[image: cover-image, Luva 1]

LUVA THE SPY

Luva’s Road, Book 1

 

by

Robert Collins

 

 

Ebook Edition

Copyright © 2025 by Robert Collins

 

License Notes, eBook edition

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

 

 

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 

ONE

 

 

 

 

My name is Luva. I was once a spy. Let me tell you about that adventure.

I was born in the city of Vicco, which is in Luthgenicca. I remember very little about my youth in that city. I do recall my mother as a short and round woman, but that’s all. I hardly saw my father because he worked as a laborer.

I’m the youngest of four children. I have two older brothers and an older sister, Letri. Letri said we didn’t always have enough to eat. I don’t know about that, as I was too young to know any better.

What I do know is that one day a woman came to visit us. She told us she was drawn to us because Letri was blessed by the Gods. Letri had the ability to work magic. Letri had go with her to the great Travinum School for Magi in Bacaria founded by the mighty Hilia of Bacaria.

Yes, I know what Hilia would say about that. I have met her a few times.

My parents were apparently happy that Letri was blessed. Their hope was that she’d be able to send coins to help them survive. It was then that they asked about me.

I was not blessed. That said, she and I are only two years apart. Our brothers are seven and ten years older than us. Our parents asked if I might be taken along, whether or not I was blessed. Letri also wanted me with her.

The woman said that I couldn’t go with Letri. She did offer to place with someone who would take care of me, and allow me to see my sister frequently. So it was that I left Vicco with my older sister.

I was adopted by Oria, Hilia’s youngest daughter, and her partner Culca. The two of them live in Nuvus. At that time Nuvus was not the seat of Luthgenicca. Yet it was a busy and exciting city, full of trade, people, knowledge, and adventure. I became a happy child.

My mothers really hadn’t wanted a child of their own. Hilia told them to take me in. It wasn’t that they didn’t like children. It was that they presumed they would continue to subvert the Novium Empire.

Well before I’d come into their lives they’d already wiped out the pirate fleet that the Empire had been quietly supporting. Not long before adopting me they had cheated the Patris of Kergia out of a fat sum of Imperial taxes, and gotten the Imperial Consul Juris to confess to executing a man for a crime that man hadn’t committed. They had also been in communication with a group of rebels across the Great Warm Sea in Meuretha.

As I understand it, Hilia told Oria that she had done enough to subvert the Empire. Oria and Culca needed to settle and let others do that work. My mothers also needed to continue to sort truth from lies when it came to the past of the Nuvum Empire. That was especially so when it came to magic.

Allow me to explain that before I continue with my own tale. Written works from the Nuvum Empire that touched upon magic often stated that one magus or another were discovered among the better classes of that society. A magus was rarely found among the poor, but instead from families of merchants or wealthy tradesmen. A few were said to be have been born into the families of the ruling political class of that Empire.

My grandmother’s experience, as well as that of the first group of magi she taught, was that a magus was just as likely to come from a poor family as a more comfortable one. My own sister was an example of that. Were then the old accounts wrong? Or had something changed since the time of the Nuvum Empire?

My mothers never quite sorted that out. Oria is fond of saying, “History is written by the winners, but also the survivors.” It could well have been that the Nuvum Empire might have had a great many more magi if they had searched among the poor. Yet it could also be true that the Empire wanted people to believe that magic was for those of means and standing.

We may never know the truth. It seems as though my grandmother was the first magus to write down the experiences of her life. None in the Nuvum Empire did so.

Now I shall return to my own life.

Though my mothers hadn’t wanted a child, they were not indifferent to me. They taught me to read and write. They showed me how to think. They made certain I had an understanding of the law, trade, politics, and most of all magic. I met those of importance in Luthgenicca, but I also came to know girls from common families.

Yet I was still the daughter of the couple that had done much to safeguard southern Luthgenicca’s independence from the pirates of the Novium Empire. I was still the sister of a magus. I knew would be expected to make something of myself.

I came into the house of Oria and Culca when I was perhaps six. I spent twelve years learning from them. On a cool spring evening in that twelve year, my mothers asked me to sit around the table with them talking. A message had come from Parmora, the seat of Luthgenicca, and I had to hear about it.

“Who is it from?” was the first thing I asked.

“Regus Othca,” Oria answered.

“The new Regus?”

