work today?”


He only understood every other word, as per usual, but the rest could be pieced together well enough. “N-no work today,” Osmund admitted, averting his eyes. 


The woman reached into her basket and, to his amazement, offered him a firm, palm-sized plum she must’ve just purchased at the market. His mouth was already swimming with a phantom sweetness, rich and overpowering. “Take it!” she urged, still tempting him with this treasure. 


No. He couldn’t. He was an able young man, and noble-born besides; he wasn’t deserving of charity. Was it just the language barrier keeping his tongue so stiff and useless in his mouth?


She pressed the fruit into his palm and closed his fingers around it, unburdening him of the choice. “Thank you,” he mumbled, the only civilized action left in his power, inadequate though it was. The world grew blurred, and he rubbed his eye with one shoulder.


The woman wasn’t yet done with him. She patted his forearm and gestured somewhere far up the winding street. “There, you talk to him,” she said, enunciating clearly for his benefit, like she was speaking to a very young (or very slow) grandchild. “He always ██ ████ his ██ ████. █████ find work.”


Osmund squinted against the sun. She was pointing to a mule cart at the end of the paved road, in front of a large building enclosed by a stone wall that stretched out of sight on either side of the avenue. Several busy shapes around it might have been men. It was impossible to tell which person exactly she wanted him to talk to; he mumbled out a “thank you” again anyway. Then he started to move his legs up the slowly inclining road, teeming with those who knew their place in this city. The plum was gone in a matter of desperate bites.


He rehearsed what he would say when he reached the distant figures. With them was a young boy: an apprentice, or cheap hired help perhaps. Craftsmen making a delivery, he realized, seeing the pots and large tweed- and cloth-bound bundles they were unloading.


They were parked in front of a government building, judging by its size and magnificence. The encircling stone wall was stately, and discernible now were its corbeled caps and the swooping patterns engraved on its face. More than the surrounding sprawl of the city, this place had the feeling of wealth. Once, he would have belonged somewhere like this. 


Or would he? He remembered the way that rich, important men in his homeland had treated him back when he was a disgraceful prince. He didn’t want to imagine what could happen now that he was lowlier than the dirt on his feet.


In hailing distance of the group—close enough to hear the rising and falling tones of their banter—his rehearsed words, along with whatever courage, abandoned him completely. The men wore layered clothes, vibrant and tailored; their hair, they clipped short and neat. Though they were mere artisans, they inhabited the same universe as the occupants of this beautiful building. One look at him and at the long, unwashed blond mess on his head, and their lips would curl in disgust. What might they do to him just for the crime of offending their eyes? Have him beaten or thrown in the stocks? He could imagine his father doing that. If, he thought with dizzying absence of feeling, Father were still alive.


One of the men glanced up. Osmund prepared to be thrown in the stocks or called a dirty Tolmishman or any of those other scenarios he’d just made up, but what happened instead was far stranger.


There rose a shout. Then, a loud smash from somewhere on the other side of the stone wall just as a large, dark shape came sailing over it, and Osmund at once became aware of two things:


One—he was terrified! Good heavens!


Two—the dark, sailing shape was going to land its full weight on the hapless little apprentice boy.


Scratch that. Osmund was also, innately, instantly aware of a third thing:


He was beholding the most beautiful horse he’d ever seen in all his life.


There wasn’t more than an instant to react. He didn’t even know he had moved, or how he had moved so quickly. All he knew was that when he came back to himself, the boy had fallen on his bum unharmed behind him, and in front, barely an arm’s reach from where Osmund stood: the bucking beauty.


“You’re okay,” he murmured in his native Tolmish, moving on instinct to comfort the huge horse, black as midnight, who had come from that mysterious world on the other side of the gate. She was shuffling and kicking in place, riled and indignant. One wrong move and the mare would flatten him, and the little boy too, but Osmund wasn’t afraid. 


How could he be? Who would be wasting time with something boring as fear? 


She was a living, breathing work of art, one of the famous Meskato horses that that people’s ancestors had tamed on the steppes of their ancestral homeland. His own mare, proud Callista, wore her pride like a noblewoman, preening and self-satisfied, but this horse…she was proud like a queen who had spent years outmatching her enemies. Osmund’s mind was peaceful, every thought happily clean. It had only been good fortune after all that had led to him being here, in this impossible place so far from home, because of the existence of this one moment.


And into that void where his anguished thoughts had been, a single certainty:


I’m never going home. I’m never letting him catch me. Never!


Only a horse this beautiful could have made him miss the man that had emerged from the gate behind her. 


“You,” the unfamiliar man spoke, and Osmund’s world pulled to a halt.
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Chapter Two: No Ordinary Man


FOR ALL HIS faults and deficiencies too many to number (though Father had tried), one failing stood tall among the rest. Erect, as it were. 


In this, at least, Osmund was ordinary. Men of every quality succumbed to their earthly desires. He remained all too aware however that truly ordinary men did their leering at plunging necklines and revealing bustiers, not at tall strangers with broad chests and perfectly ruffled hair.


Not to mention such a clean, manly jawline. 


He swallowed.


To put it bluntly: the former prince of Valcrest…was a notorious stick-rider!


Back in the kingdom, he’d tried hard to keep his predilections to himself. Really, he’d tried. But he was lousy in the face of temptation. Even the filthiest town harlot would shake her head to see how fast Osmund dropped to his knees for a nobleman’s sneering son with a strong sword arm and some too-tight britches. He gawked, the one-of-a-kind mare all but forgotten. But really, what could one expect? Osmund was after all a man, not a stallion.


The stranger stared back. In front of Osmund, the black horse bucked. The man at the gate moved, but Osmund moved faster, hands soothing, mouth forming easy words, and then she was placated again. 


“Are you alright?” asked the stranger, now beside him. It was an increasingly familiar phrase in the Tolmishman’s second tongue.


Yes, Osmund might’ve said in response, or, I’m alright. Despite his appalling accent, either of those he could’ve managed in any other circumstance.


