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    Prelude

    THE ZEL’HESTEL ESTATE IN SOUTHERN FARINDIA was a beautiful place. Roads bordered by hedges of blackberry and raspberry bushes passed through orchards of apple and pear trees. Well-tended fields of barley, oats, and wheat filled every flat area. In the center, a manor house that was older than the province that had become the Land of Farind stood strong and tall, more fortress than simple home, but a home nonetheless. However, the seeming tranquility of the outside was not to be found inside. 

    “It cannot be allowed!” Lord Cevin Zel’Hestel the Sixth stood and screamed in his study. Around him, in an assortment of ornate padded chairs, sat the other six Lords of Eastern Farindia. He was too old for such outbursts, and clutched his chest as he staggered back to his heavily-carved chair. “It cannot be allowed,” he continued in a more moderate tone as his personal servant all but forced a goblet of wine into his hand and encouraged him to drink. 

    A younger man, though still a white-haired elder who had known most of the others as children, shook his head. “There doesn’t seem to be a lot we can do about it, Lord Cevin. There are only our seven Chosen Houses left to oppose them.” 

    “We did well enough after the rebellion, Lord Zel’Korvalas,” Lord Zel’Hestel said in a harsh tone that was barely above a whisper. 

    “We faced rabble then,” another, significantly younger lord pointed out. “The Evandian Army is not rabble.”

    “No, Lord Zel’Esten, they are certainly not,” a very young man agreed. Where the most of the lords were elders, he looked like he was barely old enough to shave. “My grandfather is of the opinion that we should oppose them, but our resources are limited. The Zel’Freedan estate can field a hundred trained fighters and three hundred auxiliaries.” 

    “We can field about the same,” Lord Zel’Anlar sighed. “We’ve all maintained the same strength we had after the rebellion. I doubt any of us could field much more than that though.” 

    Lord Zel’Barnal nodded. “You’re right about that, Gabrin. Zel’Barnal can field even less, just the hundred trained men of the treaty and another hundred auxiliaries. Gods Below, we’ve never needed more than that. We’ve only had to fight Kavadian bandits, and we’ve always had the Old Guard in Kel’Kavin to call on in an emergency.” 

    “And now it’s the Old Guard and their upstart prince that we need to defend against,” Lord Cevin pointed out. The rest of the lords quieted down and looked glum at the reminder of who they were opposing.

     


    Chapter 1

     “SIRS, NO!” STAVIN CRIED AS HE FACED the Elders’ Council of Kavinston. The time-darkened wood of the council chamber kept his voice from echoing, but the dim light of the oil lanterns didn’t hide the anguish on his face. Me? An Elder? They can’t be serious!

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey bowed his head, his iron-gray hair falling forward until he brushed it back with a flick of his fingers and once again focused his attention on Stavin. “Prince Stavin, it must be this way,” he replied. “You are second in line to the Evandian crown. As the only Chosen member of the community, you should at least be on the Council, if not the Chief Elder.”

    “You are also,” Warmaster Kel’Horval pointed out, “the highest ranking Warmaster in Kel’Kavin, Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral. By tradition you are now the Warmaster of the Academy,” he continued as he stood and stepped aside, “and this chair is yours.” 

    “No, sirs,” Stavin replied as he shook his head and took a step backward, away from the Elders. His voice was soft with shock as he looked at the Elders one by one. “No, I can’t be the Warmaster.” He took another step backwards, away from the Elder’s table and everything it represented, as he continued to shake his head. “I can’t.” 

    Warmaster Kel’Horval walked around the table and stopped when he reached Stavin. He looked down into his son-in-law’s face and sighed. “It is our tradition,” he said softly, “that the highest-ranking warrior leads the Academy, Stavin.”

    “But I can’t teach them,” Stavin said as he looked up into Charvil’s face. “I don’t know enough.” 

    The pleading in Stavin’s tone was just barely noticeable, but Charvil knew him far better than any of the other Elders. He looked down into Stavin’s face for a moment longer, then turned to face the Council. “He has a point. He’s also going to be out of the valley a lot.”

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey looked at the other Elders silently for a moment, then bowed his head in resignation. “I place before the Council a proposal to exclude Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral from leadership of the Academy. While his rank is sufficient, he is correct that he lacks the experience to properly teach our young men. And, as Warmaster Kel’Horval has pointed out, Prince Stavin is going to be out of the valley for much of the summer. Is there any opposition?” When no one spoke, he continued. “Very well, Prince Stavin. Warmaster Kel’Horval will retain control of the Academy.” 

    Stavin breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Thank you. Now I can get back to the Archive.” 

    “We cannot allow that either, Prince Stavin,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said as he shook his head. 

     “But I wanted to be the Master Scribe. It’s all I’ve spent the last eight years dreaming of,” Stavin whispered as he stared at the Chief Elder in stunned disbelief.

    Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan was also in the room, and he shook his head slowly as he stepped forward. “While it is appropriate for a prince to be a scholar, it is not appropriate for one to be a scribe. You, Prince Stavin, are going to have more important uses for your time.”

    “Then what am I to do with myself?” Stavin asked in a soft, pleading tone as he faced his Craft Master, and a feeling of devastation swept through him. 

    “That,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said as he looked at the rest of the Elders, “is going to take some discussion. Something appropriate must be found. We would also like you and your family to move into the royal suite. That places you in the most protected position in Kavinston.” 

    “You want me to give up my house, too?” Stavin asked in a stunned whisper.

     * * *

    “You want me to give up my house?” Sharindis screamed at her father when he and Stavin went to tell her what the Elders Council had decided. “Daddy, no! No! You know how much it means to me to have my own home! You know!” Tears were streaming down her face as she stared at the shadow of her father. “You know.” 

    Charvil sat beside her on the love seat and put an arm around her shoulders, and sighed as he shook his head slowly. “I know, baby girl, I know. But you are a princess of Evandia now. While the annexation of the rest of Farindia hasn’t been decided, Kel’Kavin is now Evandian territory. It’s not appropriate for you to live in a little house on the edge of town. The royal suite is yours by right.” 

    Sharindis looked around, unable to see her house, but loving it nonetheless. True, it was a small house, but it held the library Stavin had built her, and was the home she never thought she’d have. “This is my house, Daddy. My home. This is where I want to live.” 

    Stavin sat in a chair facing his wife and her father, and leaned forward as he spoke. “I did my best, Shari, but the Elders are being stubborn.” He looked at his father-in-law, but Stavin’s expression held no trace of apology. “They want us to move into the suite. They wanted to make me Warmaster of the Academy as well, but we talked them out of that.” Stavin sat back and covered his head with both hands. He shook his head as he said, “I’m not telling her,” when Charvil looked across at him, as if prompting him to continue.

    “Not telling me what?” Sharindis asked in a dangerous tone. 

    Charvil took a deep breath and said, “You can’t work in the Archive anymore, Shari. It’s not appropriate.” 

    “What!?” Sharindis screamed at the top of her voice. Her scream woke Karlin in the next room, and he added his protest to hers. Stavin went and gathered up his son before Sallin could, then returned to the library.

    Charvil shook his head, but continued over the ringing in his ears. “It is not appropriate for a princess to be working as a scribe in the Archive. The Council has already approved Jessaka and Marral as Arlen’s new apprentices.”

    There were tears running down Sharindis’ face now. “You’re taking it all away from me?” she asked in a heart-broken tone that almost made her father cry. It was the same tone she’d used when she found out that she’d never see clearly again. “Aren’t I allowed to have even one of my dreams?” 

    Charvil sighed. He’d tried to convince the others that Shari should be left where she was, but the other four elders had closed ranks against him. She was a princess, and must be treated like one. End of discussion.

    “We have to, baby girl. We don’t want to, but you’re a princess and Stavin is a prince. We can’t let you be scribes anymore.”

    “You let Marina teach,” Sharindis pointed out in a sulky-little-girl’s voice. 

    Her father sighed. He knew that tone all too well. “As a guest, yes, we did.”

    “Then why can’t I?” she demanded. 

    Charvil took a deep breath as he tried to figure out an argument that would satisfy her. He finally gave up and just said, “Because you’re not a guest, Shari.”

    “Charvil,” Stavin said as he leaned forward once again, rocking Karlin to calm him down, “we have to have something to do through the winter. There has to be something to keep us busy.” 

    Charvil took a deep breath and looked around the room. Stavin and Shari had more books than the rest of Kavinston combined, and one book in particular caught his attention. 

    “How much of the Book of Inatat have you completed?” he asked as his head tilted to the side.

    Stavin followed his gaze. “A bit more than half. We need something other than that, sir.” Stavin turned back to face Charvil and shrugged one shoulder. “Translating it and rewriting it in Common Script gets tedious.” 

    “Well, there’ll still be the final year group to work with. That would be appropriate for you. You are still the best we’ve ever had with a Dragon’s Tongue, and you are a Warmaster. It’s your duty to pass on as much of your skill as you can to the next generation. As for Shari,” he looked down at her and sighed. “I’ll speak to Arlen about letting you continue teaching once the twins are born.” When she gave him a questioning look, he continued. “And continue to work on the scrolls.” 

    “Thank you, Daddy,” Sharindis said as she relaxed against him. 

     * * *

    The arguments were long, loud, and sometimes profane--but in the end, Stavin and Shari were moved, along with their books and personal belongings, up to the Royal Suite of the fortress. The Elders countered every argument against the move that Stavin could come up with. 

    Stavin immediately placed a table under the only southern-facing window for Shari to use. He arranged their books on the library shelves himself, and was surprised when they all fit. He kept his roller top desk, but the rest of the furnishings in their little house were given to his big brother Bahrandik and his family, along with their new crockery. The kitchen in the royal suite was already well appointed. 

    Sallin remained their only servant, though several other young women tried to worm their way into Shari’s service. Shari, however, was having none of it, and sent them on their way. They had been her students long enough for her to know she didn’t want any of them in her household. 

    “This suite is bigger than mom and dad’s house,” Shari complained as she and Stavin sat down to eat the first night they were there. 

    “Yeah,” Stavin agreed in a sour tone. They were sitting at the dining room table, though they chose to sit side-by-side rather than at the head and foot. The table was meant to seat twenty. Karlin was in a high-chair between them. 

    Sallin brought out their meals, and Stavin was surprised by how much was on the plates. “Why so much, Salli?” 

    Sallin bowed before she answered. “Prince Stavin, when you were visiting Princess Marina, this is what her maids said was appropriate.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “For Marina, yes. But for us, I’d prefer to retain our traditions and eat like everyone else.” 

    “I’m sorry, Prince Stavin,” Sallin replied, bowing her head and clasping her hands in front of her. 

    “It’s all right, Salli,” he said as he patted her hand. “Shari needs more because of the twins, but if I eat like Marina and her guards did last year I won’t be able to get my armor on.” He grinned and chuckled as he shook his head. “Dahvin got a touch pudgy while they were here.” 

    There was something odd about Sallin’s tone when she said, “Yes, Prince Stavin. I noticed that as well. I’ll go back to preparing meals like I used to.” She bowed, then retreated to the sideboard. 

    Stavin and Shari ate quickly, then went to the sitting room while Sallin cleaned up. “Stavi,” Shari said softly as she touched his arm, “did you notice something strange about the way Salli reacted to talking about Dahvin?” 

    “You caught that too.” Stavin chuckled and answered just as softly. “I think our dear Salli is a little smitten by our good friend Lord Dahvin. Too bad he’s already married to Lady Glora now.”

    “Too bad she’s a servant,” Shari said as her head tilted to the side. She could hear Sallin in the kitchen. “Though she is being courted, you know.” 

    “No, I didn’t know,” Stavin replied. “By who?”

    “Karvil Kel’Dessar.” 

    “I can’t place him.” Stavin’s eyebrows drew together, then he shook his head. 

    Shari smiled. “He hasn’t been in your classes yet. He will be this winter. He and Varik are friends, and he’s been over to visit a few times. Var says he’s already sick of hearing about how beautiful Salli is.” She turned so she was facing Stavin squarely, but was still whispering. “You told me she wasn’t pretty.” 

    Stavin paused and considered his words carefully. Leaning forward, he spoke softly to ensure Sallin wouldn’t hear him and said, “She’s not. Oh, she’s not ugly, but she’s not pretty. I’ll admit that she seems to be getting better looking, but I think that’s as much familiarity as anything else.” He shook his head and sat back while Karlin played with his hair. “They say there’s someone for everyone.” 

    Shari hummed and nodded. “Indeed.” She took a deep breath and sighed, then spoke in a normal voice. “What are we going to do, Stavi? I’ve spent the last nine years in the Archive. It’s all I know how to do.” She sighed again and continued in a bitter tone. “It’s about all I can do.” 

    Stavin sighed as well. “It’s all I wanted to do. Ever since I learned to read the glyphs, I’ve wanted to be a scribe. I wanted to be the scribe, the Master Scribe of the Kavinston Archive. And now I can’t.” 

    “No,” Shari said with a sigh. “Now you are stuck being a prince.” Then she giggled. “Oh, Stavi, isn’t this silly?”

    “It’s like being made master of the Kel’Carins. It’s not a bad thing, it’s just not what we wanted.” He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “All right, Princess Sharindis, time for us to rethink our future. Got any ideas?”

    “We could finish the Book of Inatat this winter. We have plenty of time.” A smile crossed her lips as a new thought occurred to her. “We could also write the translation of the ancient glyphs into modern glyphs, as well as Common. We need one here for Jessaka and Marral, and the Evandian Archivists are going to want one as well. If we do several copies we can give Lord General Zel’Enred a copy of his own. I bet he’ll like that.” 

    Stavin was nodding vigorously. “I bet he will. And when I go--no, when we go to Twin Bridges in the spring, we can deliver it in person. King Kalin said he wanted to meet you and Karli. Marina had been telling him stories.” 

    Sharindis shook her head. “I don’t know about taking the babies on the road, Stavin. Karlin is old enough, but the twins are going to be very young.” 

    “We’ll use the enclosed wagon.” 

    “Marina took the enclosed wagon.” 

    “Huh?” Stavin grunted as he tilted his head to the side.

    Sharindis sighed. “When Marina went home, she went in the enclosed wagon. Dad and the Council insisted. So did Dahvin.” She shrugged before adding. “She’s your sister now, so I didn’t see a reason to argue. We weren’t going to need it.”

    Stavin took another deep breath and blew it out in short bursts. “Then we get Dad and Henley to enclose another one. The one I brought up with the books and desk. It has a cover already. All they’ll need to do is build sides and we can fit the interior the way we want it.” 

    Shari smiled as she thought about the idea. “That will do nicely.” 

     


    Chapter 2

    STAVIN PRESENTED THE IDEA TO HIS father the next morning. Karlit nodded thoughtfully as he listened. 

    “We can do that. We have the extra wood from those bookshelves.” He paused to consider the idea carefully for a moment as he continued to nod and look at Stavin. “We can probably make it nicer than the other one as well. That was primarily made to haul trade goods. This one can be designed for living in.” 

    They went to the area where the valley’s wagons were parked. The covered wagon was the only wagon of the Kel’Aniston Trading House left in the valley. All the others had been taken to Aravad to await the thaw when they would deliver the spring supplies.

    It was a large wagon: fifteen cubits long, and five wide. It was suited more for hauling bulk items like grain or hay than anything else, but Karlit hummed and nodded as he walked around it. “Yes, that will do,” he said, more to himself than Stavin. Turning to his son, he smiled broadly. “We can make this into a nice wagon for you and Shari to take down to Twin Bridges.”

    Stavin looked up at his father and asked, “Can I help?” in a timid tone. 

    Karlit gave him a startled look and said, “Of course. Why would you ask a question like that?” 

    Stavin grimaced bitterly. “The Council and their damn ‘It’s not appropriate,’ rulings.”

    Karlit chuckled and shook his head. “You know, Stavin, they really can’t tell you what to do. Oh, they can hem and haw, but you outrank all of them, both as a warrior and as a prince.” 

    Stavin sighed, then spoke in a whiney tone as he said, “But I don’t. That’s the problem.” 

    Karlit stopped what he was doing and turned his son to face him. “How so?” he asked as he looked down into Stavin’s face.

    Stavin grimaced and looked down. “I haven’t made my fifth expedition yet.” 

    Karlit burst out laughing. “Stavin, you can’t be serious.” 

    “My stars don’t really count until I make all five of my expeditions.” 

    Karlit grabbed Stavin by both shoulders and gave him a little shake. “They count, Stavin. They always have. You couldn’t lead an expedition because you didn’t have the experience, but they tried to seat you on the Council. You really do outrank all of them, even Charvil and Barvil. You aren’t going to be making a fifth expedition anyway. Not with those four hollowed stars on your shoulder and the name Zel’Andral. The king will never allow it.” 

    Stavin shook his head because he was confused by what his father was saying. His hands came out like he was holding his Dragon’s Tongue. “But Charvil said I was still the lowest ranked because I hadn’t made all five expeditions.”

    “Nope,” Karlit said with a shake of his head and a wry grin. “You were lowest ranked because you believed Charvil when he said you were. And, really, you would have only been above two or three of them. It wouldn’t have made a difference. But now, Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, Senior Warmaster of Kel’Kavin, you can do pretty much whatever you damn well please. So can Princess Shari. Oh, Arlen will bow to the Council and try to keep her out of the Archive, and might even refuse to assign her work, but he can’t stop her from taking a scroll to your suite and working on it if she wants to.” Karlit grinned as Stavin looked up at him.

    Stavin stood stunned dumb for a moment, then stammered, “I--We--They--Oh, that’s just so typical.”

    Karlit chuckled. “Yes, it is. You’re used to obeying the Council. We all are. But the simple fact of the matter, my son, is that you are no longer under their authority. No more than Princess Marina was. They can ask, but they can’t command. Now, let’s get started on this wagon.” 

     * * *

    It turned out that Stavin did recognize Karvil Kel’Dessar once he was introduced. He was a typical fourteen-year-old in most respects. Tall, gawky, and unfinished, Karvil had a surprisingly handsome face. Stavin recognized the boy’s face immediately. He had just never put the face and name together until then.

     Karvik and Stavin were once again drilling the final year group every third day with Dragon’s Tongues, and Varik had positioned himself and Karvil in the front row. Barvil and Charvil were drilling them during the intervening two days with sword and ax. Their respective ranks demanded it.