“Yes. There’s much in this that you already know.”

“The work has begun to move the seat of Luthgenicca here,” Culca added.

“You’ve both read it,” I said to them, my eyes narrowing.

Oria smiled to me. “What if we have?”

My mothers neither look alike nor dress alike. Oria is shorter than the average woman. She has dark brown hair and light brown eyes, which are quite unusual here in Nuvus. Even in the middle of her life she has an attractive build. If she wanted to, she could have almost any man she might desire.

Culca has the dark hair, black eyes, and tanned skin common to Luthgenicca. Aside from her cheekbones, which are high and quite like a woman’s, she’s more like a man. She’s almost average height for a man. Only when she’s undressed would you see that she’s not a man but a woman.

Oria prefers gowns. Culca prefers to dress like a man, even though she hasn’t had to in many years.

While they don’t look alike, they are a couple. They compliment each other quite well. They are very much in love. They often stand firmly with each other. When that happens, anyone they stand against will have difficulty.

In that moment I realized I was going to have trouble with my mothers. “Shall I ask what else is in the letter, or should we move to the place where you come at me with whatever is in that letter?” I asked them.

Culca grinned. “You’re learning.”

“I’ve had years to learn, Mother.”

“Good. There is a part you need to hear before we get to the rest.”

“What?”

Oria held up the letter. “The Regus mentions that, for some years now, much of the southern coast, across the Great Warm Sea from us, is no longer under the rule of the Novium Empire. There has been some trade from there to here and back, but that’s all.”

“Much of that coastal area is a domain of its own, yes?” I asked.

“Meuretha, I believe, yes.”

“You both had something to do with that, as I recall.”

Culca’s head bobbed back and forth. “Very little, Luva. Your mothers sent word and gave advice. The work was done by the people there.”

“Very well.” I turned to Oria. “What of all that?”

“Regus Othca wants to start his rule by expanding his diplomacy,” Oria said to me. “Every domain Luthgenicca borders is bound to it by a treaty. So too are the domains that sit on their borders.”

“Like Bacaria.”

“Just so. The Empire still controls the domains across both Holvoi Seas from us. That leaves Meuretha as a domain he might seek an alliance with.”

“Has he tried to seek an alliance?”

Oria shook her head. “His father, in his last years, felt that doing so might enrage the Empire.”

“He was also more focused on the old Nuvia lands than abroad,” Culca added.

“True. But the old Regus has passed to the Gods. Regus Othca wants to move forward. He believes that doing so requires seeking out the ruler of Meuretha and determining what that ruler might want from an alliance with us.”

“And he wants you to go?” I looked at both my mothers. “Both of you?”

Oria sighed. “He’s asked, yes.”

“But your mothers are hardly young,” Culca said.

I had to hold my tongue and not smirk. I did the former but not the latter.

“Wipe that off your face, young lady,” Oria told me. There was a lightness to her tone that said she was annoyed rather than angry.

I bowed my head and stopped smirking.

“Good. Aside from our age, there is another concern the Regus mentioned.”

“What concern?”

“There might be some who would recall us,” Culca said.

“They’re free from the Empire because of you,” I replied to her. “Why would they be upset with you? Either of you?”

“It’s not they we would worry about,” Oria said to me. “It would be the Empire.”

“The Empire? They have no control there.”

“Not there, no. But they do still rule the domain to the east of Meuretha. More than that, the merchants who have sent word of their travels to Meuretha up to Parmora state that Imperial merchants still sail to the ports in Meuretha.”

I took in a breath. “They still trade with the Empire?”

“There are those in the south of Nuvia that do,” Culca said.

Oria nodded to her. “Quite so. There are certain goods that only come from the Empire.”

“Your fear is that if you go,” I asked, “if you both go, the Empire might find out?”

“Find out and undertake mischief, yes,” Oria answered.

“What does that mean to me? Do you want me to go?”

“We would, yes.”

“You would speak for the Regus,” Culca said, “but you’d also speak, quietly, for us.”

“And thus for Grandmother?” I asked.

“To some extent, yes,” Oria answered. “I’d send word directly to Belia, and she could tell our mother. And anyone else she or Mother thinks needs to know about what you see.”

I paused for a breath. “Aside from me being your daughter, why sent me?”

“You’ve been raised by us.”

“What of it?”