“Um,” was what came out, his cheeks heating to an embarrassing flush.


He was shaken out of his reverie by murmurs to his left and right. The tradesmen were greeting the newcomer, he realized, with lowered heads and respectful tones. He assessed the man again, this time with a less lascivious eye. The stranger was tall, but not much taller than Osmund—he just carried himself notably well. He had dark skin and darker hair, and wore a long buttoned shirt that hung nearly to his knees, the kind usually hidden beneath layers of fine dress in the Meskato style. Even in nightclothes, his hair wild and stance wide like he’d just run here, there was no doubt in Osmund’s mind that this was no ordinary man, but someone dignified and important, someone leagues above himself in every regard. He was also unquestionably the owner of this equally stunning horse.


Osmund came back to the facts in a rush of terror. He brought his arms away from the lovely equine creature in a panic and flung himself to his knees, and not in a fun sexy way. His dangling hair brushed the ground. (An annoyed snort from the mare indicated she disliked no longer being the center of attention.)


“I-I-I’m sorry, um,” Osmund began in Meskato, before he immediately ran out of words. The rest flew out in a torrent of Tolmish. “I’m sorry for touching your priceless horse, sir! If you need to whip or punish me, I understand, but please spare my life! I’ll do anything you ask!”


For a heart-stopping interlude, only the far-off sounds of the market answered his plea. There was nowhere to look down here but at the man’s feet. If he was this province’s governor (Osmund remembered only a little from his lessons of how the Meskato Empire operated), it didn’t look like he sat all day behind a desk. His bare feet were hard and calloused. That perhaps wasn’t surprising, given the strength of his powerful build.


Stay back, lecherous thoughts, Osmund pleaded. He needed all his strength to endure his punishment.


The man finally spoke. 


“You…are from Valcrest?” he said slowly, and even if he’d been an ugly old hag with bad breath and no teeth and a gangrenous nose, Osmund could have kissed him. 


From that perfectly shaped mouth had come Tolmish! 


“You speak my language?!” Osmund could feel the incredulous stares boring into his back from the merchants behind him, but he was too elated to remember himself or the ways in which he was surely about to be abused for his impudence. “It’s been so long! Oh, thank heavens you can understand me!”


The man cleared his throat. “Stand,” he bade.


Osmund rushed to obey. He would have done anything this handsome man wanted of him, happily. Whip his own back? He’d do it. Clean the latrines with his bare hands? He would. What a joke that he’d been born a prince! He was meant for this, for commands.


“Thank you,” the man said simply.


Osmund floundered. He’d been ready for nearly anything, but not for that. “…Thank you?” 


“My horse.” The stranger’s Tolmish was only a little unnatural. “You made her calm. Not an easy thing.”


“O-oh—it was nothing.” 


“Far from nothing. We’re both fortunate you were here.”


Distractedly, Osmund followed his gaze. From his seat in the dirt, the young apprentice gawped back at him. It was as if he’d forgotten he had legs. 


“What’s your name?” the stranger asked, deep brown eyes intensely focused.


Again, if these were any other circumstances, he might have had the presence of mind not to immediately spout out his actual real name. “Osmund,” he said faintly. “H-hello.” But then, who would ever suspect a dirty laborer of being the former prince of Valcrest? 


The man nodded, and didn’t introduce himself in turn. “Come,” he said, taking his horse by the reins, and once again Osmund nearly tripped over himself to obey—then stopped. Was the stranger speaking to him, or his mare? Both the beautiful man and the beautiful horse were going through the gate past the beautiful wall, onto the grounds around that grand house. Surely he wasn’t meant to follow?


He shot a pleading look behind him to the merchants, seeking guidance in their faces. “What are you doing?” one of them urged him in Meskato. “The şehzade gave you a ████. Go!” 


The little apprentice boy was watching him with open wonder still. It wasn’t every day you got your life saved by a dirty vagabond, Osmund supposed.
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THE BROAD, TWO-STORY building was even more impressive up close. Hewn from tanned stone and windowed with rows of pointed arches, the façade had two main doorways, both fabulously decorated, and still more remarkable than the house itself was the complex of buildings surrounding it. Topped variously with domes or proud spires, some linked arms with the main house, while others stood alone. He identified the kitchens by the lines of little brick chimneys. A tall, geometric structure in the distance could only be a bathhouse.


Despite its grandeur, this place reminded Osmund nothing of the castle in which he’d grown up. For one thing, though they were within those ornate walls, he saw commoners—not just servants, but ordinary civilians of all trades and cultures, orcs and humans and other peoples besides—everywhere. What’s more, they greeted the beautiful important man…the shehzadeh?...without ceremony. It must’ve been only natural to see him going about among their number.


An immaculately-dressed groom appeared to accept the black mare’s reins. The horse snorted again unhappily, with a sidelong glance at Osmund as if to say, gee, thanks a lot, bub, and grudgingly trudged off in what must’ve been the direction of the stables. Osmund nearly followed on instinct.


“Here,” the lovely stranger said, instead leading him down an open-air corridor sheltered by a succession of columns. Wide open doorways offered tantalizing glimpses of the interior space. Osmund could barely keep pace with all that his eyes were seeing; he’d been to plenty of fine houses in Valcrest, but only one since arriving in the Empire. And that was an occasion he deeply preferred not to remember. 


They emerged into an open courtyard. Here, the bustle of petitioners and civil and domestic servants was replaced by the steady hum of fountains and conversation. Tall trees with throngs of pointed leaves stood in intervals along the arcades, providing shade and privacy for those walking and taking their lunch. Bushels of colorful flowers and exotic plants bloomed, and a few young cypresses—aspiring giants—stood vigil near a manmade pond in the atrium’s center. That such a wide green space existed in the middle of a bustling city like Şebyan, without the aid of illusory magic…!


But all of that was secondary. The man was smiling at him. Really smiling. At him.