    Stavin smiled as he surveyed his students, and especially his little-brother-in-law. “Good morning,” he said loudly, making sure every eye was on him. “Warleader Kel’Carin and I will be working with you all winter to get you ready for the spring. We are not going to be teaching you how to use a Dragon’s Tongue. You already know that. What we are going to do is teach you how to stay alive long enough to use that knowledge.”

    Nineteen young voices shouted, “Yes, Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral.” 

    Stavin stifled a sigh. He also stifled the desire to smack Karvik when he started chuckling. “Very well. Varik, front and center.” 

    Stavin picked up a shortened Dragon’s Tongue and tossed it to his brother-in-law. Varik caught the practice weapon automatically and looked at it, then at Stavin. “Um, isn’t this yours, sir?” 

    “Yep. This one matches it,” Stavin said as he picked up another shortened Dragon’s Tongue. “You’ll be spending the winter using that one to get used to the length and heft.” 

    Varik was giving him an intense look now. “Why?” he asked as a smile started to curve his lips.

    Stavin grinned. “I told you I might let you use my Dragon’s Tongue this season. You need to get used to the different length and heft before you go out.” 

    “You mean it?!” Varik all but shouted, then recovered his composure enough to add, “Warmaster Stavin?”

    “I mean it,” Stavin answered with a chuckle. “In the circle, Var. Strike and evade.” 

    Karvik chose another young man and began drilling him in the fine art of not getting himself killed. Two other Warmasters were watching them from the side, and both of them were smiling for the same reason. 

    “He’s really going to let Varik use his Dragon’s Tongue,” Charvil commented.

    Barvil nodded. “And I’ll bet a crown he’s going to ask for Varik to be included in his guards when he goes to Twin Bridges.” 

    “Are you going to let him?” Charvil asked, looking sideways at his cousin. 

    Barvil nodded. “I don’t see why not. I also don’t think I’ll take more than three teams. I’d be surprised if we see any action.” 

    “Probably not. But we’re talking about Stavin.” Charvil gave Barvil a very intense look. “I didn’t think we’d see any action when we went to Twin Bridges season before last, and look how that turned out.”

    The two Warmasters turned and watched as Stavin and Karvik taught, each with his own thoughts, but both with the same concern: What kind of trouble will Stavin get into this time?

     * * *

    Shari spent her daylight hours at her table under the south window, reading and copying scrolls as she pleased. She’d sent her mother to talk to Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan about working on the scrolls. Nahrana hadn’t said what form of persuasion she’d used to get her big brother to relent, but Shari suspected there had been threats of violence involved. Between Nahrana and Arlen, there usually were. 

    She was copying a scroll of laws once again. I think Uncle Arlen is trying to turn me into a magistrate. Or perhaps a queen? This scroll, like the last one, had been written during the reign of Queen Fiora Zel’Kanis, the queen who had banished all of her father’s Royal Guards to Kel’Kavin. It was a list of rulings she had handed down on everything from a simple land dispute between two Chosen houses to an execution order for a man who had beaten his wife to death. 

    Law was a subject that had always held a strange fascination for Shari. So many laws contradicted one another that it was possible to argue both sides of a case against the middle. Plus, there was the fact that if the king or queen was involved, their word was law, no matter what was written down. 

    As she copied the scroll, she couldn’t help thinking how she would have ruled in the cases. The details were all there. She usually decided that the old queen had ruled correctly, and in one instance she snorted in amusement. 

    “Princess Shari, did you need something?” Sallin asked as she stuck her head into the room.

    “No, Salli, I was just amused by one of Queen Fiora’s rulings. Listen. In the matter of House Zel’Jassan versus House Zel’Haltan, I find that House Zel’Haltan is acting like a stingy toddler crying ‘Mine! Mine!’ every time they get hold of something, theirs or not. The houses were squabbling over a herd of feral cattle that was wandering between their holdings. She continues with, House Zel’Haltan and House Zel’Jassan shall each provide ten men to capture the herd, then it shall be divided equally. If the numbers don’t come out even, then the extra animal shall be delivered to the Temple of the Nurturer. A lot of her rulings end with anything left over going to Lady Sahren.” 

    Sallin bowed and said, “Yes, Princess Shari. I should get back to work.” 

    Shari was pleased with Sallin. The girl had blossomed into a young woman, even if she was a touch older than usual for an unmarried woman. However, Shari had been even older, so it wasn’t an issue she would allow to be brought up. The only thing that bothered her was that she still had no idea what the girl looked like beyond Stavin’s original description. 

    The light crept across her table, and she sighed when it reached the point that told her evening was upon them once again. She carefully put her crystal away and closed her inkpot. She’d copied nearly a quarter of the scroll despite her aching back. She looked at her belly and whispered, “You two are getting heavy.” Then she smiled and cradled her belly with both hands and closed her eyes as she rocked side to side.

    Stavin arrived home after his day with the young warriors and she smiled at the sounds he was making. He always kept up a continuous monologue about his day with the young warriors. 

    “They’re getting better. They all seem to believe that Kar and I can teach them how to get a star on their first expedition.” 

    “And can you?” Shari asked. 

    “I don’t know. That’s not what we’re trying to teach them. We’re trying to teach them how--”

    “--How to stay alive,” Shari finished for him. “I know. But you must realize that they aren’t much different from you, Stavin. Who was it who once told me that all he used to dream of was being a Warmaster like my dad?”

    Stavin chuckled. “Guilty. Never thought it would happen, though. Not really. Not after I stopped growing.” 

    Shari smiled. “And now look at you, Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral. Everyone needs a dream, Stavin.” 

    Stavin slipped on some soft, comfortable clothes and walked over to her. He asked, “And what was your dream, my darling?” as he leaned over to kiss her.

    Shari smiled and said, “You.” 

     


    Chapter 3

    THE WINTER PASSED SLOWLY FOR STAVIN and Sharindis. The restrictions placed on them by the Elders chafed, but they had spent their entire lives living in accordance with the Elder’s decrees. As much as they disliked it, it was just how things were. Then, just after the Mid Winter Festival, things got interesting. 

    “Stavin?” Shari said, reaching over to nudge him in the middle of the night. “Stavin, it’s time.” 

    “Time for what?” Stavin asked sleepily. 

    “Time for the babies,” Shari groaned. 

    Stavin was out of bed in an instant and turning up the lamp. “What do you want me to do?” he asked in a near panic. 

    “Mom. Get mom. And Barb. Hurry.” 

    Stavin was dressing as she spoke, and ran out of their bedroom, pausing to stick his head in where Sallin and Karlin were sleeping. “Salli, Shari’s in labor. I’m going for Nahrana and Barb.” He was gone in an instant, and Sallin hurried into the royal bedroom. 

    “Princess Shari, what can I do?” 

    “Help me sit up.” Shari sighed as the contraction eased. “Prop the pillows behind my back.” Sallin did as she was asked, then sat on the edge of the bed and waited. 

    Stavin returned with Nahrana and Marinis, and Barb was just behind them. Charvil and Karlit followed the women in and took Stavin by the arms. “Come with us, son,” Karlit said when Stavin looked at him. “Some things you’ve just got to let the women handle alone.” 

    “But Dad--”

    “Nope. They threw me out when you and your brothers and sisters were born. They threw us out when Karlin was born. They aren’t going to let you stay for the twins. Come on, let’s get Karlin and go to our house. Delia was up and fixing the morning meal when we left.”

    “But Dad--”

    Charvil sighed and shook his head. “Come along, Stavin. It’s not up to us. Barb is the Midwife, and she makes the rules.” Charvil went in and picked up Karlin, and the boy didn’t even wake up as he was lifted from his bed. “Grab a blanket and wrap it around him,” Charvil ordered, and Stavin immediately complied. Then Karlit led them out of the fortress. 

    Karlit led the way into his house, and guided Stavin and Charvil to chairs. Farlit walked out of the kitchen and smiled at his little brother. “This is the hard part, Stave. Just sit back and relax. Del will have the morning meal ready in a bit.” 

    Stavin sat and sighed. “Is it always like this?” he asked the other men. 

    “Yep,” Karlit, Charvil and Farlit answered together. 

    The twins were born just after mid day. The first was named Sahren, after Sahren Kel’Vandar. That was Stavin’s idea. The second was named Mahren, after Shari’s maternal great-grandmother. There were some chuckles about the names rhyming, but that wasn’t uncommon with twins.

    Stavin and the men were let back in once the mess was cleaned up. Barb met them just outside the bedroom door. “Quietly, gentlemen. Shari is very tired. The girls are asleep, and don’t you dare wake them.” The glare she treated them to was sufficient to draw nods of obedience from all three of them, rank be damned. 

    Stavin led the way to the side of the bed and looked down at his wife and daughters. They were so tiny, lying there wrapped in blankets against the chill of the fortress. “Shari?” Stavin whispered, and she opened her eyes a little and smiled. 

    “They’re perfect, Stavi. Absolutely perfect.”

    “So are you,” he whispered. “Do you need anything?”

    Shari smiled. “Just some rest. Where’s Karli?”

    Stavin looked over to the door and signaled Sallin to bring Karlin. She handed him over to Stavin, then stepped back, but she was craning her neck to get another look at the babies. 

    Stavin held Karlin so he could see the bed and said, “Karli, these are you new sisters.” Karlin looked at the babies intently for a moment, then turned and hugged Stavin’s neck. Stavin chuckled. “Not ready yet, hmm? That’s all right. You’ve got the rest of your lives to get to know one another.”

    “Shari needs to sleep now, Prince Stavin,” Barb Kel’Kaffrey said in a no-nonsense tone. “Sallin should stay with her, but everyone else needs to leave.” 

    Everyone immediately turned to leave, and Stavin felt a chuckle bubbling in his chest. No matter what their rank was, no one argued with the midwife. Charvil, Karlit, Marinis, and Nahrana joined Stavin in the sitting room, and Marinis immediately grabbed Karlin. 

    “Well, little Prince Karlin, what do you think of having little sisters?” she asked. Karlin wasn’t speaking very much yet, so he replied by frowning and cuddling into his grandmother’s lap. She chuckled and held him tightly. “That’s all right, sweetie. We all understand. You’ll get used to them.” 

    “Stavin,” Nahrana said, drawing everyone’s attention, “I’d like to move up here for a while to help Shari.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Sure. Whatever you want.” 

    “I’m canceling your next three days in the training grounds as well,” Charvil added, making Stavin shift his attention. “You need to spend some time with your daughters, and Karlin is going to need extra attention for a while.” He smiled at his grandson. “We don’t want him getting jealous of the babies.” 

    Stavin immediately said, “Yes, sir,” drawing a grin from his father in law. 

    Charvil shook his head at Stavin. “You’ve really got to work on that, Stavin. It’s not appropriate for a prince to be calling everyone ‘sir’ all the time, and you outrank everyone as a Senior Warmaster as well.”

    Stavin shook his head and shrugged as a sheepish grin crossed his lips. “It’s habit, Charvil. I do it automatically.” 

    Charvil and Karlit both nodded, but it was Karlit who answered. “You have to think about everything you say for a while, Stavin. It’s like learning Old Tongue: You have to concentrate on what you’re saying.” 

     * * *

    The winter deepened, and Stavin and Shari spent most of their time on the ancient Book of Inatat. The book was as much a hero’s tale as a history, so it appealed to both of them, and they completed the copy and translation well before the thaw. The end did leave them curious, though. 

     

    In the thirty-sixth year of Inatat’s reign, assassins broke into the palace. Inatat fought against them, but was overcome in the end. Inatat died as he had lived, with a sword in his hand.

     

    “And that’s the end of it,” Stavin said as he sat back and rubbed his eyes. “There isn’t even any of the flowery praise that the beginning of the book had. He just died and that was that.” 

    “Maybe the scribes were busy writing the Book of Charat and didn’t think Inatat would mind a quick ending,” Shari suggested. “Or Charat might have ordered them to close it up and begin his book.”

    “Could be,” Stavin agreed. “Now we need Lord General Zel’Enred to find Charat’s tomb so we can find out what happened next.” 

    Shari giggled. “Oh, now wouldn’t that be fun? Are you up to working on the translation text, or have you had enough of the ancient glyphs for one day?” 

    “I’m tired,” Stavin said as he stretched. “I think I’d just like to hold the girls for a while and relax.” 

    Shari nodded and put her crystal away. “Sounds like a good idea to me.” 

    The girls were asleep, and Stavin smiled at Sallin and motioned for her to stay where she was. Karlin was awake, though, and immediately ran to be picked up. Stavin held his son and nuzzled his hair, making him laugh. 

    “Shh, you’ll wake the girls,” Sharindis scolded softly. 

    Stavin smiled and carried Karlin to the sitting room. “Well, Karli, what have you been doing today?”

    “Blocks,” Karlin replied. 

    “Do you like playing with your blocks?” Shari asked. 

    Karlin had already learned that he had to speak to his mother. Simply nodding didn’t work with her, though he really didn’t understand why. “Yes.” 

    “Yes what, sweetheart?” Shari prompted. 

    Karlin concentrated for a moment, then said, “Yes, blocks fun.” 

    “Very good,” Stavin said as he hugged the boy. “Very good, Karli. Yes, blocks are fun. What have you been building with them?” 

    Karlin squirmed loose and went to the side of the room and pointed. Stavin had led Shari behind him, so he described what he saw. “He built a square fortress with a gate and crenellations around the top.”

    Shari giggled. “He’s starting young, isn’t he?” 

    Stavin chuckled a little. “No, he’s about on schedule. We’ve been reading that picture book about the fort, and he loves the pictures. He’s just creating what he likes.” 

    “Boys.” Shari sighed. 

    “Don’t tell me Var didn’t like forts when he was little.” 

    “Oh, he did,” Shari acknowledged. “He had Kahn’s little lead Warriors, and spent spans playing with them. He had company, though. We need to see if we can find Karli some playmates near his own age.”

    Stavin agreed. “He used to play with Jelat, Kissa, and Laral at mom and dad’s house. I don’t see why his cousins can’t come up and play once in a while. Even the Council can’t object to that.”

    Shari answered in a bitter tone. “The Council can object to anything, but your dad was right. We don’t have to listen to them anymore.”

    “Within reason,” Stavin temporized. 

    Farlit’s three children joined Karlin at playtime the next day, and it was immediately apparent that he’d missed his friends since they had been forced to move up to the suite. Shari and Sallin watched them at play while they tended the twins. The toddlers got loud a few times, but Shari didn’t mind. The loud laughter of the children was a welcome change to the normal silence of the fortress. 

    Once the pattern of his cousins joining Karlin at playtime was established, others joined in as well. Kahn brought his children up to play. Bahrandik and Stavin’s sisters soon joined in as well. Sora always brought her two children, two-year-old Noral and six-moon-old Delian, up to join the fun. Delian was still nursing, and Sora was once again playing wet-nurse to Shari and Stavin’s babies. 

    “I’ll tell you, Shari, it’s a relief to feed the twins once in a while. Delian doesn’t always eat enough and my boobs get sore.” 

    Shari giggled. “It’s a relief to have you with us, Sora. I worry about them getting enough. I don’t always produce enough to satisfy both of them.”

    “It’s too bad I can’t go with you to Twin Bridges.” 

    Shari froze for a moment, then asked, “Why not?” 

    “Why not what?”

    Shari turned toward Sora’s voice and asked, “Why can’t you go with us? You and Noral and Delian. You’re Stavin’s sister, and my best friend. Why can’t you go with us to Twin Bridges?”

    “What would Aric say?” Sora asked, trying not to get too excited. 

    Shari giggled. “If Stavin requested him as one of our guards, what could he say?”

    “What indeed?” Sorandis murmured in a thoughtful tone as she mulled over the idea. “But let me bring up the idea first so he doesn’t get caught off guard.” 

     


    Chapter 4

     THE THAW ARRIVED AT LAST, AND the hunters escaped from the valley in search of fresh meat as soon as they could. The training ground was the scene of even more intense training, and testing as well. Charvil, as the official Warmaster of the Academy, was testing each of the young men who were going out on the expedition, and the first group he tested was, as normal, the final year group. Stavin and Karvik had switched to sword and ax against the boys’ Dragon’s Tongues after mid winter. Now they faced a true Sword Master. 

    Charvil faced the boys and suppressed a grin. His son was right in the center of the first row. He chose another boy to test first. “Karvil, in the circle,” he commanded, and the boy walked forward without any trace of nervousness. “You have to score at least one killing blow before I score my third, Karvil. Begin.” 

    Karvil’s Dragon’s Tongue snaked out, but Charvil blocked the blow easily. His sword arced in high, but Karvil blocked it and struck at Charvil’s legs. Charvil dodged and swung at Karvil’s arm, but the boy ducked inside his reach and the upper blade of his Dragon’s tongue rang off Charvil’s breast plate. 

    Charvil roared and struck toward Karvil’s breast, but the boy batted the sword aside and went for the gut. Charvil turned aside and jammed his shoulder into the boy’s chest, knocking him back and leaving an opening for him to drive his sword into Karvil’s chest. 

    Karvil snarled and went low, using his speed against Charvil’s muscle, and brought his Dragon’s Tongue around in an upward arc that contacted the back of Charvil’s knee in a move that would hamstring an opponent with his lower blade, then his upper blade used the energy of the rebound to slice across Charvil’s throat. 

    Charvil brought his sword up under Karvil’s guard and sliced into the boy’s armpit, and Karvil let go of his Dragon’s Tongue with that hand. He didn’t, however, step out of the circle in defeat. He used the Dragon’s Tongue one-handed and struck Charvil on the right thigh. When the blade slid between the Warmaster’s legs, he collapsed into Charvil’s reach and pushed. 

    Charvil looked up at Karvil in shock from where he was sitting in the sand. The blade of the boy’s Dragon’s Tongue was resting against the mail at his throat. A chuckle bubbled up from deep in his chest as he shook his head. “You’ve been paying close attention to Stavin, I see. You pass, Karvil.”

    Karvil stepped back and snapped to attention with his Dragon’s Tongue at salute. “Yes, sir!” 

    Charvil climbed to his feet and looked around. Barvil walked forward then and said, “Varik, in the circle.” When Varik had joined him, he explained, “You can’t be tested by your own father, Var. Besides, he looks like he needs a rest after that fight. Begin.” 