“You know our tricks,” Culca said.

Oria laughed. “There is that, yes. More than that, Luva, you’ve been raised to think. To observe. To ask questions and seek answers. Yet you also have a fine knowledge of magic.”

I nodded to her. “I do, don’t I?”

“Don’t forget, your sister now serves in Parmora. Chances are good she will follow the Regus when the seat of this domain comes here.”

“True.”

“We raised you as our own, so we trust you,” Culca said.

I gave her a nod of gratitude.

“Your sister is a magus, so the Regus would trust you,” Oria said. “And as we trust you as our child, so would he trust you as our child.”

“Am I to go as an official visitor?” I asked. “Or am I to observe?”

“We believe you should do both. The Regus seems uncertain.”

“On which?”

“The latter.”

“We believe you know enough to argue both,” Culca told me.

Oria nodded. “Indeed. But you shall have to determine that once you arrive.”

“Parmora?” I asked.

“Meuretha. We hear about Imperial merchants, but we know little about their influence there. Merchants from here, so the Regus says, do not know that. The more influence they have the less visible you should be.”

I nodded in response.

“We also know little about their culture. That too is better done by not drawing attention to yourself.”

“I can understand that.”

“Good. Then you’ll go?”

I looked at the faces of both my mothers. I didn’t mind remaining with them, but I was becoming bored with my life as it had been for years. I had also heard of their adventures for as long as I could remember. I’d also heard of Grandmother’s adventures for just as long. How could I disappoint them?

How could I not grasp at the chance of an adventure of my own?

“I’ll go,” I replied with a smile.

That was the evening I became a spy, of a sort.
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Though I had plenty of experience with magic, I didn’t have any experience using magic to travel. I quickly gained experience.

The day after the conversation with my mothers was spent in me packing and them making certain I recalled how to behave around the Regus. Oria also contacted the magus in Nuvus and obtained a rod with a flying cantus placed upon it. The following day I headed north.

I’m embarrassed to admit now that I flew at such a slow pace to start with. I wasn’t bothered by being in the air. That was quite freeing. No, what I struggled with was control. I spent far too much time determining how I was to go higher or lower, left or right, or faster or slower. It took me a few days to reach Parmora when it would take either of my mothers a day or two to travel that far using magic.

But arrive I did, and safely as well. I landed not far from the palace complex. I was escorted through the gates and into the palace proper. I had a brief reunion with my sister, then moments after she entered I was led into the main palace chamber.

Sitting in the chair of the Regus was a man five to ten years older than I. He was tall but not built especially strong nor weak. He had black hair and black eyes. He wore a pendant on a chain as a symbol of his office. He was dressed well, as were the few men around him. Letri stood close to him, though not as close as the men.

I curtseyed once I stopped before him. “Luva, daughter of Oria and Culca, Regus,” I said.

He bowed his head to me. “Regus Othca. Where are your mothers, may I ask?”

“In Nuvus, Regus, working at their tasks.”

“They sent you?”

“Yes, Regus.”

“Why?”

“They are not young women, Regus. Were they here, they would tell you that. You would see that for yourself.”

“Perhaps the Regus has forgotten how old they are,” Letri said, “seeing as he’s known them most of his life.”

Regus Othca glared at my sister for an instant, then he turned back to me. “Is that why you are here? They have refused my request?”

I shook my head. “They have refused nothing, Regus. They have sent me here to accept your request.”

“You? Have you traveled?”

“Not south, Regus.”

He grunted. “But north?”

“North and west, Regus.”

“I see. What else argues in your favor?”

“My youth, Regus. I have a steady stride. I can fight. I can talk and I can listen.”

“More the one than the other,” Letri said.

I gave her a glare then looked back to the Regus. “My mothers told me what they know of Meuretha, Regus, which we will all confess is not much. But I have been raised by them. I therefore know how they have helped our domain. How they have bested the Novium Empire. What to look for in men traveling from the Novium Empire who might be up to mischief.”

“I see,” he replied.

“They also expressed a concern to me, Regus, in accepting your request themselves.”

“What concern?”

“It is true, Regus, that they have been in Meuretha. It’s true that they haven’t been there in years. But two women, one dressed as a man, being most affectionate with each other, that might catch the eye of an Imperial merchants or officials in that land.”

“What of it?”