“It is beautiful,” the other acknowledged as they stood admiring this sanctuary. Though the curve of his mouth was a very small thing, the effect on his face—and on his guest—was staggering. “I’ve become accustomed. It’s good to see it through new eyes.” 


There was only one possible explanation: for the first time, Osmund was on the floor of his dirt hovel having a nice dream. A beautiful house, a beautiful garden, a beautiful horse and—oh—this man! How could a wretch like himself be so greedy? And yet his appetite was bottomless. He dared hope this dream might get even nicer.


“You’re beautiful,” he blurted. The man blinked. Oh no. “This place is beautiful,” Osmund amended, horrified by the not-entirely-ruled-out possibility that this wasn’t a mad delusion. The heat radiated off his cheeks as he gestured broadly to the greenery beside them. “Y-you have such an impressive garden! The healers must be well-stocked with so many useful medicinal plants, a-and the horses, I’m sure they’re very healthy.”


The other furrowed an eyebrow, barely noticeable. “‘Medicinal’?”


Osmund wasn’t sure if he wasn’t familiar with the Tolmish word, or if the plants in question had been arranged strictly for decorative purposes. He decided to change the subject. “Whatever you want of me, you can have it!” he declared. “Th-thank you for not beating me on the street!”


For the first time, his host looked not just confused, but troubled. “You misunderstand. I only wish to repay you. You see, Anaya is…not an ordinary horse.” This he said with a strange note in his voice that had nothing to do with the Tolmish language, and Osmund wondered at it. “Many have failed to tame her. Myself, she tolerates. None calm her so easily as you did. You have a gift.”


Osmund knew he was good with horses. It was possibly his one talent in this world: riding them, caring for them, soothing them, delivering foals—it all came almost more naturally than breathing. He had a precious memory of a time back before Valen Haldebard had known his son was a failure and an idiot and a flagrant homosexual, where instead of berating him, the king had praised his young progeny’s equestrian aptitude. No doubt he was expecting an heir who would hunt and sport and ride bannered steeds into battle. Osmund clung to the memory, and the fantasy it represented, all the same.


So yes, he was good with horses. But the horse in question wasn’t the kind a Tolmishman would dare to own, even a prince. The horses on this continent were different. They’d evolved alongside the Meskato: the most skilled and fearless horse riders in all of history.


It was time to tell the truth.


“I’m not remarkable in the slightest,” he confessed, at the same time that the stranger asked, “Do you wish to join my household?”


Osmund shut his mouth. The handsome, important man held his gaze.


“Think about it,” the other said, and then, difficultly, as if he wasn’t sure of a polite way to continue: “The baths here are open to you.”


That’s right, Osmund remembered. I probably smell like an unemptied chamber pot. The most handsome man he’d ever seen had all but begged him to bathe. But Osmund smiled anyway. For one brief moment, he was grateful that he hadn’t woken up in his soft bed in the castle.









[image: FAHAHchapterimage-3.png]


Chapter Three: Hot Water


A SERVANT LED him away towards the baths, speaking to him courteously in Meskato and gesturing as they walked. Osmund tried his best to listen, though understanding was another matter. 


More informatively, he observed that this complex had multiple wings: down the end of one gallery, scholarly types fiddled with books and scribbled on parchment, while in another, mages of the state in intricate costume discussed theory in animated tones. Uniformed soldiers in long, crisp tunics disappeared around a corner at the end of a hallway. 


Eventually they passed through a door onto a new section of the grounds before the telltale shape of the bathhouse. The Meskato were fond of hot steam rooms, and theirs tended towards large public structures rather than the more private affairs favored by the nobility of Osmund’s homeland, which were often no more than a tub. 


“Thank you,” he said, awkwardly nodding the smiling servant away once they’d made it inside. Then he stripped off his dirty clothes and found a place in the steam room to be alone, where he sat in his tiny towel, doggedly ignoring the other men. (His royal status may have shielded him back on the Isles, but he didn’t know the prevailing attitudes towards people like him in this country, and he wasn’t yet ready to find out.)


Osmund sighed and leaned back on the wet tiles, the warm temperatures pulling, rather than coaxing, the tension out of his weakened body. His eyelids drooped. The ambient sounds of the bath seemed to ebb away. For one blissful moment his mind was completely empty.


Valcrest. The memory of home crept up on him like it so often did, but here in the steam it too had lost its sharp edges. Instead of cruel hands and bloodied knuckles, he remembered riding with his hardiest mare, Minerva, crossing swathes of hilly countryside for the thrill of it until his back ached the next day. He remembered the kind nursemaid who had been his only solace when Mother died, and the baker in town who used to regale him with the local wives’ gossip, as if he were just another customer. 


He remembered his father and sister.


Osmund flinched. Thinking about his family was strictly off-limits. Remembering his horses was painful enough, and they might actually still be alive.


Evanor was dead. Father was dead. The throne of Valcrest was lost, with a necromancer queen sitting it.


That was the reason he’d ended up here. There was no going back. Not ever.


As much as a certain Tolmish merchant lord had tried to sell him on it.
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THEIR JOURNEY TO the Empire had been an accident of fate. That was the funny part.


While the castle burned and the howls of his subjects carried on the wind all the way to Saltbruck, Father marched Osmund in the direction of a docked vessel flying the three royal trout of Chantel, which was to be their refuge. Two anonymous refugees in the clamoring crowd, they had pushed their way nearly to the gangplank—but then there was a man.


He was a fellow Tolmishman, a trader bound for Şebyan to the south, and even beneath their hoods, he recognized his sovereign and his prince. In urgent whispers, he spoke of a powerful benefactor: a certain self-styled “Lord” Pravin, a wealthy expatriate who had laid his roots deeply in that Meskato city. Readily Father accepted. It was only natural such a man would pledge loyal service to his king. And so, after a grueling ocean voyage, they arrived not in Chantel, but in the Meskato Empire. To the city of Şebyan. And then, eventually, to the palatial estate of Lord Pravin himself.  