    Varik was using the shortened Dragon’s Tongue that Stavin had given him, and attacked immediately. While he didn’t match Karvil’s score against Charvil, he did get in two killing blows before Barvil got his third. 

    The two Warmasters took turns testing the other seventeen boys. All of them proved that they were ready for the expedition. Only one made just one score against Barvil. The rest managed at least two. Three of the boys managed three scores, winning their matches. That drew everyone’s attention. 

    Charvil and Barvil stood shoulder-to-shoulder as they faced the boys. “All of you are passed to the expedition,” Charvil said as he looked at the grinning boys. “You have proven the value of Prince Stavin and Warleader Karvik’s teaching. That is the first time I have ever been beaten by someone who hasn’t been on at least one expedition.” He darted a glance at Stavin. “As far as I know, it’s the first time for Warmaster Kel’Carin as well.”

    “Indeed it was, and it was something of a shock,” Barvil said as he looked at the boys. “The four of you who won your matches will be joining me on Prince Stavin’s guard detail when we go to Twin Bridges.” He paused as the shock and excitement of his announcement broke through the discipline of the young men. “That’s enough of that. Prince Stavin has also requested Varik, for reasons we are all aware of. Since I only intend to take three teams with me, one more of you will be chosen for that honor. Who it is will be decided by Warmaster Kel’Horval and myself based on what we see of your performance between now and when we leave.” He stepped back and Charvil bellowed, “Dismissed.” 

    Stavin and Karvik had been standing to the side, but now they came forward and joined the Warmasters. “They did better than I thought they would,” Karvik said to his father as he stopped by his side. 

    “I’m very happy with them,” Stavin added. “Especially Karvil. He’s been working harder than most.” 

    “He has a reason,” Karvik said, then sniggered. “Are you going to say yes when he asks for Salli?” 

    Stavin grinned as he laughed, then said, “Shari would beat me senseless if I didn’t.”

    Karvik chuckled his friend’s comment before adding, “Wouldn’t take much of a beating.”

    “Shut up, Kar,” Stavin said with a laugh, then continued. “That’s another reason I’m glad he’s coming with us. And that he did so well. I’ve spoken to his parents and they don’t object to Salli--not too much, anyway.”

    Charvil grinned. “I heard about that. What does she think?”

    “She thinks he’s, “Oh! So handsome!” and can’t understand why he would be attracted to her.” 

    “Why not?” Karvik asked as a puzzled frown crossed his expression. 

    Stavin thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Sallin isn’t that pretty, and she--”

    “Who says she’s not pretty?” Barvil demanded with what sounded like real anger. 

    Stavin suddenly looked unsure of himself. “Um, me?”

    Karvik smacked him on the back of the head. “You have not told her she’s not pretty, have you? Even you aren’t that thick-witted.” 

    Stavin cringed. Karvik sounded like he was madder than his father. “No, but I don’t think she’s pretty. Do you?” 

    Karvik looked at the elders for a moment, then sighed and shook his head. “Stavin, she’s not pretty. She is attractive, though. More attractive now than when you brought her back with you. She’s the type that gets better with age.” 

    Stavin shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t see it.” 

    Karvik rolled his eyes. “You always did aim high and miss what was right at your feet. Or maybe you’re just too close. Stavin, Shari is pretty. Even I can admit that Dorvi is pretty, looking at least. But in a year or three, Sallin will be beautiful.” 

    “He’s right, Stavin,” Charvil said as he looked down at his son-in-law. “The girl is aging well. Have you and Shari decided if you’ll give her a dowry? It won’t matter to Karvil, but his mother is going to be put out of she comes to him empty-handed.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I asked Henley to make a dower chest for her when we first brought her back. And I brought back all those comforters and furs from the Trading Houses. She’s well set, including ten silver crowns. That was Shari’s idea.” 

    All three of the other men chuckled at that admission. Charvil asked, “Does she know?” 

    “Nope.” 

    “When will you tell her?” Karvik asked. 

    “We decided to wait until Karvil actually asks. He thinks he’s just getting her.” 

    “He’d be satisfied with just her,” Charvil commented. “You should have seen his eyes at the bathing pools summer before last. If there wasn’t so much steam they would have dried out.” 

    “And speaking of eyes in the bathing pool,” Barvil said as he grinned at Charvil. 

    “He’ll see you tomorrow, if not tonight,” Charvil said with a laugh. “He was just waiting to pass before he asked.” 

    Karvik and Stavin shared a look and a grin. Varik’s infatuation with Karvik’s little sister, Zahrinis, had been a joke between them for years. The fact that she seemed to be just as stuck on him only made it funnier. 

    Stavin had barely made it back up to the royal suite before there was a knock at the door. Sallin answered it, and Stavin didn’t have to turn around to know who it was. The exultant tone in her voice when she announced, “Prince Stavin, there is someone here to see you,” was quite enough. 

    Stavin found Karvil waiting in the entryway with a pensive look on his face, still in full armor. He seemed nervous, and Stavin reflected that he had every right to be. From his own experience, he wouldn’t have respected the boy if he wasn’t. He walked over to face the boy and asked, “Yes, Karvil, what can I do for you?” 

    Karvil stepped forward and went to his knees. He immediately bent forward and placed his forehead against the slate tiles of the entryway. “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, I petition you for Sallin, your servant, to be my wife,” he said in a firm, clear voice that reflected none of his outward nervousness. 

    Stavin waited three blinks before asking, “Karvil Kel’Dessar, why do you choose Sallin?” 

    “I choose Sallin for love. I choose Sallin for life. I choose Sallin for the mother of my children.” 

    Stavin smiled at Sallin and fought back the temptation to laugh at her expression. She looked so incredibly happy. Her eyes were glittering with tears, but her smile threatened to split her face. “Karvil Kel’Dessar, I grant you Sallin for love. I grant you Sallin for life. I grant you Sallin for the mother of your children.” 

    Karvil scrambled to his feet, and his grin was as wide as his face. He turned to Sallin and bowed slightly, then said, “I greet you, wife, and give to you my name, and with my name, all that I possess.” 

    Sallin’s voice was choked with tears as she replied, “I greet you, husband, and receive from you your name, returning my master’s name to him. I have no dowry--”

    “Yes, you do,” Sharindis said from the side of the room. She came forward with her staff just a hair’s breadth from the floor and stopped next to Stavin. “Salli, we set aside a dowry for you as soon as you came home with Stavin. We knew some young man would want you as his wife, and wouldn’t see you go empty-handed to your marriage.”

    Stavin took over. “There is a proper dower trunk filled with comforters, blankets, and assorted goods for your household, as well as ten silver crowns. Karvil!”

    “Sir!”

    “We need to retain Sallin until we can secure another servant. Since you’ve managed to earn a spot on our honor guard and will be going with us to Twin Bridges, we’d like to take her with us. Do you have any objections to that?” 

    “Sir, no, Sir!” 

    Stavin chucked again. “I didn’t think you would. Sallin, go with your husband and meet his family. We’ll see you tomorrow.” 

    “But, Prince Stavin, what about--?”

    “Shh, don’t worry about us,” Sharindis said as she smiled tenderly. “I think we can manage a night or two without you. Now go on. You have a new family to care for.” 

    Sallin was crying when Karvil finally took her into his arms and kissed her. They stayed that way for a long time, then he gently led her out of the royal suite, neither taking their eyes off the other. 

    Varik, Karvik, and every boy from their year-group were waiting outside the fortress, and it was Varik who led the cheer honoring the young couple. 

     


    Chapter 5

    THE EXPEDITION LEFT KEL’KAVIN SEVENTEEN DAYS after Karvil had petitioned Stavin for Sallin. As expected, Varik had petitioned Barvil for Zahrinis before the evening meal after he had passed, and had been granted his chosen wife. Stavin and Shari had been among their well-wishers, and Kahndar had led the cheer for his little brother.

    This was a larger than normal expedition. The usual hundred and ten caravan guards were supplemented by thirty-three hand-picked men for Stavin and Sharindis’ honor guard, and Warmaster Kel’Carin had done the picking. He was also their leader. 

    Stavin’s wagon was going to be near the front of the column, and he was driving it himself. Shari, Karlin, Sahren, Mahren, Sora, Noral, Delian, and Sallin were all in the wagon, and Stavin reflected that his father and Henley had done a magnificent job outfitting it. Even with all the children on board, it was still comfortable. 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey addressed the expedition when they were assembled. “Men, and you are all men on this day,” he began, using the standard speech, “it is your duty to go out and earn the gold that will support your families through the year. Though we are now part of the Evandian Royal Guard, His Majesty King Kalin has approved of us continuing our tradition of sending our young men into the lowlands as caravan guards. He is of the opinion that it is excellent training. In addition, thirty-four of you are going with Prince Stavin to Twin Bridges.” He paused as he looked at the group around Stavin’s wagon. “We have never seen such fierce competition among the veterans for slots on an expedition, and Prince Stavin is properly honored by the men around him. Warmaster Kel’Carin, I charge you to take them out and bring them back again.” 

    Barvil bowed in the saddle, then led the way out of Kavinston. Once the expedition was out of the crater, he made his arrangements. The veterans took the lead, followed by Stavin’s wagon. The men in the fifth-year slots formed a barrier riding beside the wagon. The rest of the warriors followed the wagon in a column of fours, filling the road. 

     * * *

    Shari and Sora were in high spirits when the wagon rolled out of Kavinston. It was unusual for such young women to be allowed to leave Kel’Kavin at all. Normally, only older women who traveled with their husbands in strongly fortified groups got to go to Trade Town or Aravad. 

    The wagon rolled smoothly until they left the area immediately around Kel’Kavin. Then the road deteriorated, and they were all thrown to one side of the wagon when it hit a rut. 

    “Stavin!” Sora shouted, “Watch what you’re doing!” 

    “Sorry,” he shouted back, “but the road isn’t very good!”

    Sora reached out and hit him in the back, which didn’t do much good since he was in his armor. “Watch what you’re doing and avoid the ruts. You’re going to hurt one of us.” 

    Stavin tried, but he finally had to shout, “Barvil!” He waited until the Warmaster turned to look at him, then raised his arm and shouted, “Ride back here, please!” When Barvil joined him he said, “We have to slow down, sir. Shari and Sora are getting thrown around too much.” 

    Barvil looked at him, then nodded. “Very well, sir, we’ll slow down. Why don’t you try setting the pace and we’ll match you.” 

    Stavin was startled when Barvil called him sir. “Sir, why did you--?”

    “Because, Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, you outrank me.” 

    Stavin paused as that sank in. He was still so used to being on the bottom, the youngest and least important, that it was a shock to hear otherwise. He let his head sink between his shoulders and said, “Sorry, Barvil.” 

    “It’s nothing to apologize for, Prince Stavin, but it’s something to remember. Just set a comfortable pace with the wagon and we’ll match you. No sense in delivering you to Twin Bridges battered and bruised.” 

    “Yes, s--Warmaster.” Stavin smiled and slowed the wagon to a pace that let him avoid the worst of the road hazards, and warn Shari and Sora of the ones he couldn’t miss. I wish I could get everyone to stop acting like that. I’m still just me.

    The expedition had been on the road for just three days when Barvil’s horn sounded from the front. Twenty veterans rode ahead while the rest of the expedition formed up around the wagon. Stavin stood and clasped the Sword of Zel’Hallan, wreathing himself in power. No one was going to threaten his family. 

    It wasn’t long, however, before Barvil led the veterans back. “As you were, men. It’s the supply train!” he shouted once he was in range of the expedition. “Prince Stavin, please pull off the road so the supply wagons can pass.” 

    Stavin let go of the sword and took his seat, then did as he was asked. It wasn’t long before the first wagon, driven by Landon Kel’Vandar, rumbled by. He bowed to Stavin from his seat, but that was the only reaction to Stavin’s presence. Once the fifteen wagons had passed, Barvil again led them forward. 

    One advantage this expedition had was the presence of the women. Shari helped cook when she could, and Sora did her best, but it was mostly Sallin who cooked for the expedition. Her early years helping in her uncle’s inn had prepared her far better than most girls when it came to cooking for a lot of people. 

    Much to Karvil’s surprise, he was congratulated almost every day on having married such a good cook. He hadn’t tasted Sallin’s cooking before except for a few visits to Shari and Stavin’s house or suite, and their first morning as husband and wife, when she’d helped his mother. Now even Warmaster Kel’Carin was stopping to give him a congratulatory grin and slap on the shoulder as he walked by with his plate. 

    Stavin saw it and whispered to Shari, “I think Karvil is surprised by how popular Salli’s cooking is.”

    Shari giggled and whispered back, “If he had a year with the regular expedition’s rations, he’d understand why.” They both chuckled and went back to eating. Sallin’s talent with spices made even boiled beans delicious.

    The expedition reached Aravad after fifteen days. The roads in Kavadia had been maintained far better than the roads in Farindia. The Aravad Traders’ Council and the Zel’Vandar Trading House had seen to that. Barvil and ten veterans rode ahead to arrange quarters for the royal party. When they found out who was coming, the entire Aravad Traders’ Council turned out to greet them. Stavin stopped the wagon when he saw who was there, and Lord Zel’Kaudell bowed very low as he said, “Welcome back to Aravad, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin bowed from the seat of the wagon as he replied, “I am pleased to once again visit your city, Lord Zel’Kaudell.” 

    Lord Zel’Kaudell smiled broadly as he looked around. “We have arranged for you to stay in the Rowan Tree Inn, Your Highness. It is widely held to be Aravad’s finest.” 

    Stavin bowed his head. “Thank you. Could you provide a guide?” 

    “We will escort you, Prince Stavin.” Lord Zel’Kaudell again bowed deeply, then he and the rest of the council led the way. The Rowan Tree Inn was halfway across the city, and Stavin watched every balcony and rooftop they passed. Aravad, for all that he was officially welcome, was still in Kavadia.

    The Rowan Tree was a huge inn. Four floors tall, with real glass in its windows, it rivaled any inn Stavin had seen in Twin Bridges. The innkeeper was on the porch and bowed deeply to the visiting prince when Stavin pulled his team to a stop near the stairs. 

    “Prince Stavin, welcome to my humble establishment,” he said as Stavin climbed down from the wagon. 

    Stavin bowed his head deeply and said, “Thank you.” Then he went to the back of the wagon and opened the door. The door folded out and down, and proved to be a set of stairs that allowed the women to climb down much more easily. 

    The Council members stood in silence as Shari handed Karlin to Stavin, then backed down the stairs with Sahren in one arm and her staff in her other hand. Stavin stood close by the stairs with his hand out to steady her if she needed it, but she reached the ground without needing his help. Sallin followed with Mahren held closely in her arms, and behind her came Sora with Delian. Aric walked up and held his arms out, and little Noral jumped into his father’s arms with a laugh.

    Stavin led his family up to the inn, carefully guiding Shari up the steps. Looking at the innkeeper, he said, “We are going to need two suites, please.”

    The innkeeper stared wide-eyed for a moment, then bowed very low. “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll have a second suite prepared immediately.” At Stavin’s nod, he vanished into the inn. 

    Stavin smiled at the stunned Councilors, then guided Shari into the inn as well. Barvil and the three veterans who were leading his teams followed on his heels, then the Councilors all followed them. Behind them, Karvik had taken control of the wagon and closed it up, and led the team around behind the inn. 

    Inside the Rowan Tree, Stavin and his family were sitting at a table as two nearly panicked serving girls scrambled to bring them drinks. Lord Zel’Kaudell walked up to Stavin and bowed. 

    “Prince Stavin, this is quite a surprise,” he said as he looked at all of the people around the table. 

    Stavin smiled, but he didn’t stand as he replied, “Lord Zel’Kaudell, we are honored to be here. Aravad has become an integral part of the House Kel’Aniston trade network. Please allow me to introduce my wife, Princess Sharindis, our son, Karlin, and our daughters, Sahren and Mahren.” He smiled at the intense look Lord Ahlic Zel’Vandar was giving him. “My sister, Sorandis, and her husband, Aric, along with their son, Noral, and daughter, Delian.” He didn’t introduce Sallin because she was still a servant. That wouldn’t have been proper. 

    Lord Ahlic stepped forward and bowed. “Princess Sharindis, I am pleased to meet you at last. Prince Stavin has told me quite a bit about you.” 

    Shari smiled toward his voice, though she was having a hard time distinguishing who was who in the noisy room. “You must be Lord Ahlic. Stavin has told me a lot about you as well. Our eldest daughter is named in honor of Master Trader Sahren. She was instrumental in Stavin’s rise to prominence.” 

    Lord Ahlic bowed again, then spoke because he was aware of Sharindis’ limited vision. “I am honored, Princess. The association between our Houses has been beneficial to both of us, and it is my fervent hope that it will continue to be so.” 

    “That is our hope as well, Lord Ahlic,” Shari answered.

    The serving girls brought beer and wine to the royal party, and Barvil took the opportunity to interrupt. “Lord Zel’Vandar, we have your six teams, as well as the other four teams of the expedition. When you are ready, I will be pleased to introduce you to the leaders.” 

    “It looks like there were more than a hundred and ten men out there, Warmaster,” Lord Zel’Kaudell said as he looked out the window. The roads outside the inn was packed with Warriors and their horses.

    “Yes, sir, but three teams are Prince Stavin’s escort.” 

    There were nods of understanding from most of the Councilors, then Lord Zel’Kaudell turned to Stavin. “Prince Stavin, the Council is at your disposal if there is anything you need to make your stay more comfortable. Would it be possible to arrange a meeting for tomorrow?” 

    Stavin bowed in his seat. “That will be fine, Lord Zel’Kaudell. But preferably after the morning meal.” Stavin’s comment made several of the Councilors chuckle, then they all bowed and filed away. 

    Lord Ahlic was the last to go. As he turned to Barvil he said, “Warmaster, if you’d care to introduce our team leaders, I’ll lead them back to Zel’Vandar and put them up in the bunkhouses. It’ll be three days before the first of our caravans is ready to go.”

    Barvil bowed and led the way out of the inn. Once the lords were gone, the innkeeper walked up to Stavin and bowed deeply before saying, “Prince Stavin, two suites are at your disposal. What shall I do with the rest of your people?” 

    “Barvil will arrange them when he gets back,” Stavin replied. “Now the question: What is this costing me?