“I’m certain the current Imperator would appreciate someone taking my mothers into custody for all the trouble they’ve caused the Empire, Regus.”

He let out a sigh. “There is that, isn’t there?”

I bowed my head to him.

“Very well, Luva. Did you and your mothers talk over anything else regarding my request for assistance?”

“Yes, Regus. The question of whether or not you were asking for an official visit or just a journey to Meuretha came up.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded. “The topic has come up here as well.”

“What is your wish, Regus?”

“I’m torn. I do want someone to speak on my behalf to the Kynin of Meuretha.”

“I presume that’s their ruler?”

“It is. Yet I’m not certain I’d want that representative known all that well.”

“Not as a guest at their palace, Regus?”

“No. I’d like them to be able to move freely.”

“Might I ask why?”

“Indeed you may.” He paused for a breath. “Their ruler is Kynin Soric. We have exchanged a few messages, nothing more. When I brought up the chance of a more formal relationship between our domains, he expressed caution.”

“Why?”

“While there’s an increase in trade between our domains, the Kynin tells me that over the last couple of years there’s been an increase in trade from the Empire.”

My eyes widened. “There has?”

“Indeed there has. The Kynin states it’s not as much as comes from here, but there are more merchants coming from the Empire to his ports. His last message to me reported on a message from the Imperator on some sort of reconciliation.”

“That cannot be, Regus.”

“The Kynin is uncertain about such an offer. But the more trade that comes from the Empire, the more tempting such a bargain might be.”

“Is this why you wish someone to go to speak on your behalf, Regus?”

“Indeed it is, Luva. I wish to know the mind of the Kynin. I wish to know the views of the men and women he relies upon for advice.”

“But you do not want to make the visit formal, is that it, Regus?”

He nodded firmly to me. “I cannot send someone to bargain on my behalf without knowing if the Empire is more liked there, or if the preference of the Kynin’s subjects would be us over the Empire. An official representative bargaining for me cannot go out among the public and ask questions that might offend the Kynin.”

“Indeed not.”

“Without knowledge we cannot bargain. That is why I’d hoped your mothers would go.”

While I wasn’t well-schooled in politics then, I knew enough to understand what Othca had asked of my mothers. I also knew enough to see why they’d sent me and not come north themselves.

“Then, Regus, it’s all the wiser that my mothers sent me here,” I replied. “I believe my mothers, especially Oria, would tell you that if they went south, there might be an expectation that she would not only speak for you, but that she’d speak for her family in Bacaria as well.”

He blinked. “That isn’t what I’d be asking.”

“But it might be interpreted that way, Regus. Oria is the daughter of Hilia. Oria’s sister Belia runs the school in Travinum along with their mother. My mother’s position within the family grants her a standing that is unique to her.”

“And you?”

I spread out my arms. “I’m the adopted daughter of Oria and Culca, Regus. I would only speak for my parents as important residents of Luthgenicca.” I pulled in my arms and bowed my head. “And for you, of course.”

“Of course. But Hilia is your grandmother.”

“Not by birth. “

He inhaled deeply. “Not by birth, and two generations removed from Hilia. I think I understand the meaning of your words, Luva.”

“Very good, Regus. What else do you wish me to do while I’m in Meuretha?”

“The merchants who report to me through their Dus don’t have much to say about any personal relationships they have with those they deal with in Meuretha. I believe it would be helpful to know how the subjects of the Kynin feel about this land. Our allies. My subjects.”

“You wish me to engage with common people?”

“I do.”

“Aside from your own knowledge, are there other reasons for this, Regus?”

He nodded to me. “I’m told that it will be helpful, in offering terms of an alliance to the Kynin, to know what his subjects think about Luthgenicca. If their dealings with my subjects and those of our allies is good, perhaps I can offer more friendly terms.”

“And if not?”

“Then my terms will have to be more submissive. I shall have to do work to improve the behavior of my subjects and allies. Or perhaps the trouble will be that we simply do not have what Meuretha truly needs.”

“Another reason for someone to visit that domain on your behalf, Regus?”

“Quite so, Luva.”

“What else should I do?”

“There are certain questions about the past of Meuretha that I’d like to know. We have some information passed through merchants and the odd scribe.”

“Is that important, Regus?”