Their host’s manner was humble, at odds with his décor: the fruits of his extravagant success, trinkets and trophies from all over the Empire. Pravin looked them in the eye as he assured them he had the connections needed to gather a fleet and an army and retake Valcrest (and the Isles) for the rightful king. For a price was understood. Even with all his trappings of nobility he was, after all, just a merchant who knew how to bargain.


“Very well,” Father had groused, trying to seem displeased when Pravin had brought out his daughter, a lovely maid around Osmund’s age. “I suppose it is high time I take another wife.”


“A thousand pardons, Your Majesty,” Pravin had said, grinning ever so slightly at Osmund, “but I propose a different approach.”
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“YOU’RE ███.”


OSMUND TENSED, jolting back to the bathhouse. He somehow hadn’t noticed the immense orcish man taking a seat beside him on the smooth platform. “S-sorry?” he stammered in Meskato. “I…don’t understand.”


This new stranger wasn’t exactly handsome—he had a face that looked like it’d softened one too many punches—but his naked muscles flexed in the steam as he stretched out his body on the bench, and Osmund’s mouth went utterly dry. There was a neat scar down the side of one pale green bicep. One of the soldiers? he wondered, but it was hard to tell out of uniform.


“You are stress,” the orc said in broken Tolmish, smiling craggily. He must’ve recognized Osmund’s accent. “Very stress.” Then he chuckled. “Not now. Come, you relax. This is place for it!”


His laugh was so easygoing that Osmund laughed along with him, though he still felt a little tense. He didn’t know what this newcomer wanted from him. Sex, perhaps? He was certainly pent-up enough, but they’d have to go somewhere more discreet. “I’m Osmund,” he said, deciding it wasn’t worth the trouble to try and assume a new identity now that he’d already given his real name to the governor.


The orc shook his outstretched hand obligingly, though Osmund actually wasn’t sure that was a custom here. “Nienos,” he announced. “From Raughan. That way.”


At first Osmund thought Nienos was trying to get him to move, but in fact the orc was pointing in a seemingly random direction—the direction, one could only assume, of Raughan. Or it was a joke. “You’re not from here either, then,” Osmund guessed.


“No. Raughan not part of empire, not yet. Soon, maybe. But emperor pays well.” He shrugged. “Wife back home not complain.”


Wife. Osmund couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. Though he supposed it didn’t mean much of anything when it came to what men really wanted. “Are you a soldier?” he asked, curious.


“What is word? Ah—‘for hire’.”


A soldier for hire? “So, a mercenary!”


“That one, yes.” The massive fellow’s eyes drifted towards the ceiling as he sighed. “Used to be different job. Beasts in Meskat very angry now,” he said seriously. “Attack people, kill many people.” Osmund had heard something similar. He remembered rumors back when he was a Tolmish prince in Valcrest that the magical creatures of the Empire’s wild places were attacking remote villages and savaging caravans in broad daylight. The animals must’ve felt threatened to behave in such extreme ways; Osmund almost felt bad for them, though he was careful not to say this because he’d quickly learned that it wasn’t popular to side with beasts over people. “But means steady work!” the orc concluded with another toothy grin.


“Can I ask you a question?” Nienos leaned in, and so Osmund continued: “What do you think of the governor?” At the mercenary’s uncomprehending expression—he must not know the Tolmish term—Osmund tried again. “The, um,” he tried to remember the sound of the word he’d heard before, though he still didn’t quite know what it meant, “‘shehzadeh’?”  


This time, Nienos understood. His face became—Osmund didn’t know how to read it, to be honest. He was smiling, but it wasn’t the governor’s small, brilliant smile, nor was it the orc’s previous easy mirth.


“Killer,” Nienos said, with that strange expression that Osmund knew he did not like. “Very very good killer, is Şehzade Cemil.”


“Killer?” Osmund echoed in alarm. He remembered his host’s callused feet, his strong-looking body. “Oh—you mean a soldier, like you.”


“No, not mean soldier, no.” And just like that, the orc again shrugged. “Is nice, from distance. But unimportant man like you and me, stay away. Is all I say.”
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OSMUND LEFT THE bathhouse, his clammy skin becoming chilled in the advancing hour. There were noises from the main manor nearby, the sounds of civil servants ending their day, he supposed. 


He’d made his excuses to Nienos, not really caring anymore whether his companion were amenable to physical pastimes. He’d meant to do—something, once he was out in the open air. 


What? Go home? He had no home. A hovel and a fallen kingdom, that was it. He could try and find a new job, and then what? Fall into the lap of yet another dangerous man?


All his life, anything too good to be true had come with a curse, a punishment from the heavens for daring to presume himself worthy. And if a curse was proportional to how lovely a thing seemed on the outside, he shuddered to imagine the kind of misfortune a man as beautiful as Şehzade Cemil (‘Jemy’? ‘Jamil’? …He wasn’t quite sure how one would spell it) could bring. 


Nienos’ warning echoed. Killer. Might Osmund prefer a killer to whatever else was waiting for him out there in the world? 


As he drew closer to the main gate, he stopped suddenly in his tracks. Excited figures swarmed one of the front entrances, shouting. It was the kind of shouting one heard back in the kingdom before something (or someone) got set on fire. 


On his back in the dirt was a man, struggling to rise against the mass of people who restrained him. His face was frozen in fear as a shadow from within the main hall stepped closer and closer, swallowing more and more of the firelight. The shadow belonged to Şehzade Cemil, and his beauty was transformed with an arced sword in his hand. The blade shimmered with fire: an enchanted weapon. He stood in the entryway, hilt gripped tight, looking like an image of vengeance. Even from here, Osmund could see the intent in his eyes.


Osmund’s disillusioned old tutor liked to claim he retained nothing he’d been taught, but in this moment he had a sudden flashback to one of his lessons. The Meskato Empire, he’d learned (while daydreaming about riding), had a judicial system, with a process. Those accused of crimes did not face the peoples’ justice or the whims of a local lord, like they might in a small hamlet on the Tolmish Isles, but instead could make their case in court, to be judged by the most enlightened of their countrymen.