    “What?--Oh, no, Prince Stavin. Lord Zel’Kaudell said to send the bill to the Council. We are honored to have such a distinguished visitor in our city.” The innkeeper smiled slyly. “Especially a visitor who might be convinced to aid the Traders’ Council in dealing with the Evandian Minister of Trade.” 

    Stavin chuckled as the truth came out. “Indeed. Shari, do you want to eat first or go upstairs?” 

    “Eat. Salli did wonders with what she had, but trail rations are still trail rations.” Her comment had everyone, especially Sallin, laughing. 

    The innkeeper smiled and said, “It is early in the evening, Prince Stavin. We have roast bison, mutton stew, rabbit, pheasant, or duck available. There are, of course, steamed vegetables, white tubers, red tubers, and bread as well.” 

    Stavin stroked Shari’s hand, so she ordered first. “Rabbit. I am so tired of red meat. Vegetables and bread.” 

    Stavin smiled and said, “I’ll have the same.” One by one the rest of the party ordered. Karlin and Noral both said “duck” and started quacking, much to the amusement of their parents. 

    The table was soon full of more food than it could easily hold, and Stavin and Aric dragged a second table over, much to the shock of the servers. They ignored them, and concentrated on keeping their sons from running around the common room. 

    Barvil returned and bowed when he stopped beside Stavin. “I’ve set guards, and we’ll be keeping one full team on guard at all times.” 

    Stavin nodded and replied, “That will be fine, sir. The innkeeper is waiting for you to tell him what accommodations you’ll need for your men.” 

    Barvil bowed and turned away as Shari stroked Stavin’s hand. “You called him ‘sir’ again.” 

    Stavin sighed and shook his head. “I can’t help it, Shari. It’s all I’ve ever called him. Even when he was our servant, I called him sir most of the time. Dad said I have to think about everything I say from now on. Looks like he was right.”

    “He usually is,” Sora commented. “Noral, stop that.” 

    Stavin looked over to find his nephew with most of a drumstick stuffed into his mouth. Aric gently took the drumstick and pulled it away, but Noral had bitten down and kept most of the meat. He grinned as he chewed, then swallowed. “Good.”

    “Yes, it’s good, but you don’t have to eat it all at once,” Aric said as the rest of the adults chuckled. 

    The sound of marching feet rumbled through the inn, and Stavin looked up to watch as the two off-duty teams filed in. There were few new men in these teams. Barvil had filled all the senior slots with veterans--except for Karvik. Kar was filling a fifth-year slot, completing his required fifth expedition. The fact that he outranked every member of the teams except his father didn’t sit well with some of the veterans, but none of them dared dispute his position. After all, the Elders had confirmed his position as Warleader Fourth. Only the six first year greenlings were really first year boys. Varik and Karvil were joined by the three other boys who had won their matches against the Warmasters, and one boy who’d come very close. 

    The warriors all took seats, and the serving girls were soon scurrying around the common room with food and beer. As soon as they finished eating, the team that included Karvik, Varik, and Karvil went out to relieve the watch and the other eleven men came in to eat. 

    Barvil walked over as the royal party was finishing their meal. “Aric, stay with your family. I want at least one warrior inside each suite. Prince Stavin, I’m going to send Varik up when he comes off watch. He’s the most likely to be comfortable with you and Shari, and he’s got your Dragon’s Tongue. Keep your sword handy, but I doubt there will be any trouble. Lord Ahlic hinted that the Council Enforcers are also going to be on watch tonight.” 

    Stavin bowed his head deeply and said, “Yes, Warmaster.” He stood and motioned Barvil to the side and they had a whispered conversation. Barvil was chuckling when he walked away, and Stavin returned to the table with an irrepressible grin. 

    Sorandis looked at her little brother through narrowed eyes. “What did you do?” 

    “Just made some arrangements,” Stavin replied as his smile deepened. 

    Sora shook her head and muttered, “Gods Above help us all.” 

     * * *

    It was late when there was a knock at the door to Stavin’s suite. Sallin answered the door and found her husband smiling at her. “They gave us a room,” he whispered. Sallin’s eyes widened, then she whipped her head around when the sounds of giggling came from the bed where Stavin and Shari were supposed to be sleeping. 

    She giggled a little herself as she joined her husband in the hall. “Arrangements indeed.” 

     


    Chapter 6

    IN THE MORNING, THE TRADERS’ COUNCIL sent Lord Ahlic to invite Stavin to join them for a conference. Barvil and one team joined him, leaving one team on watch at the inn while the night guards got some sleep. 

    The entire Traders’ Council was assembled in the meeting room, and they all bowed in respect to Stavin when he arrived. Stavin returned the bow and accepted a seat at the foot of the table. As soon as he was seated, the Traders’ Council joined him. 

    Lord Zel’Kaudell stood and bowed, then spoke on behalf of his colleagues. “Prince Stavin, please allow us to once again to formally welcome you to Aravad. It is our hope that through you we will be able to negotiate a closer association with Evandia.”

    Stavin nodded his acknowledgement to Lord Zel’Kaudell. “I understand, and, as a Master Trader, I would also like to see a better agreement between Evandia and Kavadia. Unfortunately, I don’t know how much influence I’ll have with King Kalin and his Minister of Trade. And I already know that the Evandian Traders’ Guild is mad at me.”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell smiled slightly. “Mad is probably not the best term, Prince Stavin. Our representatives in Twin Bridges say they are disappointed because they wanted to use you as a conduit to the king, and you haven’t proven to be as pliable as they had hoped.” He paused to grin. “I can’t say that our motives are much different, but at least we’re up front about them.”

    Stavin grinned back. “Indeed. Do you have a specific proposal that you would like me to take to Twin Bridges?” 

    Lord Zel’Kaudell motioned one of his associates toward Stavin, and that man brought him a message tube. He held it out toward Stavin, but it was Barvil who took it. “This contains our proposal to open easier trade between Evandia and Kavadia. In essence, we’d like to reduce or do away with the tax entering Evandia. After all, there is no tax entering Kavadia.” 

    Stavin nodded his understanding and said, “Very well. I will present this to the King’s Council in Twin Bridges. We will be staying one more night, then heading to Evandia.” Stavin stood, and the entire Traders’ Council stood with him. He led the way out of the old palace and back toward the inn. 

    “It wasn’t wise telling them our plans, Prince Stavin,” Barvil all but growled. 

    Stavin grinned up at him. “Maybe not, but they’re going to expect us to take the road west to Evandia, not the road south to Coravia. If someone has something planned,” he said with a chuckle, “they’re going to be on the wrong road.”

    Barvil started chuckling and shaking his head. “Kar is right about you.” 

    Stavin took the two teams that were awake with him later that day when he escorted Shari and the rest of his family to the Aravad Market. They were all in high spirits as they strolled through the market looking at the items on display. Shari was limited to listening to descriptions of the goods, but was elated anyway. She had never thought she’d be allowed to visit a market like this. 

    They spent half the day strolling through the stalls before Karlin and Noral got too tired. When they got fussy, Sora said, “I think it’s time for someone to have a nap.” That was the signal for all of them to head back to the inn. 

    The guards had not refrained from making their own purchases. Most of them had some small trinket tucked away, and Stavin grinned as he listened to the men comparing notes. Everyone seemed to be in high spirits as they returned to the inn. 

    Barvil gave his orders and everyone was ready to go before first light the next day. The innkeeper was somewhat flustered to be serving eggs, oat porridge, and other common fare to the royal party, but Stavin adroitly bypassed all his objections. After all, common fare was what they were used to, and rich food would curdle in their stomachs when the wagon started bouncing. 

    Arandar had barely peeked over the horizon when Stavin escorted Shari and the rest of his family to the wagon. He briefly put his hand on the hilt of the Sword of Zel’Hallan and inspected the wagon for any anomalies. Finding none, he climbed onto the seat and nodded for Barvil to lead off. He smiled as several people gave them confused looks when they left Aravad to the south instead of the west. As he’d suspected, their departure toward Coravia was probably spoiling someone’s plans. 

    The group traveled at the wagon’s pace and stopped at each town they passed. Camping in this part of Kavadia wasn’t anyone’s idea of safe, even for a party of warriors. Their very presence advertised the fact that someone special was passing through. 

    It took nine days to reach the town of Fallen Leaf. Barvil decided to stop early when he looked at the dark clouds in sky. The village elders were all wide-eyed with wonder as a real Evandian prince and princess stopped in their little town. 

    That evening Stavin and his party were treated to a recitation of the town’s history, including an incident when Mary Death and her companion, Master Mage Rylova Del’Florin, had defeated the warlord Zared Bel’Emrey and his band of men. Stavin and Shari both perked up as they listened. This information was new to them. The story was not part of the Mary Death legend that they had read in Kavinston. When it was done, Stavin approached the man who served as both Archivist and Town Historian. 

    “Your pardon, good sir,” he said, and the poor man went to his knees immediately. “I wondered if you could provide us with a copy of the story involving Mary Death. I’ve never heard it before, and I would like to provide a copy to King Kalin. The Zel’Andral line is descended from Marydyth Zel’Karyn.” 

    “It would be my honor, Prince Stavin,” the man replied without looking up from the ground. 

    Stavin smiled and spoke in a gentle tone as he said, “You needn’t be that subservient, Good Master Archivist. My wife and I were both on our way to similar positions in Kavinston before my adoption into the Evandian Royal House.” 

    The Archivist dared to look up at Stavin to see if he was serious, and seemed relieved when he saw Stavin’s smile. “I will have a copy of the story for you by morning, Prince Stavin.” At Stavin’s nod he stood and bowed, then vanished into the town hall. 

    When Stavin got back to his family, Sora asked, “What was that about?”

    “I asked for a copy of the Mary Death story for King Kalin and Princess Marina. It’s part of their family history, but I have to wonder if they know it. I’ve certainly never heard it before.” 

    Sora looked at him with a sour expression. “That poor man is going to be up all night writing that story for you, Stavi.” 

    Shari reached over and laid a hand on Sora’s arm. “Sora, we were both scribes. Requests like that are what we lived for.” 

    “Well at least give the man a crown for his effort.” Sorandis looked around at the shabby, ill-kempt buildings and shook her head. “This is the poorest town we’ve visited.” 

    The Archivist arrived at the wagon before Arandar had peeked over the horizon. His red eyes looked like he’d been up all night, but his smile was wide as he bowed to Stavin. “Prince Stavin, please accept this copy of our history involving Mary Death and the Mage Rylova Del’Florin.” He presented the rolled scroll on both hands, and Stavin took it with all due ceremony.

    “We thank you, Master Archivist. And please accept from us this gold crown.” He placed the coin in the archivist’s hand. “I’m sure King Kalin will be delighted with this story.” The archivist started to object, but Stavin turned away and swung up onto the wagon, taking his seat and shouting, “Warmaster, we’re ready to go.” He drove away with the archivist still staring at him in stunned disbelief. The rest of the escort chuckled at the look on the man’s face as they passed. 

     


    Chapter 7

    THEY REACHED THE CORAVIAN BORDER TOWN of Erlin Ford before mid-day, and Barvil rode forward to the guard post. 

    “Halt there, if you will,” a guardsman said. “What are you hauling?” 

    “No trade goods, guard,” Barvil replied. “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral is going to Fort Kel’Vardal to visit Lord General Zel’Enred.” 

    The guardsmen all looked behind Barvil toward the wagon. “Prince Stavin of Evandia?” one of them asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    The sergeant in charge looked at one of his men and pointed, then turned back to Barvil. “A moment, sir, if you please. We need our officer for this.” 

    It was just a few breaths later that an old lieutenant hurried to the crossing. “You say you’re Prince Stavin?” 

    Barvil shook his head. “No, Lieutenant. I’m Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin of the Evandian Royal Guard. I’m the leader of Prince Stavin’s escort.” Barvil turned in the saddle and pointed. “Prince Stavin is driving the wagon.” 

    “Why would a prince drive a wagon?” the lieutenant wondered out loud. 

    “Because he wants to,” Barvil replied. “Can’t exactly tell him no. His family is on board.” 

    The lieutenant nodded. “Indeed, Warmaster. Very well, you may pass.” 

    Barvil bowed in the saddle, then led the way across the border. Stavin smiled at the guards as he passed, and at the sight of his golden armor all the guardsmen went to one knee and bowed their heads. Karvik rode up beside the wagon as soon as they were clear of the crossing. 

    “You’d think they’d never seen a real prince before,” he quipped to Stavin, and both of them laughed loudly. 

    It took four more days to reach Fort Kel’Vardal, and they arrived near sundown of the fourth day. Barvil led them straight to the fort and was confronted by the soldiers at the gate. 

    “Halt! Caravans are to park outside of town,” the Sergeant of the Guard said in an exasperated tone as he walked up to Barvil. 

    “We’re not a caravan.” Barvil turned in the saddle and waved one hand at the wagon. “Prince Stavin of Evandia is here to see Lord General Zel’Enred.” 

    The sergeant gave the wagon a startled look, then signaled one of his men to his side. “Go tell the general’s orderly that a man claiming to be Prince Stavin is here.” When the man ran off, the sergeant turned back to Barvil and bowed slightly. “I can’t let you into the fort without orders, sir, but you and your men may dismount.” 

    Barvil nodded and swung down from his saddle. “Thank you. We’ve been riding all day.” 

    “Where is Prince Stavin, please,” the sergeant asked softly, and Barvil nodded toward the wagon. 

    “He’s driving the wagon.” 

    “Why?” 

    Barvil shrugged one shoulder. “He won’t trust anyone else to do it. Princess Sharindis and their children are on board, as well as Stavin’s sister and her children.”

    “Oh, Gods,” the sergeant breathed. 

    It wasn’t long before a tall young lieutenant ran up to the gate and snapped to attention before addressing Barvil. “Sir, the general invites Prince Stavin and his party to stay at the fort tonight. The general said to inform Prince Stavin that he will be met in the general’s office, sir.” 

    Barvil nodded and said, “Very well,” then stepped forward and led his horse into the fort, followed by Stavin and the rest of his escort. 

    Stavin stopped the wagon in front of the general’s office and hurried around to open the back. He looked at his sister and asked, “Sora, can you keep the kids out here?”

    “Of course, Stavi. Go show the general your book.” She grinned at him and they all shared a laugh as Stavin took Shari by the hand. Karvik stepped forward and picked up the boxes that contained the original book as well as Stavin and Shari’s translation and copy. Shari used her staff to feel the steps as they climbed, but otherwise kept it just a finger from the ground. 

    Stavin and Shari were escorted directly into the general’s office, and found him waiting. The general and his senior officers went to one knee as he said, “Prince Stavin, welcome back to Fort Kel’Vardal.” 

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “Thank you, Lord General Zel’Enred. May I present my wife, Princess Sharindis.” Shari bowed, though the room was far too dim for her to make out individuals. “And the leader of our escort, Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin.” Barvil bowed deeply. 

    The general’s eyebrows rose at the sight of Barvil’s four stars. “I’m impressed, Prince Stavin. I’ve never met a Warmaster before. Will you accept our hospitality tonight?”

    “We would be pleased to, General. And we have something for you as well.” Stavin looked around and gestured toward the general’s desk, and Karvik stepped forward with the books. “I am pleased to be able to return your book, as well as a copy in the original glyphs and a complete translation into Common. There is also a translation guide that details the differences between our glyphs and the ancient ones.” 

    The general looked at the boxes like a starving man at a feast. “You finished it?” he asked in a breathy whisper. 

    “We had a lot of free time this winter,” Shari said with a bitter grimace. “The Elders wouldn’t let us work in the Archive anymore.” 

    The general was looking back and forth between the royal couple and the books. “Princess, forgive me, but I, um, I’d--”

    “Go ahead, General,” Shari said with a wide grin. “If there’s one thing that Stavi and I understand, it’s the love of books.” 

    General Zel’Enred hurried to his desk and opened the top box. It contained the copy. The next box contained the translation. “Did you keep a copy of it?” he asked as he scanned the pages. 

    Stavin said, “Of course. We have a copy of the original and the translation in the Kavinston Archive. We have something else for you as well.” Turning to Karvik he said, “Warleader Kel’Carin, would you bring in Sallin and the general’s lamp?”

    “At once, Your Highness,” Karvik answered with a half-bow, then walked out of the office. He returned in just a few moments. 

    “General,” Stavin said to get his attention, “this is our servant, Sallin Kel’Dessar. And this is Sallin’s Magic Lamp.” He motioned for Karvik to set the lamp on the desk as the general’s eyebrows drew down in puzzlement. Then Stavin lit the lamp and directed the spot of light onto the page the general was reading.

    “Gods Above,” the general said in a breathy whisper. “How is it done?”

    “Salli?” Stavin prompted. 

    Sallin took a step forward and bowed deeply to the general. “The bowl directs all of the lamplight onto the bottle of water. The water gathers the light and puts it all in one place.” 

    The general murmured, “So simple, yet so ingenious. And handy.” He smiled as Sallin blushed, then directed his attention to Stavin once again. “Prince Stavin, I’ve already given orders for your escort to be billeted in the barracks. I would be pleased to host you and your lovely wife in my quarters.” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed slightly. “There are more than the two of us, General. Our three children, as well as my sister, her husband, and their two children.”

    The general hummed a little. “We have room. It’s been a long time since we’ve had children in our home.” He chuckled. “My wife is going to love having them.” 

    The general closed the box on his book and led the way out of the office. His quarters were nearby, and he was soon leading them in and introducing his wife. 

    “Havana, I am pleased to introduce Prince Stavin Zel’Andral and his wife, Princess Sharindis.”

    Havana Zel’Enred bowed as Stavin and Shari bowed in reply. She was nearly as tall as her husband, and had mostly white hair. Laugh-lines creased her tanned face, and her blue eyes seemed to dance as she finally met her husband’s famous acquaintance. “I am honored and pleased to meet you, Prince Stavin. And you, Princess. But who is this?” she asked as Sallin came in with the twins. 

    Stavin smiled as he introduced the rest of his family. “General, Lady Havana, these are our daughters, Sahren and Mahren, and our son, Karlin. My sister, Sorandis, her husband, Aric, their son Noral and daughter, Delian.” 

    Lady Havana immediately went to Sallin and held out her arms. “May I?”

    At Stavin’s nod, Sallin let her take a baby. “This is Mahren, Lady Zel’Enred.” 