“It might be. I found in my own studies, as I prepared to follow my father, that what happened once the Nuvum Empire fell apart seems to have shaped our allies and our rivals.”

Before that moment I’d seen hints of something like that, but I hadn’t put it together as Regus Othca seemed to have. His words made me curious, a rarity when it came to rulers. “I would like to know more, Regus.”

“I shall tell you. But you’ve traveled a long way. It’s the middle of the afternoon. I have a few meetings I pushed back because of word of your arrival. We’ll talk in the morning.”

So it was that I was settled into the palace. I dined with the Regus, his family, and a few of his advisors that evening. Afterward Letri and I talked about our lives. Once we had breakfast in the morning Othca met with me in the palace library.

“I should like to resume where we left off, Regus,” I said as I sat down across from him.

“As would I,” he said from his chair behind his writing table. “I believe I was mentioning my view of the fall of the Nuvum Empire and how it affected the lands around us.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

“Very well. Let’s begin with Nuvia. For a time it became dependent upon the remnants of the old Empire. In time that remnant became the Novium Empire. Our ancestors swept through Nuvia, and the identity of this province changed.”

“Into what it was before the Novium Empire attacked?”

“Indeed. And what it’s slowly coming back to. Before the Empire broke up the Imperators had given control over the province of Lergonia to a tribe of the Forest Folk. When the Empire pulled back from that province it became a mix of what it was and what that tribe had been. Now it’s all but renounced the Imperial past. In my lifetime it will probably become Largenna, it’s own domain.”

“My mothers believe the same thing, Regus.”

“Good. As to the domains due north of us across the mountains, they were isolated from Nuvia and from events in Largenna. They retained the language and culture of the Empire. Then your grandmother emerged. Those lands are breaking from the past.”

“All the more so in their dealings with Vorstimir. The Empire never dealt with the tribes as equals, even though they could have.”

“Quite so. I suspect that the language will change over time, along with the culture.”

I could only nod to him, not wanting to think about what might happen once Grandmother passed to the Gods.

“Then across the waters to the north is Isocaria,” he continued. “They were the first province to be abandoned by the Empire. They are, so I’m told, very different from us now.”

“The province has several domains rather than one. But all of them have magic now.”

“They do. They also have trade pacts with Bacaria and its allies. They have entered the grand alliance your grandmother helped to forge, but like every other domain, on their own terms and not those of the past.”

“Very well, Regus. What does this have to do with Meuretha?”

“When it was part of the Nuvum Empire it was known as the province of Meurithia. It produced much grain for the Empire, and especially for Nuvia. It was one long, narrow province along the coast. South of the settled and fertile areas of that province is desert.”

“Desert? You mean rocks and dry land?”

“Rocks and sand, Luva, with only a few places around springs where there’s life.”

“I see, Regus.”

“Good. North and east of us is where a tribe of the Forest Folk known as the Dunvel lived. The Dunvel were among several tribes harmed by the assaults of the Horse Horde, the savages from the plains far to the east of the Forest Folk. The Dunvel fled from their lands across Empire until they ended up in Meurithia.

“According to the histories, the Dunvel wished some degree of local control over their land. The Empire insisted that the rulers of the province have Imperial standing. For several generations the two sides argued. Then, as the Empire began to weaken, the people of Meurithia decided to assert their independence. They withheld shipments of grain to Nuvia.”

“What happened?” I asked. I’m not ashamed to admit that the tale had me enraptured.

“The Empire tried to take control but failed. The Dunvel became their own people again.” He let out a laugh. “One scribe of the time claimed it was the ‘Curse of Tharamun’ coming up one last time.”

“What curse?”

“The Curse of Tharamun. Tharamun was a rival power to the early Nuvum Empire. The Empire fought three wars with Tharamun. In the last one they conquered that domain. But the conquest led to a series of rebellions within the Empire. Not all the soldiers were paid as they felt they should have, and one Legatis believed he deserved power for his victory. That was the first mention of this ancient curse.”

“I understand now, Regus. What does all that have to do with the present?”

“I’m told that the people there mainly speak Dunvel, but use Imperial as a trade language. If that’s so, and we enter any sort of pact with them, we’ll need scribes to translate works.”

I nodded to him. “I understand now.”

“There’s also the matter of their conquest by the Novium Empire. We have little about how that happened. We know more about how they threw off Imperial rule, but not much more. I’d like to know if it was the past of the people that helped them remove the Empire.”