It was a nice notion. 


Then, almost faster than he could see, the şehzade’s sword flashed, and the man crumpled. Blood sprayed in a ring on the trampled ground.


A nice notion indeed, Osmund thought. And then, he fainted.
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Chapter Four: A Place Here


OSMUND’S EYELIDS FLUTTERED. His body was light and comfortable, like being back in the bath. There was a warm presence against his palm—the touch of skin. But he was a grown man, and besides, his mother had died when he was six. Who would be here, holding his hand?


And wait a moment—just whose bed was this?!


Curiosity swayed his eyes open, though the lids felt like lead. The handsome man from his impossible dream sat before him, pleasing features illuminated by candlelight, in fresh, rich clothes unmarked by bloodstains.


“You’re awake,” he said simply, in Tolmish.


Osmund jerked upright. “U-uhm—” he stammered. “S…Shehzadeh…Jemy?” 


His attempt was apparently quite amusing. “My name is Cemil,” the man—Cemil—said. Then he repeated his own name, slower. There was in fact an “L” sound at the end.


Osmund’s mind was buzzing with questions, and unfortunately, the memory of Cemil cutting a man down right there on the front lawn chose that moment to return in vivid color. With a rush of frightened animal instinct, he yanked his hand away.


His host didn’t react, except to track the gesture with his eyes. “I’m sorry to startle you,” he said, faultlessly polite in spite of Osmund’s incredible rudeness. “You needed help to recover.” 


This was a strange thing to say, but Osmund didn’t stop and examine it. “Who was that man back there?!” he demanded, and no, what was he doing, what was he saying?! In 23 years, hadn’t he learned that he’d be best served keeping his mouth shut?!


Cemil darkened. He rose from the chair at Osmund’s bedside and started to slowly pace. Osmund finally spared a glance around the windowless room—it wasn’t much besides said chair, a small table with a candelabra, and the single solitary cot in which he lay. “An assassin,” said Cemil at last, after a brief circuit. “He was here for me.”


“Assassin?!” Osmund’s voice rose to an even shriller pitch. “You get assassins?!”


“Sent from one of my brothers, is most likely,” Cemil added, as if that resolved anything.


What kind of country had he ended up in!? Even his elder sister Evanor, who’d never loved him very much on account of his being a male (and thus, legitimate) heir to the throne, never once (to his knowledge) tried seriously to assassinate him. And Cemil was only a provincial governor!


Or…was he?


“What does your title mean?” Osmund asked faintly. “‘Shehzadeh’.”


Cemil turned to face him, obviously skeptical. “So you truly know nothing of our way?” he asked, as if such ignorance were impossible, and really, Osmund could have gone backwards in time and apologized to his tutor for being the densest, most airheaded princeling he’d ever had to teach.


He squeezed his eyes shut and wished he could disappear. “I’m sorry.”


He heard steps coming closer, then the light protest of wood bending as Cemil retook his seat beside him. A sigh. “You aren’t to blame.” The words were said with surprising patience. “It wasn’t your choice to come to the Empire. You were forced from your home, I assume. By the…” Here Cemil paused, apparently grasping for the word he wanted before settling on, “…death magic queen.”


“Lady Renova, the necromancer,” Osmund agreed in a small voice.


“Necromancer.” Cemil repeated the Tolmish word slowly, as if committing it to memory. “Bad neighbor for us Meskato to have.”


Osmund choked on an unexpected laugh. It was a nice bit of levity. It only lasted a moment. “‘Şehzade’ means prince of the blood,” Cemil explained. “My father is the Meskato Emperor.” 


Prince. “…The…emperor?”


Prince. “Yes.”


Prince! “And you’re…you’re a…”


Osmund could have screamed.


Of course he was a prince, a real one. He was everything Osmund wasn’t: strong, handsome, charming, feared, competent. Probably heterosexual too, just to rub salt in the wound. Of course, even if he wasn’t, he would have his pick of strapping young warriors to entertain him when he wasn’t doing his royal duties with some perfect wife.


“Oh,” was all Osmund said. And then, still dazed: “If you’re the future emperor, wh-what are you doing all the way out here? Shouldn’t you be further south, in the capital?”


“I’m fourth of many. Any of my father’s sons could rise to the throne. Until that time comes, each of us has our own place, and mine is here.”


How different Osmund’s life might have been with three—no, more?!—brothers, especially older ones. They couldn’t possibly be any more of a disappointment to Father than he already was. Maybe Osmund might have slipped beneath his notice altogether.


“But, never mind,” Cemil said at last. “You aren’t here to learn about me.”


Truth be told, Osmund wasn’t sure why he was here. He’d calmed one horse, made an idiot of himself, fainted, and now the emperor’s son was here opening up to him. Ridiculous. It reminded him of the unlikely setups found in those tawdry romance novels he used to sneak from town, the kind with lots of passionate coupling and not much else.


That was not a safe thought. Time to regroup.


“Thank you for…” he began, head hanging, but nothing he could say would really encompass it. For letting him sleep in an actual bed? For giving him fresh clothing? (He wondered if Cemil had re-dressed him while he slept, and burned, although it was an unlikely scenario.) For speaking in Tolmish to him and listening to what he had to say? “For, all this,” he finished meekly. Honesty compelled him to add, “But…I’m really not sure someone like me can be of any use to you.” 


“Your accent,” Cemil said unexpectedly. “You were a nobleman’s servant in your home country.”


Osmund’s head snapped up. It took him a moment to latch onto the convenient story. “Y-yes,” he said. “I…was.”


“Where is your master?”


Osmund thought of his father, King Valen Haldebard, dead on the floor of a palatial estate, wine pooled around his open mouth, his unseeing eyes forever beyond knowing. “Dead,” Osmund said in a hollowed-out voice.


“Have you any family?”