    “Oh, you’re such a darling,” Lady Havana cooed. 

    “Come, let’s be comfortable, my friends,” the general said, ushering everyone into his sitting room. He turned to his orderly and said, “Lieutenant, arrange a meal for my guests. Have it brought here.” 

    The young man snapped to attention and said, “Yes, sir,” then turned on his heel and hurried out of the general’s quarters. 

    Sahren chose that moment to let out a wail, and Shari grimaced. “Speaking of a meal. Your pardon, please, but we need to feed the girls.” Lady Havana led them to a sofa and Shari and Sora arranged themselves to feed all three babies. 

    Lady Havana looked on curiously. “Is that why you are here, young lady?” she asked. 

    Sorandis smiled and nodded. “Yes, lady. If I had another nipple I could feed all three of them at the same time.” 

    Lady Havana smiled fondly. “I was like that. And like you, I had a friend who shared her children with me.” She sat next to the nursing mothers and ran a gentle finger across Delian’s silky hair. “This one is older.” 

    “Yes, Lady Havana. About six moons,” Sora answered. 

    Havana sat back and smiled at the babies, but didn’t say anything else.

    General Zel’Enred smiled at his wife. They saw their grandchildren far too seldom; it was good to see her around babies again. Turning to Stavin, he bowed his head slightly. “You have quite a family, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin grinned. “Sora is the youngest of my big sisters. She and Shari have been best friends for as long as they can remember, and it was Sora who suggested that I ask for Shari to be my wife. I’m so glad she did.” 

    The general shifted his attention. “And you, young man?”

    Aric snapped to attention and said, “Sir.” 

    “Well trained. You Kel’Kavin warriors are well trained. What is your rank?” 

    “Sir, I hold the rank of Command Sergeant, sir.” 

    The general nodded. “Very well. If you gentlemen will follow me, I’ll show you to your rooms.” He glanced over at the women and smiled. “They aren’t going anywhere.” 

    The rooms were nice. Not elegant or opulent. Just nice. And much more to Stavin and Aric’s taste than some of the rooms they’d stayed in. Each room held two beds that were wide enough for two people, and the general gestured to the side of the second room. “That little bed is usually for one of our older grandchildren. Your servant should be comfortable there.” 

    “Thank you, General,” Stavin said with a bow while Aric remained at attention. 

    A noise drew their attention back to the sitting room, and they found the food that the general had ordered waiting. Stavin and Aric both began feeding their ladies while Sallin saw to Noral and Karlin. 

    Lady Havana watched with interest as the nursing mothers were tenderly fed, then gave her husband an arch look and said, “You could learn a thing or two from these boys, Nardan.” He just grinned in return.

    In the morning Stavin led his family out to the wagon and found the entire compliment of Fort Kel’Vardal assembled to honor them. One officer in particular caught his attention. He guided Shari over and stopped. 

    “Captain Zel’Coy, congratulations on your promotion.” 

    “Thank you, Prince Stavin,” she answered without breaking stance.

    “Zel’Coy?” Shari said thoughtfully. “The lieutenant who insulted you?”

    “Yes,” Stavin replied as the tall woman blushed with embarrassment, but otherwise remained at attention. That’ll teach her to mouth off like that.

    Shari smiled at the woman before saying, “We finished the general’s book this winter. You should ask to read the translation. It is quite interesting, and has a lot of detail about your kingdom from the time before Lux expanded this far. Com Dana Hava Domain, Zel Contan.” 

    “Domain Hava Sie, Demain Zel’Andral,” the captain replied. 

    “Come on, we need to get going,” Stavin said with a nod to the captain. The only member of their party who didn’t understand what had been said was Sallin. 

    “What was that, Princess Shari?” she asked softly as they walked away.

    “When Stavin first came through here, she called him an illiterate backwoods barbarian. I just reminded her that it is not wise to insult anyone.” Shari grinned widely. “You never know who they’ll turn out to be.” 

    “And she very politely apologized,” Stavin added with a chuckle. 

    Shari turned her head slightly and asked, “Is she as pretty as Stavi said?” 

    Sora chuckled. “She is. She’s actually prettier than Princess Marina. Dorvi looks like a hen pheasant compared to her dove.” 

    Shari smiled and said, “Good,” as they continued to the wagon. Stavin and Aric exchanged a look, but kept their mouths shut. The ways of women we not for mere men to understand.

    The general met them by the wagon. “Prince Stavin, I’ve given Warmaster Kel’Carin instructions that will get you to Evandia sooner than traveling down to Zel’Narlis. I’m also sending along a patrol of fifty cavalry to escort you. Can’t have anything happening to the only people who can read the ancient glyphs, now can we?”

    Stavin bowed and grinned, then climbed up to the seat. Aric closed up the back of the wagon as soon as the women were situated, then mounted his horse and took his position at the back corner of the wagon. 

    Once everyone was ready, Barvil led the way out of the fort. Behind the warriors came fifty Coravian Army cavalry troopers--led by Captain Saralee Zel’Coy. 

     


    Chapter 8

    THE SUPPLY WAGONS HAD BEEN GONE for eleven days before a new set of riders approached Kel’Kavin. These men were dressed as soldiers in a variety of uniforms, and every one of them was armed. The four men on watch saw them ride out of the forest and signaled Kavinston when the group proved to number over a hundred. The great gates that isolated the valley were closed and barred as the alarm bell rang for aid. 

    The riders all stopped when the gates closed, then two men rode forward. The older of the two sat silent for a moment, then shouted, “I am Lord Jeffer Zel’Korvalas. My companion is Lord Shardan Zel’Esten. We demand to speak to this Prince Stavin!” 

    “Prince Stavin has gone to Twin Bridges, lords!” a voice shouted back. 

    “Then who is in charge here?” Lord Zel’Esten shouted. 

    “I am!” a different voice shouted and a figure appeared on the parapet. “I am Chief Elder Mikal Kel’Kaffrey.” 

    The two young lords exchanged a glance, then Lord Zel’Esten rode forward. “Open the gates,” he shouted, but no one seemed to move. “Did you hear me? Open the gates immediately.” 

    “Your pardon, Lord Zel’Esten,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey shouted in reply, “but Kel’Kavin is now Evandian territory. King Kalin annexed us last year.”

    “Open the Gods damn gates,” Lord Zel’Korvalas shouted. 

    There was silence for a moment, then a small door opened and a dozen men filed out. The leader, dressed in full armor so they couldn’t see his face or much of anything else about him, stepped forward and bowed. “Lord Zel’Korvalas,” he said in a loud but courteous tone, “we are now an enclave of the Evandian Royal Guard. As such, only King Kalin’s will rule’s here. Prince Stavin is not here. What else can we do for you?” 

    “We demand to know who you low-born fools think you are to give our kingdom away to the Evandians?” Lord Zel’Korvalas shouted. 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey considered his words carefully before answering. “We are the descendants of the Royal Houses of Zel’Kanis, Zel’Eshen, and Zel’Vordan. We carry the blood of the Kings of Farindia, but those kings are no more. It’s time for Farindia to once again have order.” 

    “We control Farindia,” Lord Zel’Esten all but screamed. 

    Mikal shook his head. “No, lord, you don’t.” He raised his hand and the west gate opened. Before any of the men could ride forward, two hundred armored warriors jogged out to take up positions in front of Fort Kel’Kavin. Looking left and right, he smiled. 

    “Lord Zel’Esten, Lord Zel’Korvalas, take this message back to your homes and those of your peers: the Kingdom of Farindia died two hundred years ago when the rebels killed King Haran. Since then, we of Kel’Kavin have stood idle and allowed anarchy to rule. Our isolation is at an end, and we will see order restored to our land. Evandia will annex this portion of Farindia. Andaria is taking the rest.” 

    “We’ll fight you!” Lord Zel’Esten screamed. “We won’t allow it!” 

    Mikal again shook his head. “That will only result in the deaths of your people. You will be facing the Evandian Army. At last count, there were over sixty-thousand of them. Do you really think you can stand up to those odds?” 

    The young lords exchanged a look, then wheeled their horses around and galloped back through their men. The rest of the men turned and followed their leaders. It was not what they had expected and many of them were disappointed. They had looked forward to raping and pillaging Kavinston before burning it to the ground. 

     * * *

    It only took two days for Stavin’s group to reach the Evandian border, and Barvil sent three men ahead to tell the guards who was coming. They didn’t even slow down when they reached the border, and the guardsmen all knelt to their prince as he rolled by. Captain Zel’Coy stopped her troopers short of the border and watched the royal party ride away in silence, then just as silently turned her horse back toward Fort Kel’Vardal. 

    This road wasn’t a major trade route, so the town at the crossing was little more than a village. Still, it boasted an inn, and after camping for two nights they were ready for real beds. Barvil got all of the rooms on the top floor as soon as he told the innkeeper who they were escorting. 

    The next morning, they traveled on, leaving the innkeeper with two gold crowns and bragging rights that were going to be the envy of his peers for generations. 

    They continued toward Twin Bridges, stopping in towns for the night if there was one nearby, or camping in the countryside if there wasn’t. After seven days, they reached the city of Korvan’s Corner. Karvik took the opportunity to tell the story of Stavin getting hit in the mouth with a hail stone, and soon had everyone except Stavin wiping tears of laughter from their eyes. 

    “It’s not that funny,” he muttered as Shari patted his shoulder. She already knew the story, but the way Karvik told it made it so much funnier.

    Three days’ travel delivered them to Nasan, and three more brought the city of East Bridge into view. Barvil rode up to the side of the wagon and said, “We should be able to reach the palace before dark.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Good. I’ve had enough traveling for a while.” 

    The people of East Bridge ignored the group for the most part. Important men with private guards were always passing through, and it was usually the case that the more guards, the less important the person really was. Nothing about the men or wagon proclaimed that their prince and princess were passing by. 

    That all changed at the bridge. When the bridge guardian came forward to collect the toll, he was directed to the wagon. “Your toll will be three silver and nine sparks, good sir.” 

    Stavin chuckled as he shook his head. He’d covered his armor with a cloak while driving through town, but now let it open. “I’m Prince Stavin. I’m pretty sure I’m exempt from the toll.”

    The old man saw the golden armor, then looked up into the boyish face and stumbled back a step before going to one knee. “Prince Stavin, welcome home! Welcome home indeed!” he all but shouted, drawing the attention of everyone within range of his voice. Noise flowed away from the bridge terminus as word was passed that the savior of the kingdom had at last come home to Twin Bridges. 

    Stavin smiled and bowed from his seat, then flicked the reins to get his mules moving again. It still took seven spans to reach the palace, and Barvil led everyone around to the royal stables. 

    “Here now, what’s this?” one of the stablemen asked as the warriors started dismounting. He froze when Stavin walked around the wagon, then he went to his knees. “Prince Stavin, welcome home, Your Highness. I’ll see to your team.” 

    Stavin nodded and helped Aric open the back of the wagon. They collected their family as the rest of the wide-eyed stablemen knelt, then Stavin led the way into the palace. Captain Zel’Tarlin met them just inside the palace proper. 

    “Prince Stavin, this is a surprise.” Mahren and Sahren chose that moment to announce that they were hungry, and the captain winced. “Let’s get you to the Royal Suite.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “Marina’s suite first.” 

    “Are you sure?”

    Stavin grinned. “I’m sure. She doesn’t know about the twins yet, and if I don’t go see her first she’ll smack me.” 

    Captain Zel’Tarlin laughed and nodded vigorously. “Oh, you know her well enough, don’t you, Prince Stavin? The Princess’ Suite it is.” He escorted them through the halls and signaled the guards Marina’s suite to open the doors before they got there. Stavin didn’t even have to slow down as he escorted Shari and Sora to the sofa in Marina’s sitting room. 

    Marina’s maids and matrons stood silent as Stavin arranged his family. He looked over at them and smiled. Most of them were women he knew, but some hadn’t accompanied Princess Marina to Kavinston. “Ladies, this is my wife, Princess Sharindis, and my sister, Sorandis. Please see to their needs. Where is Marina?” 

    The senior matron bowed and said, “Prince Stavin, Princess Marina is in Council.” 

    Stavin bent over and kissed Shari. “I’ll be right back. I have to go tell King Kalin and Marina that we’re here.” 

    “Take your time and be polite,” she said as she settled back, Sahren suckling at her breast. 

    Stavin chuckled, and left the suite at a fast walk. Much to his amusement, Barvil and the team that included Karvik were waiting for him. “Marina is in Council. Follow me.” He headed up the hall as his guardsmen formed up behind him. It was a short walk, and the guards at the Council Chamber door stared as soon as they saw his golden armor come around the corner. The lieutenant in charge was knocking at the door and spoke over his shoulder as soon as it opened. Once again, Stavin didn’t even have to slow down as he was passed through. 

    “Stavin, welcome back,” King Kalin said loudly as Stavin walked to his side. He stood and clasped Stavin in an affectionate hug, and this time Stavin hugged him in return. 

    Marina was right beside her father and grabbed Stavin as soon as he was free. “Welcome back, Stavi. Did you bring Shari and Karli?”

    Stavin grinned up at her. “Yes, and Sahren and Mahren as well.”

    Marina tilted her head to the side and asked, “Who are Sahren and Mahren? I don’t remember them.”

    “Our twin daughters,” Stavin replied through his grin. 

    “What?! When?”

    “About four moons ago. Shari found out that she was pregnant again just after you left. They’re in your suite.” Marina didn’t say anything else. She just turned and ran out of the Council Chamber as fast as her dress allowed. 

    Stavin looked up and found the king grinning down at him. “That went better than I expected. She didn’t even try to hit me.” 

    King Kalin let loose a deep chuckle and looked around the room. “Council is dismissed. Come along, Stavin. I’d like to meet my grandchildren.” He led the way toward Marina’s suite and nodded in approval as Barvil and his men fell in with the royal guards and followed them. 

    They found Marina on her knees in front of her sofa, staring at the baby girls as they were being fed. Stavin led the king over and introduced everyone. When Karlin walked over, Kalin held his arms out and the boy climbed into his embrace with hardly any trace of shyness. 

    “Well, little Karlin, your daddy is full of surprises, isn’t he?” 

    Karlin looked up at the big man with the white beard and said, “Daddy fun.” 

    “Daddy’s fun, is he?” Kalin laughed. 

    Stavin looked at his son and said, “Karli, this is your new grandpa.” 

    Karlin’s eyes grew wide and he said, “G’n’pa?” with a bright smile. 

    King Kalin looked at Stavin with a question clear in his expression, and Stavin chuckled as he explained. “Karli associates grandpa with treats. Dad and Charvil spoil him.” 

    Kalin laughed. “Oh, he does, does he? Well, I won’t disappoint him.” He looked at Marina’s maids and said, “Fetch something.” Three of the maids immediately hurried to the doors. 

    “Stavin,” Marina asked from the floor, “what are you going to need?” 

    “First of all, we’re going to need a new servant. Salli was married three moons ago.” He smiled as Marina glanced at the girl. “We’re probably going to need several, as a matter of fact.” 

    Marina looked at Sallin and nodded her head deeply. “Congratulations, Sallin. It’s too bad you had to leave your husband so soon after your wedding.” 

    Sallin was on her knees with her head bowed very deeply, and didn’t look up as she replied, “With respect, Princess Marina, I didn’t. Karvil is here with Prince Stavin’s guards.” 

    Marina looked at Stavin and he confirmed what Sallin said. “Karvil Kel’Dessar is one of our greenlings. He defeated Charvil to win a place with this group.”

    “A greenling beat the Warmaster?” Kalin asked. 

    “Three strikes to two on his final test before joining the expedition,” Stavin replied. “Karvik and I had been working with him all winter.” 

    Kalin’s eyebrows rose. “I’m impressed. Is he here?”

    Stavin nodded and walked to the door and brought Karvil in to meet the king. “King Kalin, I am pleased to present Karvil Kel’Dessar of the Evandian Royal Guard.” Karvil dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

    “I remember you,” Marina said as she looked at the young man’s handsome face. “You and Varik came to visit several times.”

    Karvil glanced up, then swallowed visibly and bowed his head again. “Yes, Princess Marina.” 

    King Kalin was looking at his daughter curiously, so she explained. “Varik is Shari’s little brother. Karvil and Varik are sort of like Stavin and Karvik. If one of them is getting into trouble, you can bet the other is close behind.” She chuckled at the blush that was coloring Karvil’s ears.

    King Kalin smiled sadly. “I had a friend like that.” He heaved a deep sigh, then looked at Karvil and nodded. “Congratulations on your wedding and on your success against the Warmaster. Return to your post.” 

    Karvil snapped to attention and then bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Then he took three steps backwards and turned to leave the suite. 

    Kalin was nodding in satisfaction. “He handled that well.” 

    “Couldn’t you hear the quavering in his voice, King Kalin?” Shari asked. 

    “No, but I get that so often that I don’t always notice. And please, when we are alone, just call me Kalin. You are, after all, my daughter-in-law.” 

    Shari smiled and bowed her head. “As you wish, Kalin.” 

    The maids returned with an assortment of sweet treats and set them on the table, and Kalin smiled as he picked up a bowl and offered Karlin some honeyed fruit. Karlin grabbed a piece and stuffed it into his mouth, then grabbed a second piece and stuffed it into Kalin’s mouth. Everyone froze in horror, but Kalin just chomped the fruit and chuckled. “So grandpa gets a treat as well, hmm?” He smiled at the room in general and everyone relaxed. 

    Kalin noticed Noral peeking out from behind his father and called him over. “You can have some, too.” 

    Noral came forward timidly and took a piece of fruit, then managed a passable bow and said, “T’ank you, you Majes’y.” 

    Kalin smiled down at the little boy and said, “You are welcome.” Looking at Aric standing behind the sofa at attention, he nodded. “Your son is well mannered, Sergeant.” 

    Aric stood just a touch straighter as the king praised his son and replied, “We do our best, Your Majesty.” 

     


    Chapter 9

    KING KALIN SET KARLIN DOWN AND said, “Marina, take care of Shari and the children. Stavin, come with me.” He turned to go, and Stavin was right behind him. Outside the suite, he found Barvil and his men on the opposite side of the hall, facing both Marina’s guards and his own. He finally seemed to notice Barvil’s shoulder and frowned. “Another Warmaster?” 

    “This is Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin,” Stavin explained. “He was the leader of my first expedition, and was with me when we came to the palace.” 