To be honest with you, I was curious about that as well.

If you’d asked me in that room, or if Regus Othca has asked me, why I was curious about getting an answer to such a question I could not have told you. My best answer then would have been to tell you to look at works on history.

In many of the works that survive to our time from the days of the Nuvum Empire there are certain passages. Passages about the use of magic in a certain war or battle. Passages about a debate on one vital matter or the other. It doesn’t matter what the work is describing. What does matter is that work relates some small piece of life at the time.

What often happens is that these passages will make reference to a person, a place, or another event. That reference is the first time you see that name. You then search similar works to find out more about that name.

Why? Partly it’s the curiosity you have if you enjoy reading such works. Mostly it’s because that name seems important to the text. It calls back to a figure or an incident that relates to the passage you’re reading. The writer is presuming that you understand the reference they’re making. You’ll know and thus understand their meaning.

Yet when you search for that name in other works, you find nothing. That name has been lost to history. That reference will be forever unclear.

That’s how I would have answered that question in that room. I would have said the history wasn’t complete, and I’d want to get a more complete history.

Now my answer to that question would be quite different. I’ve come to see that the past can guide us in the present. The past can show us roads to the future. We cannot know where we’re going if we don’t know where we’ve been.

How Meuretha was taken by the Novium Empire could tell us what to watch out for. It could tell us the priorities the rulers of that Empire have. Did they desire Meuretha only for what it could offer? Did they wish to conquer it so they could take Luthgenicca? Were they motived by both ideas? Or is there some missing piece that could be found in that history that we’ve not yet encountered?

At the time of that visit to Parmora, the rulers of the domains of Nuvia still worried about the intentions of the Novium Empire. Though the Empire had been gone from our lands for something like a generation and a half, it seemed as though the Empire still wanted control over Nuvia. They had come to understand that military conquest would not happen. We were ready for them unlike our ancestors.

But were ships and soldiers the only means the Empire had in conquering a domain?

Even my modest knowledge of Meuretha then told me that the domain was long and narrow. There were many towns and villages in that land, as well as quite a few large cities. Nuvia was taken in part because of the mountains along the spine of our peninsula. Not every Dus in every city knew what was happening on the other coast. That would not be so when it came to Meuretha.

Had the Empire taken it by force? Or had it employed some other strategy?

I hadn’t wanted to get into the politics of the situation. My conversation with Regus Othca plunged me into those politics.

After he raised his point about the conquest, our discussion shifted to matters of Nuvus and what my mothers were doing. Once that discussion was over I sent to see my sister. Letri told me she’d give me several magical objects to assist me. She also told me that Meuretha did have magi.

“As far as we know, they’re not as knowledgeable as we are about magic,” she said.

“Has no one invited them to come here?” I asked. “To go north to Travinum?”

She shook her head. “They seem to only serve the rulers.”

“Seem?”

“Yes. The merchants that send word up here ask about magic, but that’s what they’re told when they ask. That’s something we need to know.”

“For the pact?”

“For that, yes, but for other reasons.”

“Such as?”

“Do they only serve their rulers because they know very little? Do their rulers prevent them from serving all the people? Or is magic simply not as strong across the sea as it is here?”

“How could it not be strong everywhere?”

“We learn that there can be places were magic is stronger or weaker. So far the weak places that we know about are small. Perhaps the size of Parmora. Could it be that across the sea those places are larger? Does it have something to do with the desert?”

“The desert?”

She smiled and patted my shoulders. “It seems silly to say, yes, but again, there’s much we don’t know about magic.”

So it was that the next morning, armed with my questions and a letter from Regus Othca, I began my journey south to the domain of Meuretha.

There’s little for me to say about my journey south through Nuvia. If you’ve read works on Nuvia you know what the land looks like. I will also not detail what the sea looks like, for water is water and the sea is the sea. Therefore I shall resume the narrative in Meuretha.
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I used magic to fly to Meuretha, but I did use a map to guide me. I flew to a spot just outside the port city of Thoramo, the seat of that domain.

Thoramo is like any port city you may know of or have visited. Piers jut out over the water with ships docked at them. Inland and across a street are the warehouses of the merchants who ship goods over the sea, as well as the shops and other trades that maintain the sea-going vessels. Past those are the taverns and other shops that appeal to sailors. Past that section are the marketplaces for the common people, then for all the people, and so on.