“I’m the only one left.”


“I’m sorry,” Cemil said earnestly. There was another wooden groan as he shifted his weight in the little chair. “Your body was at its limit. There are free kitchens and free baths in town, open to all. Have you not used them?”


“A little,” Osmund said, the shame burning. Of course he’d wanted to avoid notice, but that wasn’t the full truth. How could he admit that, as low as he was, he was still too proud to line up with the poorest and most destitute of the city?


No…proud wasn’t the right word. He’d imagined Father looming over his shoulder. Mocking him for his weakness, his dependence. And so Osmund had worked. Maybe the citizens of the Empire deserved free services, but he was Tolmish, and the Tolmish believed in working for your bread. Or being born into the nobility, if you could manage it.


“If you don’t want a place with me,” Cemil said consideringly, “there is another Tolmish man in town. I can send you to him. He’s very rich, and might help you. His name is Pravin.”


“No!” Osmund cried.


He hadn’t meant to protest like that—loud, desperate, pleading. Cemil’s expression at once changed. “You know him.”


“I—” Oh, how to explain?! “I went to him once before,” Osmund said in a small voice. “I…I don’t wish to go back. Please.”


Cemil nodded. His gaze was fixed directly on Osmund, and try as he might, the former prince of Valcrest couldn’t look away. 


“If you take a position in my house,” Cemil began, stressing each word, “I promise none, including myself, shall lay a hand on you. Do your work, and you will always have food to eat and a place to sleep, and an income to live on and to spend as you wish. I swear it.”


Osmund’s every sense screamed at him to look away. That in spite of Cemil’s kind words, Osmund would bleed if he were foolish enough to believe him. That had been the way of things all his life: kind words were a weapon meant to inflict greater suffering later.


Yet, to his own surprise, something deep within himself fought back. He studied Şehzade Cemil, his steady gaze, his serious expression.


“I want to stay here with you.” Any other option had vanished from his mind. 


Cemil nodded curtly, and stood. It was like a spell being lifted, and Osmund grew dizzy from it.


“I accept your decision,” said the Meskato prince. “Welcome. Eat, and rest for the night. Tomorrow, when you’re ready, you may begin caring for Anaya and the other horses.” He paused at the door. “Shall I send someone for your belongings?”


Osmund felt a dazed laugh emerge from his throat. “I have nothing to bring.” But before Cemil could go, he added in haste, “Th-thank you again for your…for your kindness. I…I hope not to disappoint you.”


Even if he were to somehow die tomorrow, how good it felt to believe that such a man could look at him that way and mean it. Better than spending the rest of his life being raided by cats, anyway.


Cemil waved away his sentiments. “Look healthy next time I see you,” he said. Then, he was gone.


The silence that followed the closed door felt enormous. Osmund supposed this humble room was meant for him. He sat on his bed and stared at his wall. This was a broom closet compared to his old room in the castle, but somehow he liked it better all the same.


Cemil had promised never to lay a hand on him.


I’d like it very much if he did, he couldn’t help thinking.


Only a man, after all.
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Chapter Five: Divine Intervention


IN HIS WINDOWLESS room, Osmund could tell when morning had come from the sounds of life returned to the mansion, and the light peeking through the crack beneath the door. 


He rose from bed feeling better than he had in months. The pleasant twinge in his joints told him he must have rested soundly for a very long time. Even so, he was amazed at how improved he was; it was as if he’d been off his feet for a week instead of one single day. Curiously, not even the blisters remained from his many long hours wandering the street.


Then he opened the door, and was greeted at once by the bustle of the servants.


Osmund balked, feeling lost. Everyone looked so clean and put-together and…busy, scurrying about with linens and brooms and baskets under their arms, en route from one corner of the manor to another. They ignored him as effectively as if he’d been a wooden post. Admittedly he’d never paid much attention to domestics back when he was a prince—they had no reason to love him, and Father would’ve been cross to know he was speaking with them in the first place. He had no idea how to interact with them as an equal, even without the language barrier.


He’d been standing there in a buffoonish manner for nearly a minute before a servant girl stopped and inspected him, unabashed. Osmund stared back.


“U-um,” he said.


She seized his elbow. He flinched at the unexpected contact. “Well? Are you an ████ or something?” (Osmund was pretty sure he could fill in the blanks.) She sighed. “I’ll show you where the ███ is. Come. Come on!”


Without further ado, she pulled his arm and along he went, stumbling.


They arrived in the kitchens, where a flurry of cooks were hard at work preparing the next meal. Osmund had eaten roast mutton often enough back at the castle, but was unprepared for the queasy sensation that overtook him, seeing the gruesome work up close. It really drove home what a sheltered princeling he’d been. “You missed ████,” the girl told him. She opened the door to what was evidently the larder, and pulled out some cheese and fruit. “Eat. You’re ███ as a ███.”


Osmund didn’t need to be told twice. (Apparently, the bloody carcasses hadn’t completely spoiled his appetite.) He sank his teeth into the offerings, mindless of his audience. It was so, so good to really eat. The dinner Cemil had had sent to him the night before had been the same way; he’d practically inhaled it in a fugue, barely tasting it.


The girl clicked her tongue, but she was smiling. Maybe she approved of his appetite. “You’ll ███ ███ soon, don’t worry,” she said. Then she raised her skinny arm and patted her thin padding of muscle. “Get nice and big.”


Osmund flushed. “Me?! Get big? I don’t know.”


She laughed at him. It wasn’t a mean or a mocking laugh. She was actually a nice girl, Osmund thought, with an open, pretty face. Her hair was tied back in dangling, practical black braids. She was probably about his own age, he realized, or maybe even younger. 


“Where are you from?” she asked him curiously. 


This was the longest single interaction in Meskato Osmund had possibly ever had, and he was surprised at how much he understood. “I’m from Valcrest,” he replied after a big swallow. “In Tolm.”


She shrugged, like that meant nothing to her. “Do all men there look and speak like you?”