    “Ah, I remember,” Kalin said as he looked Barvil in the eye. “You managed to impress Dahral quite thoroughly. How many men did you bring?”

    “Your Majesty, I brought thirty and three warriors as Prince Stavin’s escort and guard.” 

    Karvik was just behind his father’s shoulder and King Kalin noticed his twin stars. “And are you the second in command, Warleader?” 

    Karvik stepped forward and bowed deeply. “No, Your Majesty. I’m only on my fifth expedition, sir.” 

    King Kalin tilted his head to look at Karvik’s shoulder more closely. “Two stars in four expeditions?” 

    Stavin grinned and said, “This is Karvik,” as he stepped up beside his friend. 

    King Kalin smiled. “Ah, your partner in trouble. It seems that he’s nearly as successful in battle as you are. He’s--” the king paused as something caught his eye and looked at the Dragon’s Tongue that one tall young man was holding. “Isn’t that yours?”

    Stavin grinned. “King Kalin, this is Shari’s little brother, Varik. I promised him he could use it on his first expedition.” 

    The king smiled and nodded as Varik bowed deeply. “And did you defeat the Warmaster to get a slot on this expedition as well?” 

    Varik replied, “No, Your Majesty. I only managed two strikes against Warmaster Kel’Carin before he got his third.” 

    The king glanced at Karvil standing beside Varik, then grinned at Barvil. “You’re going to have to watch those two closely, Warmaster. They’re likely to end up like these two.” He nodded toward Stavin and Karvik, and both of them smiled broadly at the king. 

    “One can only hope, Your Majesty,” Barvil replied. 

    “Come along, Stavin. I’m sure the Prince’s Room is ready by now, but I doubt Marina is going to let Shari and your children loose anytime soon. How many servants will you let me assign to you?” 

    Stavin had to laugh. “Three maids for Shari and Sora, but I only need one valet.” 

    The king sighed and shook his head, but didn’t argue. “There are some surprises waiting for you as well. Marina finally has a serious suitor. He’s an Army captain named Markal Zel’Tahran. He’s somewhat younger than her, which is not the usual pattern, but I think the example you and Shari set has made Marina consider men she otherwise wouldn’t have.” 

    Stavin nodded and said, “Zel’Tahran,” in a soft, thoughtful tone. “Is he related to General Zel’Fordal’s Chief of Staff?” 

    “His son.” 

    “Good family,” Stavin said with a sharp nod. “We met the colonel at Fort Zel’Marran.” 

    “The colonel is a general now. At Dahral’s request I promoted him and gave him Zel’Marran when Dahral became General of the Armies of Evandia.” 

    Stavin smiled. “What’s Dahvin doing now?” 

    “That’s another of your surprises,” the king replied, then led them down a different hallway. At a door that looked like any other, the king stopped and knocked. 

    The door opened and a maid looked out, then went to her knees and bowed her head. “Your Majesty.” 

    “Tell Dahvin that he has visitors,” the king commanded. 

    “At once, Your Majesty,” the maid replied, then vanished into the suite. 

    Dahvin came to the door himself and said, “Yes, Your Majesty?” The king looked to the side and Dahvin finally saw Stavin. “Stave! Welcome back. Come in.” He opened the door wide and let the king and Stavin pass, then closed it as the guards took positions against the passageway walls. “Glori, look who’s here.” 

    Lady Glora looked up from the sofa and smiled deeply. “Prince Stavin, welcome back to Twin Bridges.” She didn’t stand, which puzzled Stavin until he saw her belly. She appeared to be about eight moons pregnant. 

    “Stave, when did you get back?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Just now,” Stavin replied as he and Dahvin clasped forearms. “And people said Shari and I didn’t waste any time.” 

    Glora’s smile deepened. “We waited a moon after the wedding.” 

    Stavin chuckled. “Well, you’re in good company. Shari is in Marina’s suite with Karlin--and our twin daughters.” 

    “What?” Dahvin asked in a stunned whisper.

    Stavin grinned. “She found out she was pregnant just after you left Kavinston. The girls were born just after mid winter. Sahren and Mahren.” 

    Dahvin was stunned silent for a moment, then he began laughing. “Well, at least we have someone to keep Glori company. How long are you staying?” 

    “All summer, unless there’s a reason for me to leave sooner. Personally, I don’t think I’m going to be able to get the twins away from Marina any time soon.” 

    “I seriously doubt it,” King Kalin agreed. “I’ll leave you two to get caught up while I make some arrangements. You’ll be joining us in Council tomorrow, Stavin, so don’t stay up all night talking.” 

    Stavin and Dahvin both grinned and said, “Yes, Your Majesty,” at the same time. King Kalin chuckled and left the suite with a wide grin on his face. 

    “So, Stave, what’s going on?” Dahvin asked as soon as the king was gone. 

    Stavin shrugged. “Last year Kalin said he wanted to meet Shari and his new grandson, so we planned a trip for all of us. The twins were a surprise, but I’ve never seen Shari happier.” 

    “And I would have bet a gold crown that you’d never call Kalin by his given name, even in passing,” Glora said as Stavin and her husband walked over to join her. 

    Stavin grinned. “After getting used to Marina and Dahvin, and you, it wasn’t too traumatic a transition. Shari and Sora didn’t even twitch.”

    “Sora is here, too?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Yes, she’s helping feed the twins. Her daughter was born just a few moons before them, and she can’t drink enough to keep Sora drained out.” Stavin chuckled. “The three of them together barely keep Sora from being sore.” 

    Glora looked at her husband with raised eyebrows. “Maybe we won’t have to hire a wet nurse after all. Three of us should be able to handle four babies.” Stavin was looking at her with his head tilted to the side, so she explained. “The women of my family usually don’t produce enough milk, so we have to hire women to help us feed our babies. If your sister really produces that much, then it’s all to the good. After all, the sister of a prince has to be acceptable.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I’ll talk to Shari and Sora about it.”

    Dahvin grinned. “No promises without permission?”

    “Are you kidding?” Stavin replied with a wide grin. “Sora still thumps me more often than Shari and Marina combined.” 

    Dahvin and Glora both laughed, then Dahvin said, “I have another surprise.” He walked over to the side of the room and picked up his uniform tunic. 

    Stavin didn’t see it at first, then grinned. “Congratulations, Captain Zel’Fordal.” 

    Dahvin smiled broadly. “They gave me Ocellen Watch.” 

    Stavin laughed. “Very good. I brought my own set of keepers, so you don’t have to detail anyone.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Barvil and three teams, with all but a few of them veterans.”

    “Oh, my,” Dahvin laughed. “Worried about you?”

    “Worried about Shari and Sora and the kids. I’m a bit too dangerous with the Sword of Zel’Hallan at my side for them to worry about me.” 

    Dahvin nodded slowly. “You’re keeping it then?” 

    “No.” Stavin said, then sighed. “I’d like to, but you’ve seen what kind of power it represents.” He patted the hilt of the sword. “With this by my side I could conquer the continent, but that’s the problem. No one man should wield that much power.” 

    “Very wise,” Glora said as she nodded. “That is a very wise and mature thing to say, Stavin. What will you do with the sword then?”

    “I’ll take it to Amarna’s father. Or whichever of her uncles is the heir. But I think it might be needed again, so I’ll hold onto it for a while.” 

    Dahvin walked over to Stavin with a puzzled frown on his face. “Might be needed again? How?”

    “Farindia. If King Kalin and King Jallat reach an agreement on the annexation, I’m volunteering to lead the expedition that tells the Farindians that they are now Evandians.” He grinned and chuckled. “It’s just a suspicion, but I think it might help to be able to overawe them with a display of power like that.” 

    “Besides which,” Dahvin said with an evil grin, “you like having a real sword that you can handle.” 

    Stavin sighed and smiled. “There is that.” He chuckled and shook his head. “There is definitely that. So, what else has been going on?” 

    Glora patted the sofa next to her and Dahvin sat down, and Stavin took a chair opposite them. Glora looked at Stavin and said, “Lord Chaldin died before mid winter. He hadn’t designated an heir, so Kalin chose one of his cousins. Lord Cavael is Lord of Zel’Fordan now. He’s Kalin’s age, but he has six sons and three daughters. No shortage of heirs there. Shalamis Zel’Fordan is the new Keeper of Mary Death’s memorial. She’s Cavael’s youngest daughter. Little imp is only fifteen, but she’s very serious about her responsibilities. Oh,” she said as if something had bitten her, “you don’t know about Ahlvin and Carrisan. They were married while you were in Kavinston, and weren’t here when you were last summer. They have a little boy now.” 

    Stavin grinned. “That’s good to hear. Now we need to get Marina married and producing heirs. Kalin tells me she’s being courted.” 

    Glora grinned broadly. “Wait until you meet Markal. He’s just twenty, but he seems to be everything that Marina is looking for in a husband.”

    Stavin laughed. “I’m only nineteen. I won’t hit twenty until after mid summer.” 

    “But you’re not marrying Marina,” Dahvin pointed out. “Mark is negotiating with Marina and Uncle Kal to get everything arranged before he asks formally.” 

    Stavin nodded. “What’s Sarvan doing?” 

    Dahvin and Glora both looked suddenly sad, and Dahvin confirmed Stavin’s worst fear. “Sarvan is dead, Stavin. When the war ended, he walked into his bedroom and plunged a dagger into his heart. He left a note saying he couldn’t go on without Ehrwan, and now that you were Marina’s heir he felt he could end his life without dishonor. He was only living because of his duty to Evandia.” 

    Stavin sat forward and put his head in his hands, and took several deep breaths. “And in the end, I failed him as well.” 

    “No, Stavin,” Glora said softly. “No, you didn’t fail him or Ehrwan. He was a broken man after Ehrwan’s death, but it was the traitors who broke him. Stavin, one of the traitors was his aunt, his mother’s big sister. She and her family were condemned, and most of them took their own lives. After he heard that he wilted. He was just a shell of a man by the end.”

    “It’s still a tragedy. I wish--what I wish doesn’t matter. Was he at least buried beside Ehrwan?”

    “Yes,” Dahvin answered. “Together in death as in life.”

    “As it should be. Is there any more happy news?” 

    Glora smiled and nodded. “Because of the conspiracy against the king, there were a number of Chosen families who lost everything. Kalin elevated others to take over their estates and titles, and now just about every lord is behind him. The few who aren’t are old friends who oppose him just because they think he needs someone to keep him in line.” She giggled. “My father is one of them. He and Kalin joined the Army together, and they’ve been butting heads since before I was born.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Like me and Kar. Or me and Dahvin for that matter.” He smiled at his host’s thoughtful look. 

    “And I hope we remain that way,” Dahvin sighed. 

    “So do I,” Stavin agreed. 

    Dahvin looked to the side and shook his head. “I have to go. We take the watch in four spans.” 

    Stavin nodded. “And I need to go see what Shari and Marina have planned for me. For some reason the two of them together always makes me nervous.” 

    Dahvin chuckled as he escorted Stavin to the door. “That, my friend, is called good sense.” He opened the door and nodded to Barvil. 

    Stavin let Barvil and the rest form up around him and said, “Back to Marina’s suite, gentlemen.” They marched away as Dahvin closed the door. 

     


    Chapter 10

    THE GUARDS AT MARINA’S SUITE SAW them coming and announced them before they arrived. Once the doors opened, Stavin walked in to find Marina holding the twins. He laughed and said, “I knew it.” He smiled at Shari when she giggled.

    Marina smiled brightly. “They’re darlings, Stavin,” she told him without looking away from the girls. 

    Stavin smiled as well. “I just saw Dahvin and Glora. She looks like she swallowed a melon.” 

    Marina’s smiled deepened. “She’s only got about a moon left.” 

    Stavin looked at Sorandis. “Glora said the women of her family have trouble keeping up with their babies’ appetites, and wanted me to ask if you might be able to help out.”

    “Probably,” Sora agreed. 

    “I’ll let you, Shari, and Glora work out the details when the baby is born. I didn’t ask if it was a boy or girl.” 

    “They don’t know,” Marina said, still without looking up. “They told the Healer that they want to be surprised.” 

    Stavin knelt in front of Marina and stroked her arm. “They told me about Sarvan. I’m sorry.” 

    Marina nodded. “Once the succession was secure, he decided that he’d done his duty to Evandia.” 

    “I had hoped--it doesn’t matter. Sarvan was a good friend.” Stavin smiled sadly as he stroked Sahren’s hair. “I’ll miss him.” 

    “Yes, but he was in so much anguish there at the end that it was a sort of relief. He chose his end and followed the rituals. His estate, such as it is, is yours now.” 

    “His what?” Stavin asked stupidly. “An estate?”

    Marina sighed and shook her head. “Such as it is. There’s not much to it. No land. His little sister got that because when he became my heir he had to renounce it. No real property. Just his knick-knacks, some childhood treasures that he wanted Karli to have, and his collection of rare coins. There are some very old and valuable coins there, but their value is mostly historical. He thought you’d like that.” 

    Stavin swallowed the lump in his throat and bowed his head. “I’d rather have him here with us.” 

    “So would I.” 

    “Marina,” Shari broke in, “we need to get settled. I’m exhausted.” 

    “I’m sorry,” Marina said with a hint of a smile. “I just love having you here.” She looked at her maids and said, “Someone go see if the Prince’s Suite is ready.” One young girl darted from the room and Marina smiled at Shari, and her voice was warm when she said, “I’m carrying these two.” 

    Shari almost chuckled as she replied, “I suspected you might.” 

    They were all ready to go when the girl returned. She bowed to Princess Marina and said, “The Prince’s Suite is ready, Your Highness. Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis’ servants are waiting.” 

    Stavin smiled and picked up Karlin. “Shall we?” 

    Marina led the way, and a laughing Stavin and Shari were right on her heels. At the Royal Suite, the doors opened for them so they went straight to the Prince’s Suite without stopping. A man and three women went to their knees as soon as Marina entered. 

    Marina smiled when she saw who they were. “I see my father did the choosing,” she told Stavin and Shari. “You might remember Avrin Fel’Nahla. He’s father’s second butler. Matron Sindal Fel’Hostan and maids Helva and Delva Fel’Merrit. They’ve all been in father’s service for ten years or more.” 

    Stavin nodded. They were all familiar faces. “I remember all of them.” Stavin introduced his family, and saw a wave of shock on the servants’ faces when he introduced Sallin. He smiled slightly as he continued. 

    “Sallin will be going home with her husband in the fall, but until then she’ll be remaining with us.” All of the servants bowed to indicate their understanding, then Stavin turned to Sallin. “As a member of a Warrior Clan, you outrank them. You’re also our senior servant, their ages notwithstanding. Don’t let them boss you around.” 

    Sallin looked at the man and women and swallowed convulsively before replying, “Y-Yes, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin looked at his servants and nodded. “I expect you to aid Sallin in adapting to palace life. We’re all going to have to adapt. Avrin, recruit some help and retrieve our baggage from the wagon. The stablemen will have put it somewhere. Sindal, you’re the most familiar with what the palace has to offer. Ensure that cradles are brought in for all three of the babies. Some small beds for the boys will also be needed. The boys will occasionally listen to Sallin, so if there is a problem, refer them to her.” 

    Avrin had bowed and left immediately. Sindal bowed and followed close on his heels. Helva and Delva stood waiting, and Stavin nodded to them. “My sister and her family are going to need accommodations as well.”

    Helva bowed before replying. “Prince Stavin, the king suggested the servant’s quarters here in your suite. We can remain where we are for the time being.” 

    Stavin looked at Sorandis and got a nod of approval. “Very well. Sora, the bathing chamber is through that door. Avrin should be up with our luggage soon.” 

    “Good idea,” Sora agreed. “Ladies, let’s take the babies for a warm dip.” She caught Shari by the elbow and led while the two maids relieved Princess Marina of her burdens. 

    Then Stavin noticed that Marina was giving him and odd look. 

    “Did I do something wrong?” he asked. 

    Marina shook her head slowly. “No, not you. I’m surprised my father suggested keeping Sora and Aric here. We could have put them in a different suite.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “And wake the whole palace every time the babies need to be fed? No, this is better. Besides, I think Shari is going to feel better having Sora close to her. As intimidating as this place was to me in the beginning, it’s got to be worse for her.” 

    Marina considered that for a moment, then nodded. “That’s probably my father’s reasoning as well. Thinking ahead, as usual.” She tilted her head to the side for a moment. “It’s surprising that you two think so much alike. I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll also make sure that Warmaster Kel’Carin has been introduced to the general. I think he has, but I’ll double check.” 

    “Thank you, Marina.” She smiled and was gone in an instant, leaving Stavin and Aric with their sons. 

     


    Chapter 11

    STAVIN JOINED KING KALIN AND PRINCESS Marina in the King’s Council the next morning. He was seated at Kalin’s left hand. Marina was at the king’s right, as Crown Princess. They were all dressed in quietly elegant clothes, with the king in a dark gray coat, and the princess in the seafoam green dress that Stavin liked so much. Stavin, at Avrin’s insistence, was in one of his fanciest outfits. The king looked around as his councilors settled into their seats, and waited for them to focus on him before speaking. 

    “As you can all see, Prince Stavin has joined us. It will take some time before he’s familiar enough with what’s happening to join in, but I’ll say this only once: if any of you think you can ignore him because of his youth or inexperience, think again. Stavin’s dedication to the scribe’s art has prepared him far better than most young princes. Much better than I was.” 

    One of the Councilors stood and bowed to the king. “Your Majesty, while we’ve all heard of Prince Stavin’s knowledge, is it wise to bring him into the council so soon? He is, after all, from Farindia.”

    “An outland barbarian, you mean,” Stavin said without standing. “I assure you, Minister of Finance Zel’Cordas, I can absorb information very rapidly, and thoroughly.” Stavin saw the shock on several of the councilors’ faces and smiled. “There are only two of you I don’t recognize.” 

    King Kalin didn’t even try to hide his satisfaction at how well Stavin had dealt with the lords. He indicated the man across the table from them and said, “This is Minister of the Interior Georan Zel’Jessel, and the other new face is Adept Fel’Banan.” The king paused to allow Stavin to exchange nods with each man. “Since Stavin is here, I’ll bring out the proposal to annex the southern two-fifths of Farindia. You’ve all had a chance to think about it through the winter. Trade, what are your thoughts?”