What’s different about Thoramo is that the trade of the stone mason never vanished. Every structure in the city, from the Kynin’s palace to the most humble home, is built of stone. To have a wooden door is to show you have great wealth. I suppose only the Kynin and his family have the wooden bowls and utensils that are so common in Luthgenicca and elsewhere.

There is fertile land around the city. However, each piece of fertile ground is devoted either to grains or to fruits and vegetables. What trees grow in the city are fruit trees. Flowers are as rare as gold.

The people of this land are also different from what I was used to. Their skin is a shade or two darker than most of those from Luthgenicca. Both men and women wear loose tunics and trousers. Many also wear a light white cloak of sorts, with a hood, so that they might cover their heads from the hot winds. Wealthy people wear colorful clothing while those who aren’t wear clothing colored white or a quite pale shade of brown.

There were no soldiers guarding the entrance to the city. I therefore walked into the city without any problem. I’d learned from my mothers to dress like a man while flying. No one thought me the least bit odd, though my skin did stand out.

I timed my last flight so I arrived at the edge of Thoramo in the middle of the morning. It took me time to find those who spoke Imperial, but I did find them. They directed me to a small rise on the eastern side of the city. That was where the palace was located.

The palace stood on what could hardly be called a hill. Yet only a little of the decoration from the time of the Nuvum Empire had faded away. It consisted of a walled complex with stables, a vegetable garden, a modest orchard, a barracks, and the main palace building itself. Unlike the soldiers I saw patrolling the streets with spears, the palace guards were armed with swords and wore leather armor and helmets.

I presented myself to the guards at the front gate. I had to wait a while in the midday sun until a man came to fetch me. He led me into the palace and to a room much like the one where Regus Othca had greeted me.

While the layout of this grand meeting room was similar, there were striking differences. The windows had curtains but no glass. The walls were painted rather than covered in tapestries. The floor was bare stone. There was a dais on which it seemed the rulers were, but it was barely a step above the floor.

Nor were there any advisors present. A man perhaps ten years older than me sat in an opulent wooden chair. Seated next to him was a woman close to his age. Standing beside her were two boys, perhaps twelve and eight. Standing beside the man was a woman perhaps five years older than me.

The man, like every other I’d see, was cleanly shaved. The seated woman was quite pretty, though tall like the seated man. The standing woman was of average height and had a slender build. They all wore colorful tunics and trousers.

The man who brought me to the room spoke to those on the dais in a language that sounded to my ears more like that of Vorstimir or Largenna than Luthgenic. He then turned to me in rough Imperial. “I have identified you to my Kynin, young lady.”

“Will you translate for us?” I asked.

“There is no need,” the seated man said in much better Imperial. “The words are spoken for my sons and my guards, young lady.”

I turned back to the man and curtseyed. “Luva of Nuvus, Kynin, sent by Regus Othca, ruler of Luthgenicca.”

“So I see. I am Kynin Soric, ruler of Meuretha.”

“An honor, Kynin Soric.”

“Beside me is my wife Udwa. Beside her are my sons Lemic and Gowin. And to my left is Laria, magus to me and my family.”

I bowed to all of them, then took another look at the magus. “Your name sounds Imperial, if I might be so bold.”

“That’s because it is,” she replied. Her voice was smooth. “Imperial names are still used in some of the better families of this land, to mark their status and that their wealth goes back generations. Some common people also give their children Imperial names in the hope that they will rise within society. That said, it’s far more common for us to use the names of our own language and ancestors.”

“Dunvel names, yes?”

“Quite so.”

I looked back to Kynin Soric and bowed my head. “Forgive me. I was confused.”

“You are forgiven for that,” he replied. “However, I find it strange that a young woman was sent here by your Regus. Are you a relative of his?”

I could have been direct, but I felt like playing a game. “I am not, Kynin.”

“Are you the daughter of an advisor of his?”

“I am not.”

“A merchant, then?”

“Not that, either, Kynin.”

“A scribe of some importance to your Regus?”

I smiled. “A scribe of some importance, yes, but not one who works directly for the Regus.”

He pressed his lips together. “What does that mean, young lady?”

“I am the daughter of Oria and Culca.”
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