If she’d had a chance to meet Father—with his huge, manly frame and imperious voice that filled any room—she’d have known in a heartbeat that Osmund was a strange one. He was preparing to answer when an older servant woman descended on them.


“Nuray!” she scolded. “This is the şehzade’s new ████. Don’t ███ him.”


Nuray looked appropriately chastised. After spending these last few minutes with her, Osmund was pretty sure it was an act, but he still felt the need to leap to her defense. “I-it’s alright,” he attempted. “She is helping me.” 


On cue, Nuray nodded, the image of humility. “That’s right, Auntie Damla.” Then she turned back to him. “What do you want to see next?”


Osmund ought to find the stables, but he couldn’t pass up this chance. “I don’t know how to say it,” he admitted, in what he was sure was barely comprehensible Meskato, “b-but…there is a place I want to go.”
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HE’D HAD A glimpse of the library on the way to the bathhouse. Even in passing, Osmund had marveled at the wide array of books and scrolls, enough to rival what he’d enjoyed at Valcrest Castle. Father himself had never been much of a reader, and Osmund, likewise, was hopeless when it came to mathematics and military history and all the usual subjects that brilliant men tended to pen volumes about, but he couldn’t get enough of novels. Namely, romantic fiction.


You see—and it pained him to admit it even to himself—but his greatest, most secret aspiration was to fall in love.


That was what had motivated him to run away from Pravin’s estate, and all Pravin’s promises. Not the realities of Father’s cold body, or the very real possibility that their recapture of Valcrest from the necromancer queen would fail. It was the thought that, if he didn’t escape the arranged marriage with Pravin’s deceptively innocent-looking daughter, Lady Selenne, who planned to keep him like a toy and use him as a captive son-making machine, Osmund would never get his chance at happiness.


On his second night on the streets, bare feet scraped raw, wearing only the worn trousers and shirt that he’d stolen right off someone’s clothesline, he knew he’d been a colossal idiot. Only rich men could afford to entertain a fantasy. And the more his stomach gurgled, the more he’d hated himself for learning yet another lesson the hard way. 


Human beings needed to eat, and they needed a place to rest their heads at night. They didn’t need to find love, like in the stories. Osmund could’ve been happy with just the books. Lord Pravin and Lady Selenne would’ve let him have that, at least. 


Obviously, he didn’t attempt to recount any of this when he and Nuray stepped into the library. On instinct he averted his eyes when the well-dressed scholars who had made this their base of operations raised their heads to watch them enter. A worrying thought occurred.


“Are we…” Osmund fumbled through his limited vocabulary. Are we servants allowed in here? was what he wanted to ask. “Are we…okay to be here?”


Nuray nodded firmly. “████ them,” she declared. Then, slowly, “You can read?” 


He didn’t miss the look of open longing that came over Nuray’s eyes. This was a girl who wanted nothing more than something he’d always taken for granted.


“Do you like…” Osmund began, but he couldn’t finish the sentence. Stories, novels, books—he didn’t know any of those words in Meskato. He gestured to their surroundings instead.


Now Nuray looked embarrassed too. Her eyes fell to the carpet, plush beneath their feet. “Yes,” she said. “Others read. I like to listen.”


Osmund walked carefully to a row of shelves, ignoring the errant stares being thrown in their direction. (Nuray walked behind him, surprisingly cowed.) He couldn’t read Meskato, of course, but surely there had to be something here in Tolmish. This was such a full library; even in Valcrest Castle, there’d been plenty of foreign tomes hiding among the stacks, gifts from some dignitary or another. He wished the Meskato wrote more often in characters he recognized, at least, rather than the flowing script they’d adopted from the Sulamese!


His eye caught upon some familiar letters, and he gravitated to the book immediately. Here it was! This was what he’d been looking for! His own letters! His own tongue! Only…


He stared numbly at the book. It wasn’t a romantic novel, not even mathematics or military history. It was, of all things, a dictionary. He was cursed, as usual.


But wait.


He turned it backwards and forwards, flipping through the pages. This wasn’t just any dictionary, he realized, pulse quickening. Far from a curse, this was his salvation. This was divine intervention.


This was a Tolmish–Meskato dictionary!


He held the book firmly to his chest, issuing a silent prayer. When he’d first arrived in Şebyan, he’d had no interest in learning the local language or customs. All he’d cared about was getting back home. It was a dream he’d clung to single-mindedly for so long.


Whether he could ever make a new home here, Osmund wasn’t sure. But it had to be worth an effort.


“Are you done?” Nuray cut in anxiously. He would’ve thought a girl who aspired to read would enjoy being in a library. “Let’s go.”


They made their way back to the main servants’ quarters, which echoed with their footsteps now that the others had scattered to the corners of the manor. Osmund found himself wondering about Cemil, and when he’d see him again. Now that he was out of sight, the memory of him didn’t seem entirely real.


He opened his mouth, possibly to try and ask about their employer the prince, and was surprised to see Nuray moving away from him. “Wait!” he exclaimed. “I…um…where do you go?” 


“I have to ███ to work,” she said. “You should too.”


He began to sweat, wondering where he’d erred. Osmund had barely dared hope he might make a friend here—his very first friend, possibly ever!—and already it seemed he’d ruined it, like he always did. “Sorry,” he said wretchedly, though he wasn’t sure for what. “I…I was happy that you…talk to me.” Verbs were still such tricky things. She paused, her back to him. 


Bravely, he continued. “I’m Osmund. It’s…nice to meet you.” 


“See you, Osmund,” she said. And then she disappeared down the hall.


Osmund stood, scrutinizing their interactions in his head. Nuray had been uncomfortable in the library, especially with the scholars staring at them. Maybe she was embarrassed to be a poor servant who couldn’t read. Maybe, Osmund realized, she thinks I’ll look down on her for it. It was difficult to believe that a confident girl like her could care about what he thought. 