    Lord Zel’Corvis stood and bowed before speaking. “Your Majesty, trade with that portion of Farindia has always been marginal. We send far more north to Farindia than comes south. I see little benefit to us in the annexation.” 

    Stavin looked at King Kalin and received a nod of permission, so he stood to speak. “Lord Zel’Corvis, trade with Farindia, and indeed, with Kavadia, is limited due to the taxes on goods coming into Evandia. Why trade with Evandia when there is no tax going from Farindia to Kavadia, or the other way around?” 

    “That’s a ridiculous comparison,” Lord Zel’Corvis all but snarled. 

    “Is it?” Stavin asked as his head tilted to the side. “I see it as simple economics. If I had a choice of losing five percent of the value of my goods by bringing them here, or retaining that value by going to Kavadia, I’d go to Kavadia.” 

    “And risk being robbed,” Lord Zel’Corvis said with a satisfied smile. 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side again and spoke in a patient tone. “Lord Zel’Corvis, I’ve been attacked far more often here in Evandia than in Kavadia.”

    “Ridiculous,” the Minister of the Interior sniffed. 

    “Fact,” Stavin replied, looking Lord Zel’Jessel in the eye. “I earned my first star here. I know what it’s like out on the roads. Once you’re away from the towns and cities, you’re pretty much on your own. We, meaning my employer and the rest of the teams I’ve been on, have been attacked in cities as well.”

    “Just in small villages,” Lord Zel’Jessel said with a shrug. “No place that boasts a sheriff or magistrate.” 

    “Barren’s Bridge boasts several of both, Lord Zel’Jessel, as does Twin Bridges.” 

    “Twin Bridges?” King Kalin asked softly. “When were you attacked here?”

    “The day after I was made a Friend of Evandia, Your Majesty.” 

    “Why wasn’t I told?” the king growled as he glared around the table at his Ministers. 

    “I didn’t know enough to come tell you, Your Majesty. The City Guardsmen we encountered were quite anxious to see us on our way after the incident.” 

    The king glared at Minister of the Interior Zel’Jessel as he asked, “What happened, Stavin?” 

    Stavin gave the king and council a quick rundown of the incident, including Madam Elain’s part. “She was very upset that her guests were attacked. It’s my understanding that the surviving attackers were found and dealt with.” 

    “Madam Elain’s methods of dealing with those who cross her are a bit harsh, Stavin,” the king commented, “but she is thorough.” He looked at Stavin and almost seemed amused.

    Stavin bowed. “Indeed she is, Your Majesty. The incident in Barren’s Bridge was worse.” Stavin continued, telling the council of the ambush in the caravansary. 

    Lord General Zel’Rantal sat forward and stared at Stavin. “I have heard stories about your sojourns in our kingdom, Prince Stavin, but how many of those attacks can you attribute to common bandits, and how much was the draw of your golden armor?”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “You have a point, General, but the draw of my armor is the same in Kavadia and Farindia. I haven’t been attacked nearly as often there as here. And most of the attacks were aimed at our employers, not me specifically.” 

    “How much of your time has been spent there?” Minister of Roads Zel’Cerran asked. 

    Stavin shrugged. “Not as much as here.”

    “Yet you say Evandia is more dangerous?” 

    “Yes.” That simple, one-word answer silenced the council. 

    “Stavin,” King Kalin said in a soft tone, “how can you say that?” 

    Stavin turned and bowed to the king. “Perhaps Evandia is simply more dangerous for me, Your Majesty, but the fact remains that most of the men I’ve faced have been here. A large portion of them were here in the palace.” 

    The king heaved a deep sigh. “An unfortunate fact, but true. Very well. Georan, that’s something you’ll need to look at. Lord Zel’Ginsel, as Minister of Justice, you and your subordinates also need to address this issue. Our internal security is, after all, the jurisdiction of your sheriffs and magistrates. Now, back to the subject, if you will. The annexation of Farindia.” 

    Stavin was still standing, so he began. “We of Kel’Kavin proposed annexing southern Farindia because right now it is a wild area, unregulated and uncontrolled except for the Farindian Traders’ Guild and a few Chosen houses. The Farindian royal house is dead except for individuals such as my friend Karvik Kel’Carin who, through a trick of fate, carries nearly fifty-percent royal blood. I carry somewhat less. None of us carry enough to be acceptable to the people of Farindia as a king.” He grimaced bitterly and shook his head for a moment. “Right after the rebellion we could have, but the commander decided to isolate Kel’Kavin and wait.”

    “What if there is someone in the north who carries more royal blood?” Minister of Waterways Zel’Nassal asked. “Are we willing to risk a war to gain such marginal territory?” 

    “The north is Andaria’s problem. King Jallat liked the idea of gaining that much territory.” Stavin paused to smile. “He really liked the idea. It has just been the threat of war with Evandia that has stopped him from taking it before.” 

    “But he gets the best part,” Minister of Finance Zel’Cordas said. 

    “True,” Stavin agreed, “as far as he knows.” He smiled slyly, then reached down beside his chair and retrieved a rolled map. “This is a copy of a map from the Kavinston Archive. While southern Farindia has no significant gold or silver deposits, it does have iron, copper, and tin. In the case of copper, it is a substantial deposit.” 

    “May I?” Minister of Mines Zel’Justel asked. When Stavin rolled the map over to him, he studied it carefully and hummed in concentration. “How accurate is this map?” he asked without looking up.

    “It is a copy of a royal map from before the rebellion.” 

    “How accurate is the copy, though?” 

    Stavin smiled slightly. “I copied it. I left out some things, like three towns I know are no longer in existence, but the resources are there.” 

    “Another source of copper and tin would be beneficial. Iron as well.” He looked at the king and tilted his head to the side. “If nothing else, it would deny the resources to our enemies.”

    Minister of Foreign Affairs Zel’Ordan asked, “What about the population? What do you think they are going to say about this?” 

    Stavin shrugged. “Most of them are not going to be happy. They think of themselves as Farindians, and their land as Farindia. Most still insist on calling it the Kingdom of Farindia, even though there hasn’t been a king in over two hundred years. What they don’t know enough to miss is the order a strong central government can bring. Bandits flourish because there is no army to hunt them down. Justice is a thing of the moment, and is often simply the strong over the weak. There are no Kingdom Sheriffs. There are no Magistrates.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Except for seven families near the Kavadian border, there are no Chosen houses in this portion of Farindia at all.” 

    “It may as well be Kavadia,” Adept Fel’Banan announced. 

    “Indeed,” Stavin replied. “Kavadia is a good example, though the worst of the mess is north, in the heartland of Old Farindia.” His handsome young features twisted into a bitter grimace. “Let Andaria deal with them. It’ll keep King Jallat and his lords busy for a long time to come.” 

    King Kalin chuckled. “Very well. Does anyone else have any serious arguments against the annexation?” He paused for a moment, but no one spoke. “So be it. By Royal Decree, so long as Jallat agrees, we will annex Farindia along the borders proposed by Prince Stavin last year. We’ll send an envoy to Andaria tomorrow.” 

    Stavin sat and looked around. The king had listened to his Council, but it was fairly obvious that he’d made up his mind to go ahead with the annexation no matter what they said. 

    The day wore on, and Stavin sat silent through most of it. He found the council to be a bunch of narrow-minded old men, each concerned with his own area of responsibility and let the Gods Below take the rest. By the end of the day he considered them to be a bunch of tightly blinkered asses.

    When the king dismissed the Council, Stavin joined Kalin and Marina as they left through the royal entrance. As soon as the door closed, he sighed. “You have to put up with that every day?”

    “Nine of ten,” Marina replied. “Why?” 

    “I hope the tapestries aren’t expensive,” Stavin muttered. 

    “Why?” Kalin asked as he looked around at Stavin. 

    “Because I’m likely to get blood all over them if those men continue to treat me like a child.” 

    Kalin laughed loudly at that statement. He shook a finger at Stavin as he said, “No killing my ministers, Stavin. Not that I haven’t had occasion to agree with you a time or two in the past. Most of them are good at what they do. They just don’t see beyond it.” 

    “Like how roads and waterways affect agriculture as well as trade?” Stavin asked. 

    “Quite. You’ll get used to the give and take soon.” Kalin smiled and patted Stavin’s shoulder. “It’s like bargaining, but you’re trading in people’s lives and livelihoods. Always remember that decisions made in that room can have far-reaching consequences.” 

    Stavin heaved a deep sigh as he replied, “Yes, sir.” And I thought being a prince would be easy. Nothing is ever as easy as it looks when someone else is doing it. At least in the Archive I understood the purpose behind what I was doing. Now I feel like a greenling again.

     

     


    Chapter 12

    THE FIRST ATTACK AGAINST KEL’KAVIN CAME thirteen days after the lords had been turned away. The Elders had ordered that the gates be kept closed, and it was well they had. Three hundred men charged out of the forest, intent on overthrowing the gate guards and continuing on into Kavinston. 

    The man on watch that night rang the bell for aid, then went to defend the walls as well as he could. The other three gate guards joined him moments later, and the first attackers to reach the top of the walls were slaughtered, falling to knock their companions from their ladders. 

    Men swarmed up the walls, but the alarm had been answered sooner than expected. The Elders had ordered that at least one man from each family be ready to aid the guards every night, and thirty-seven men, each armed and armored, spurred their horses to the gate. Far sooner than the attacking force had expected, the reinforcements were on the walls. 

    The attackers cheered in triumph as one of the gates opened. They thought it was their men. The cheer died as mounted warriors rode out and began slaughtering them. Warmaster Kel’Horval led the second wave of warriors just moments later. Fully one hundred of Kavinston’s veterans rode out to finish the slaughter of the men the lords had sent. 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey walked through the scattered bodies at first light. “How many, Charvil?”

    “Two hundred and seventy-six of them. We lost six men. Jarral Kel’Destril, Kistan Kel’Torvas, Mikas Kel’Lanval, Warrden Kel’Davin, Landas Kel’Bartan, and Barandik Kel’Aniston.” 

    “Barandik? I’d hate to be the one who tells Stavin. Are there any survivors from the attackers?”

    “A few. Most of those who could still walk fled south, but we have some prisoners.” Charvil led the way to where several men were lain out separately from the rest. 

    Mikal looked at them and shook his head. “Who is your lord?” he asked. 

    “Lord Zel’Hestel will avenge us,” one man hissed. “You’ll all die for this.” 

    “I think not,” Mikal relied, then drew his sword and stabbed the man through the heart. Turning to Charvil, he nodded. “Dispose of them, then get a burial detail organized.” With that he turned and walked away. 

    The next morning a patrol of fifty veterans rode out on the road toward Trade Town. They carried a detailed account of the two incidents for King Kalin. There was also the personal message for Stavin about his brother. 

     * * *

    Stavin returned to his suite to find Dahvin and Glora holding the twins. “Hello, Stavin,” Glora said as she looked up from Sahren’s face. “Your daughters are beautiful.” 

    “They look like their mother,” Stavin replied as he accepted a drink from one of the maids. 

    Dahvin chuckled. “Girls usually do, lucky for them. How was council?”

    “What a bunch of--” He stopped himself from saying what he was thinking. Minister of Agriculture Zel’Bordal was Glora’s father. He needn’t have bothered. 

    Lady Glora made a rude sound, but she did it softly so as not to wake the baby. “Father calls them morons with tunnel-vision.” 

    “More polite than what I think, but close enough. I don’t know how the king deals with them, though I have seen the aftermath of a few sessions.” Stavin smiled crookedly. “He breaks a lot of furniture.” 

    “He isn’t the only one,” Glora said with a sigh. “Mother purchased an Esvat dummy for my father to take his frustrations out on.” 

    “Esvat?” Shari asked as she tilted her head to the side. 

    “It’s a hand-to-hand fighting technique from Cornardia,” Glora explained. “It involves a lot of kicking as well. The dummy is a man-shaped wooden frame padded with sack cloth.” She smiled at Shari’s thoughtful expression. “Esvat includes some weapons, but is mostly designed to use bare hands.” 

    “Does your father practice it, Lady Glora?” Sorandis asked. 

    “No, but my brother does. And please stop calling me lady. You’re going to be feeding my baby soon.” 

    Sora smiled and bowed her head. “As you wish. I’ll bet Barvil would be interested in seeing a demonstration.”

    “So would I,” Stavin said as he finally sat down. Karlin was in his lap in an instant. “Well, Karli, what have you been doing all day?”

    “Play,” Karlin replied. 

    “Who did you play with?”

    “Nora.” 

    “Noral. You have to put the ‘L’ at the end, Karlin. So, what did you and Noral do today?”

    Shari and Sora giggled. “They played hide from the maids,” Sora continued as she chuckled. 

    Stavin looked at the maids and smiled. They both wore expressions of long-suffering patience. “You’ll get used to them.” 

    Shari chuckled again. “I finally had to sic Sallin on them to get them to behave. They know her too well to disobey when she speaks softly.” 

    Stavin grinned at Sallin and said, “Don’t we all? Shari, we have the evening meal with the court tonight, so we’ve got to dress up a bit. Sora, will you keep the kids here? I don’t know how Karlin is going to react to the full court.” 

    “Of course, Stavin,” Sora replied. 

    “Shari is a bit taller than I am,” Lady Glora said as she looked Shari over, “but some of my dresses should fit her perfectly.” 

    Shari looked toward her voice and said, “Lady Glora, you don’t have to--”

    “Oh, please, Shari. You’re one of us now. Besides, it’s going to be a long time before I’m skinny enough to wear them again. If I ever am.” She shook her head slowly. “Mom never did manage to lose all of her baby-weight.” 

    “That’s still very generous of you,” Shari insisted. 

    “Perhaps. But you’re married to Stavin, so you’re one of our circle now. We take care of our own.”

    “Circle?” Shari asked. 

    “Marina’s Minions,” Dahvin said in a spectral tone, then ruined it by laughing. “It’s a fact of palace life that we tend to form alliances that back certain factions in the kingdom. Stave was added to the King’s Faction when he killed Lord Zel’Candan. We, the younger generation, are officially recognized as backing Marina. Uncle Kal has his own circle of backers.” 

    “Like my father, and yours,” Glora said as she squeezed his hand. 

    “Yes.” 

    Stavin chuckled. “I brought my wardrobe from last time, but we’re going to have to have more clothes made for all of us. Especially the kids. And Sora as well.” 

    “Me?” Sorandis asked as she stared at Stavin. 

    “You. You’re my sister, Shari’s best friend, and you’ll be wet-nursing Glora’s baby. You’re going to have to dress up as much as we do. Aric gets off easier.” He grinned at his brother-in-law. “He can just wear Royal Guard’s Dress and be done with it.” 

    “We’ll have to have him fitted,” Dahvin said as he looked Aric over. “And establish his proper rank. Command Sergeant doesn’t exactly translate. It’ll be up to the general and Warmaster what it’ll be.” 

    Aric bowed his head deeply. “Sora and I have been discussing making the move to Twin Bridges permanent. This should do it.” 

    “You have?” Stavin asked as he walked over to look up into Aric’s face. “You didn’t say anything.” 

    “It’s only been the last two days, Stave,” Aric explained. “Sora wants to stay and help Shari, and the Royal Guard pays better than caravan guard.”

    “I’ll bet we’re not the only ones who are going to want to stay, Stavi,” Sora added. “Ten of the veterans are bachelors or widowers. I’ll bet they stay as well.” 

    Stavin was nodding. “Kalin invited anyone who wanted to join to come down. It’ll be nice having you around.” He smiled at both of them, then Dahvin. “Looks like you’ve got some new recruits.” 

    “Looks more like new instructors to me,” Dahvin replied, looking at Aric. 

     


    Chapter 13

    STAVIN AND SHARI HAD BEEN IN the palace for three days before they were invited to Marina’s suite for a private meal. That was surprising because all of them had been eating with the court, but the maid Marina sent wouldn’t say why. It was obvious, however, that she knew what was behind the invitation. No one grinned like that without a good reason.

    Stavin and Shari arrived with the children at the appointed time and found Marina in her sitting room, but she was not alone. A young man sat in a chair near her, and several of her old matrons were there as well. Marina smiled and said, “Stavi, Shari, I’d like you to meet Mark.” 

    Captain Markal Zel’Tahran stood and went to one knee, “I am honored to meet you, Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis.” 

    Stavin laughed. “You’ll have to get used to calling us Stavin and Shari, Mark.” 

    Markal smiled. “I shall, Prince Stavin, but not on a first meeting. And certainly not without permission.” 

    “You have permission, or we’re going to call you Lord Markal all the time,” Shari replied as Stavin guided her over to the sofa. 

    Marina immediately grabbed one of the twins. “This is--Mahren,” she said after carefully looking at the baby. 

    “Correct,” Shari said as she settled herself on the sofa. “Mark, this is Sahren, and Karlin is over by the table.” 

    Markal looked around and grinned at the little boy peeking at the table in search of goodies. He said, “I am pleased and honored to meet you all,” as he bowed deeply. 

    “We are pleased to meet you as well, Mark,” Stavin said as he walked over to the young lord. He had to look up, which wasn’t unusual, but Markal seemed to be taller than average. He offered his hand, and Markal showed no hesitation as he took it in the grasp of equals. 

    Stavin nodded toward the chairs and said, “Let’s take a seat so I don’t have to look up so far. You’ve got Karvik beat by about a hand.” Markal smiled shyly and nodded as he resumed his seat and Stavin sat beside Shari. “That’s better. How is your father doing, Mark? I met him at Fort Zel’Marran and was very impressed by him.” 

    “He was impressed by you as well, Stavin. He’s doing well, and is looking forward to when you can make an inspection tour of the kingdom. He wants to match you against some of his men again. See if they can do better this time.” 

    Stavin grinned. “That can probably be arranged, but not till after the annexation.” 

    Shari said, “Your forgiveness, Mark, but I heard you are only twenty. That seems young for captain’s rank. How did you get promoted so early?” 

    Marina was glaring at Shari, which was totally wasted, but Markal simply smiled and bowed in his seat. “Essentially the same way Stavin did, Shari: Battlefield commission. I was a lieutenant assigned to a heavy cavalry patrol under Captain Zel’Narvak along the border when Andaria attacked. The captain was killed along with nineteen of our men, including the senior lieutenant, and I took command. We were out of contact with Zel’Marran for seventeen days, during which time I was able to use my men effectively to slow down if not stop the Andarian attack in our sector. We joined the main force marching east and Colonel Zel’Herval gave me a temporary promotion and left me in command of my men. Lord General Zel’Rantal made it official forty days later. My father had stayed in Zel’Marran to maintain our defensive position there.” Markal grimaced and shrugged. “He probably wouldn’t have made the promotion permanent.” 