He made her a silent vow. One day, if I figure out how to help myself, I’ll try and help you too!
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Chapter Six: Good Company


OSMUND DIDN’T MEET Cemil again for an entire week.


Not that he’d been counting. (He had. Quite accidentally! What else was there to do, with only his own mind for companionship?)


During the day, he tended the horses. Anaya—the massive, stunning black mare—was every bit the troublemaker that she’d seemed on that first day. She bit and stomped when approached, whipping her neck and tail around like they were deadly weapons. Osmund was almost glad not to see Cemil. He didn’t have the heart to tell him he’d been wrong about his connection with the horse. But then, maybe this job had been charity after all. 


The thought soured his stomach. No. Selfishly, he didn’t want charity alone to be the reason he was here.


He knew it was unwise to read too much into his interactions with the Meskato prince. Cemil had seen him in his sorry state, and with princely benevolence he’d taken up responsibility for helping him. He’d fed him, clothed him, and given him work. His behavior was faultless. Osmund was the one who’d decided to want more. To speak with him, or even just to admire his beauty from afar.


At least he didn’t have to watch him kill again.


Osmund brought Anaya out of her stable and fastened her reins to a post. (The post’s integrity was questionable next to such a giant, but it was all he had to work with.) Just in case she got ideas about bolting again, he spent a few minutes calming her, patting her broad sides until she seemed almost, nearly pleased. Then he headed in with a shovel and a wheelbarrow to muck out her pen.


He didn’t mind getting his hands—and boots, and trousers, and, well, everything—dirty. He always had a clean set of clothes for when the work was done, and he stopped being shy about making use of the baths. It was a mental escape, too, doing honest labor under the sun. Now that he was rested and well-fed, any task seemed simple. Like Nuray had said, he was already putting on muscle. 


He wished she would speak to him. 


It had been a very solitary week, and he’d felt every minute. Osmund couldn’t understand it. If there was one thing he was used to, it was keeping to himself. And besides, he liked it here. He liked waking up in the morning knowing there was something people trusted him to do. He liked the simple companionship of eating with the other servants, even if he understood only a fraction of their conversations. (Every night, he read the Tolmish-Meskato dictionary like it was a highly-engrossing novel of the smuttiest order.)


So why did he feel this way? So…alone?


It’s been a while, his mind supplied. You’re still pent-up. That’s all it is. But somehow, he doubted this was about his dry spell either, even if it wasn’t helping matters any.


A bray came from the neighboring pen. Osmund smiled at the merry chestnut horse, Anaya’s only tolerated equine companion. Banu was one of Cemil’s horses, his preferred steed until Anaya came along. If Banu felt sad somehow about being replaced, she didn’t show it. And she loved Osmund. Most horses did.


“Hello, princess,” Osmund sang, reaching into his pocket to offer her a treat. “I’ll clean your home in a minute, my love! Just you wait!”


“Do you sing often to the horses?”


Osmund whipped around. As if he’d never left, there was Cemil, smiling that little smile at him. Osmund went weak in the knees and flushed head to toe.


“Şehzade Cemil,” he greeted dutifully, bowing once, then again, deeper. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t notice you coming.”


Cemil said nothing, turning to look at Anaya, who seemed to be side-eyeing them from her post as if bitter at being (however momentarily) forgotten. Osmund had never known a more peevish creature. “O-of course! You’re here for your horse!” Osmund stammered, understanding. “I’ll saddle her up for you.”


He went to work at once, thankful he’d just given the midnight mare a good brush about an hour before. He was just tightening the cinch when he noticed that Cemil wasn’t alone. There were two other young men standing in the yard with them, arms crossed expectantly, their clothes as fine and distinguished as those of their prince, and Osmund’s knees went weaker still, this time from sheer nerves.


He felt Cemil’s looming presence suddenly behind him. “You look well,” the Meskato prince noted, sounding appreciative. Osmund was immensely grateful that he’d managed to put on some weight in the last week; maybe he looked less a scarecrow. “Life here seems to suit you.”


“It does.” Osmund caught himself tucking a stray hair behind his ear as if he were a noble’s bashful daughter. He rushed for something else to say. “This place has g-good company.”


Cemil looked from Osmund, to Anaya and Banu and the other horses in their stables behind them. He clearly thought this was the company Osmund meant. “You really do have a gift with them,” he said, still smiling. Then, “Do you ride?” 


“I love to ride,” Osmund replied breathlessly. He finished with Anaya and stood aside, unsure whether to help Cemil into the saddle, but the prince mounted the gigantic horse in one flawless movement. 


“Take Banu out as you wish, whenever your duties are done,” Cemil bade him, from so high up he might’ve been a king—or an emperor. “Help Kemal and Ayaz with their horses. We go hunting.” 


The other two men (nobles? Friends of Cemil’s?) didn’t even glance at him as he worked. They spoke merrily amongst themselves and to their prince, then climbed right atop their horses the instant he’d finished saddling them. Osmund felt lonelier than ever as he watched the three of them disappear down the road. Hunting no less, a pastime Osmund had never enjoyed. It was the firmest reminder yet that his fantasies about the other man were just that. Even if I told him I were a prince of Valcrest, Osmund thought miserably, what would it matter? It might even make Cemil think less of him, or revile him. What kind of prince behaved like a pauper?


Yet, he couldn’t help but be a little happy when he returned to Banu and saw her pacing excitedly in her pen, as if she’d overheard what her old master had said. “That’s right, Banu,” Osmund murmured in a little sing-song voice. “You and me will get to ride together!” 


She brayed again, seemingly overjoyed at this news, and Osmund gave her another little treat, just because.
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OVER THE WEEKS that followed, Osmund resolved to conquer this new foe, loneliness. 


First he considered speaking up during dinner, perhaps trying out his new vocabulary with the other servants. They’d mostly left him alone until now. He hesitated to say that they ignored him, because they passed him his portion at mealtimes and even boasted at how healthy-looking he had become in their care. But their trust would have to be earned. And to do that, he had to speak their language.
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