    Stavin grinned. “Nothing like earning your promotion the hard way.” 

    Markal nodded. “Very hard. I had to learn to be a captain on the march when I’d only been a lieutenant for a year and a half. Fortunately, I had three very capable and knowledgeable sergeants under my command and they made sure I didn’t make any major mistakes. One thing my father always told me to do was listen to my sergeants. I did, and they got me through that campaign in one piece.” 

    Marina chuckled and said, “He’s being modest, Stavin. It wasn’t his sergeants who won the Evandian Star for Bravery. We first met at the awards ceremony.” 

    Stavin nodded and said, “Ah, that explains the ‘Acceptable in birth and honor’ requirement.”

    “Yes, it does. He’s also almost as cute as you are.” She grinned at Stavin, making him blush bright red and drawing a chuckle from Shari. 

    “I’m impressed,” Shari said, tilting her head to the side prettily. “Marina finally described Stavi to me when she stayed the winter with us. If you’re that good looking, I’m surprised you’re available.” 

    Now it was Markal’s turn to blush. “My father convinced me to stay single until I made captain. He said it was better for a young lieutenant to be single because of the dangerous things we are assigned to do.” 

    “We take the opposite view,” Shari said before Stavin could. “Our philosophy is that a married man takes fewer foolish risks since he has someone waiting for him. We also hope, though it doesn’t always work out that way, that a man will pass on his heritage early, so if he’s lost his children can carry on.” She smiled at the shadow of her husband. “Poor Stavi. We were only married for three days before he had to leave on his first expedition.” 

    Markal looked at the babies Shari and Marina were holding, then at Karlin. “You seem to have made up for it.” 

    Shari let loose a low, warm chuckle. “Oh, indeed we have. It’s one of the nice things about being locked in Kel’Kavin all winter: The men can’t get away.” 

    Now Marina laughed and looked at Markal. “Maybe some winter you can go to Kavinston for training and I can go with you. A whole winter together with no other demands on our time.” Her grin made Markal blush, but Stavin just laughed. 

    “Shari, you and Mary are going to have to have a long talk.” 

    “About what?” Marina asked.

    “You were too young to have been taught when your mother died, Mary.”

    “Taught what?” Marina asked in an exasperated tone. 

    “The bedroom mysteries,” Stavin replied and then dissolved into gales of laughter as he finally made Marina blush.

     


    Chapter 14

    STAVIN WAITED EIGHT DAYS, UNTIL THE next day the Council didn’t meet, before leaving the palace. Barvil, Karvik, and nine veterans went with him. His destination was an inn near the Common’s Gate, and both Barvil and Karvik were chuckling as they walked. 

    Barvil and four men went ahead once they reached Elain’s, and caused a commotion when they entered the common room. A woman that Barvil didn’t recognize bustled forward to greet them. She wore an innkeeper’s apron, but she didn’t look like the Elain he knew.

    “Is there trouble?” she asked, looking at the Royal Guards uniforms with wide eyes. 

    “No,” Barvil replied, “just being careful. Where is Madam Elain?”

    “I am Madam Elain, sir,” the woman replied, bowing. 

    Stavin shouldered his way past Barvil to face the woman. “What happened?” 

    “Your pardon, lord. I don’t understand.” 

    “Where is your mother?” Stavin asked, looking up into her eyes. 

    The woman blinked several times as if trying to come up with an answer. “My mother passed on over a year ago, lord. Did you know her?”

    Stavin felt crushed by the news and sat down at the closest table. “Yes, I knew her. She was my friend.” He looked up at her and smiled sadly. “I’m Stavin.” 

    “P-P-Prince Stavin?” Elain Fel’Carvin the Sixteenth stammered, then fell to her knees. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I didn’t know.” 

    Stavin stopped her apologies with a raised hand. “It’s all right. What happened to your mother?” he asked in a gentle tone. 

    “During the winter before last, Avid found her in her bed,” Elain replied in a soft tone. Her mother had told her all about the special relationship she’d shared with the young Dragonblessed Warrior who had become their prince. “She passed on peacefully in her sleep.” 

    Stavin heaved a deep sigh. “She said she was older than Sahren.” His mouth twisted into a semblance of a smile. “Neither of them would say how old that was.” He stood and nodded to Barvil. “We should go.” 

    “Yes, Prince Stavin,” Barvil replied with a slight bow. He turned toward the door, but Stavin had one last comment before he left.

    Turning back to Elain he said, “I’ll be going to Valovad in ten days. If you have a message for Corinne, I’d be happy to deliver it for you. Just send it to the palace.” With that he turned away and walked out of the inn. 

    Stavin was quiet on the long walk back to the palace. Madam Elain had been dead before he routed the Andarian army. And he hadn’t known. For all that she was a criminal and engaged in a wide range of unseemly conduct, she had befriended and aided him. If it hadn’t been for her warning, Kalin and Marina probably would have died that night in the palace. Sleep well, old friend. 

    He turned his steps aside and asked, “Have all of these men been to the temple, Barvil?”

    Barvil thought for a moment and finally just asked. “Is there anyone who hasn’t been to Mary Death’s Memorial?” Three men indicated that they hadn’t.

    “Let’s go there now,” Stavin suggested. “I’m not ready to go back to the palace yet.” 

    Stavin and Karvik shared a smile when the men who hadn’t seen it before first laid eyes on the temple. They remembered that feeling of awe quite well. Barvil led them through the ritual greeting, and it wasn’t long before a beautiful young woman came out of the shadows. Stavin couldn’t help being impressed.

    She was dressed in a simple white robe, as Ehrwan had been the first time he had seen her, but her face was even more beautiful than Ehrwan. Stavin glanced at the statue carved on the tomb’s lid and smiled. Now some of the stories about Mary Death made more sense.

    “Welcome, Warriors. I am Shalamis Zel’Fordan, Keeper of my ancestor’s temple.” 

    Stavin smiled as he stepped forward. “Greetings, Shalamis. I am Stavin. Glora said you were very serious about your role here.” 

    Shalamis took in a deep breath when she realized who Stavin was, then she bowed deeply. “Prince Stavin, be welcome.” 

    “Thank you.” He tilted his head to the side a little and nodded in approval. “You have her sword.” 

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, but this is not Sang Del Dracl.”

    “No,” Stavin said softly, “it’s Ehrwan’s sword. Do you know how to use it?” 

    The girl looked at him with wide eyes. “A little, Your Highness. Father said I will learn more when I join the Army.” 

    Stavin looked over his shoulder. “Barvil, I think some private tutoring might be in order.” 

    “I agree, Prince Stavin,” Barvil replied, but he was looking at the girl. She was tall, and rail thin. “We’ll have to arrange something with her father.” 

    Shalamis leaned forward slightly and said, “Your pardon, but who--? And why--? I don’t understand.”

    Stavin smiled. “Shalamis, this is Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin. He’s one of our most renowned warriors, and teaches in our Academy in Kavinston. As to why, Ehrwan found herself needing to know how to use that sword. One day, you may need to know as well. Carrying a sword implies that you do. Besides,” he jerked his head at the tomb, “she would probably approve as well.” 

    Shalamis swallowed convulsively and bowed deeply. “I will speak to my father.” 

    Stavin smiled and turned away, and his guards formed up around him. It wasn’t long before the sounds of chuckling came from behind him. Stavin was laughing as well when he said, “Shut up, Kar.” 

    Now that he’d been caught, Karvik went ahead and laughed. “Private tutoring indeed,” Karvik chortled. “I can think of three or four hundred men who’d like to tutor her.” 

    Barvil back-handed his son on the side of the helmet. “Be polite, Kar. Though I have to admit, the girl is a sight to see.” 

    “That’s part of the reason why I suggested it,” Stavin said without looking around. “She’s going to be courted by some powerful young Chosen lords, if she isn’t already. I’ll bet she joins the Army and does her full two years so she can hold property and dispense justice. As beautiful as she is, there are going to be some very influential first-sons trying to marry her. The other reason is Ehrwan.” He paused and shook his head sadly. “She barely knew the basics. If Shalamis is going to wear that sword, she should know how to defend herself properly.” 

    “What you mean is that if Lady Ehrwan had known how to use the sword better, she might still be alive,” Barvil observed. 

    “And so would Lord Sarvan,” Karvik added. 

    “Yes. If she’d had better instruction, she and Sarvan might still be alive.” Gods Above, I miss them.

    Barvil reached out and squeezed Stavin’s shoulder in one armored hand. “I’ll teach her myself while I am here.” 

    They returned to the palace and Stavin found Lady Glora once again sitting with Shari and Sora. “We just went to Mary Death’s Memorial, and I met Shalamis. You didn’t tell us how cute she is,” Stavin said as he grinned at Glora. 

    “That’s because I wanted you to find out for yourself,” Glora replied, then chuckled. “Something else, isn’t she?” 

    “Yes,” Stavin had to agree. “It appears that Mary Death’s genes breed true. She’s even prettier than Marina.” 

    “That’s impressive,” Shari said. 

    “Yes, it is,” Sora added. “That Captain Zel’Coy was a beauty as well.” 

    “Shalamis is prettier.” Stavin looked at his sister and smiled. “Barvil is going to tutor her with her sword. Make sure she can really use it if she needs to.”

    “How is Captain Zel’Coy involved in all this?” Shari asked. “She’s not one of Mary Death’s descendants.” 

    “I asked about that,” Sora explained, “because she does look so much like Princess Marina. She’s descended from Marydyth Zel’Karyn’s little sister. As she explained it, the families had been trying to marry Marydyth to the Zel’Coy heir, but she wouldn’t. When he came back from the army after several years, he fell head-over-heels in love with her little sister. She also said the Zel’Coy and Zel’Karyn lines have crossed many times since then.”

    “Well, it shows,” Stavin said as he picked up Mahren. “I’m not going to be able to introduce you to Elain like I wanted to. She died in her sleep winter before last.” 

    “Oh, Stavi, I’m sorry,” Shari said, reaching out blindly toward him. 

    Stavin moved into her grasp for a moment, then sat beside her. “I thought about it on the way home, and I shouldn’t have been surprised. Given how old Corinne is, she had to have been older than my grandparents. Not many people live to be as old as she was.” 

    “And her daughter is Elain now?” Shari asked. 

    “Yes, but it’s not the same. I suppose she inherited all of Elain’s authority, but she’s not the woman who risked so much to aid me. I don’t even know where her loyalties really lie.” He heaved a deep sigh. “She is Corinne’s mother, though. We’ll just have to see what develops out of it all.” 

    “Are you still planning on going to Valovad soon?” Shari asked. 

    “Yes, in ten days. Are you sure you don’t want to come along?” 

    Shari shook her head. “Absolutely not. Besides, Sora is likely to be needed sooner than later.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “I’m already feeling twinges, Stavin,” Glora said as she cradled her belly with both hands. “Sora and Shari both think I’m going to deliver soon.” 

    “I felt twinges like that for less than a day before Delian was born,” Sora said as she cuddled her daughter. “You’re close.” 

    Shari was nodding as she said, “Very.” 

    ‘Very’ turned out to be half way to morning. An excited servant came to the royal suite and was allowed to speak to Stavin under the watchful gaze of the Royal Guards. “Prince Stavin, Lady Glora is in labor. She’s asking for Princess Sharindis and Lady Sorandis.” 

    Stavin’s mind was finally catching up and he turned around to find Shari already up and being dressed by Sallin. “We’ll be along shortly,” he told the servant and closed the door. He went to the door of Aric and Sora’s chamber and knocked, then spoke though the door. “Sora, you were right. Glora’s in labor and is asking for you.” 

    Sorandis and Aric came out of their room yawning. “We’ll take the girls with us so they can be fed. Stavi, you get Dahvin and bring him back here. He’ll just be in the way if he stays.”

    Stavin replied, “Yes, Lady Sora,” but he was well out of arm’s reach when he did. He laughed at her baleful glare, then went to his wardrobe. Avrin almost made it to him before he was fully dressed. 

    “Prince Stavin, you should--”

    Stavin held a hand up to stop him. “I know, but this is an emergency. Have the morning meal brought up here. I doubt Dahvin is going to be able to eat, but Aric and I are going to be hungry as soon as our stomachs wake up.” 

    Once the ladies were ready, Stavin and Aric led the way toward Dahvin’s suite. The Royal Guards, of course, formed up around them as soon as they walked out the door, but Stavin hardly noticed them anymore.

    A servant was waiting at the door to Dahvin and Glora’s suite, and let them in immediately. Dahvin was looking slightly panicked, which Stavin and Aric fully understood. “Stave, I’m so glad you’re here.” 

    Stavin smiled. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. But I don’t think we’re going to be able to stay.” 

    “What? Why not?” 

    “Because the midwife is probably going to banish us.” Stavin smiled up at his tall friend. “They threw me out when the girls were born.” 

    “But, I want to be here when my son or daughter is born.” 

    “That is not proper,” a woman said and both of them turned toward her. Stavin looked at the woman and saw how serene she looked. Like Barb when the twins were born. “Lord Dahvin, you may not attend the birth. There is enough work involved with birthing the baby without including tending to a fainting father. Let Prince Stavin take you somewhere else to wait.” 

    “But I--”

    “It’s no use arguing, Dahvin,” Stavin said as he took Dahvin by the arm. “Midwifes are the same everywhere you go.” 

    Dahvin tried to protest again, but finally let Stavin lead him out of his suite. Stavin looked at the guards and said, “Remain here.” 

    The leader of the guards bowed and replied, “Prince Stavin, we’re your detail. We go where you go.” 

    Stavin looked at him for a moment, then looked at the door. “My wife and daughters are in there. You stay where you are.” 

    Dahvin touched Stavin’s arm, then addressed the lieutenant. “Five of you come with us. The rest stay here.” 

    “With respect, Captain Zel’Fordal, that is not--”

    “Cork it, Lieutenant,” Stavin snapped. “You will stay here and guard my family.”

    The lieutenant took a deep breath to argue, but finally just snapped to attention and said, “Yes, Your Highness.” 

    Stavin and Aric bracketed Dahvin on the short walk back to the royal suite. They found Sallin holding the boys while the maids saw to the room. Matron Fel’Hostan arrived moments later with a serving cart full of food. 

    “Now for the hardest part,” Aric said as he sat down. “The waiting.” 

    Stavin nodded and picked up a cup. “Do you want tea, Dahvin?” 

    Dahvin smiled and nodded. “You should let the servants do that, Stave.” 

    Stavin nodded and let Sindal take the cup from him. She poured cups for all three men, then served them. She asked, “Would you care for something to eat, lords?” 

    Dahvin shook his head, but both Stavin and Aric nodded. “What did you bring?” Aric asked.

    Sindal smiled. “Eggs, bacon, sausage, ham, cheese, cubed white tubers, onions, peppers, and mushrooms, sir,” she said as she faced Aric. 

    Aric was looking confused. “Prepared how?” 

    “However you prefer, sir,” Sindal replied. “This is a cook-cart. I will prepare your morning meal here.” 

    “Oh!” Aric said in surprise. “Handy. Scrambled eggs, sausage, and white tubers with onions.” 

    Stavin said, “Sounds good. I’ll have the same.” He looked over at Sallin and smiled. The boys were asleep in her lap, and she didn’t appear fully awake either. “Let them sleep. It’s going to be a long day.” 

    It was only a few spans later that there was a knock at the door and Avrin escorted Lord Zel’Bordal in. “Ah, Dahvin, the guards said you’d be here. How are you holding up?”

    “I feel like I’m coming apart, Fortan,” Dahvin replied. 

    “About right,” the lord replied as he smiled at his son-in-law. His smile deepened when he saw the serving cart. “I see someone has been through this before. Prince Stavin,” he said with a bow of acknowledgement, “how are you this oh so very early morning?” 

    Stavin smiled. “Babies keep their own schedule, Lord Fortan. Please join us.” He indicated a chair and Avrin moved it over to face the others. 

    When Lord Fortan was seated and Sindal had started his morning meal, he looked at Dahvin and smiled. “Eden is with Glori and the ladies. I was confused at first because I already heard a baby crying, but I understand it was one of the princesses. The guardsmen standing at the door seemed somewhat disgruntled.”

    Stavin made a sour face before he replied. “Too bad. There are already the twenty men of the king’s guard detail outside the suite. I hardly need twenty more out in the hall. And I’m a lot more concerned about Shari and the girls than I am about me.” He reached back and lifted the Sword of Zel’Hallan into view. “No one is going to come near me with this around.” 

    “So long as you keep it around you,” Aric pointed out. “You weren’t wearing it earlier.” 

    “No, but--”

    “No ‘buts’, Stave,” Aric interrupted. “You weren’t carrying that sword when we were in the hall. And you have to have on your gauntlet for the power to work. Without it you’re just a scrawny little runt in a silk shirt.” 

    Stavin looked at Aric with a terribly hurt expression. It had been over two years since anyone had called him a runt. He was on the verge of tears when he asked, “Aric, why?” in a quavering tone that sounded like he was crying.

    “Because I want you to think about it, Stave,” Aric replied without any trace of apology. “You in your armor with that sword is one thing. You in silk and satin without so much as a knife on you is another. True, even unarmed you’re a nasty customer, but unless you take precautions all the time, someone is going to try you. And while you may come out in one piece, you might lose a few guards, and I’m beginning to like some of these over-bred prigs.”

    Stavin sat silently considering Aric’s rant for a moment before answering. “So you’re saying that I’m being cocky and if I don’t get myself killed, I’ll get someone else killed?” 

    Aric nodded once. “Essentially, yes.” 

    Stavin glanced at Dahvin and wasn’t surprised to see agreement in his friend’s face. “The king isn’t going to like me walking around in armor.” 

    “No, he’s not,” Lord Fortan agreed. He’d remained silent while Aric was scolding Stavin, but now felt it was safe to jump in. “Not in court and certainly not in Council. However, your rude relation is correct. You are vulnerable, and you must remember that at all times. It’s a price we all pay. Princess Marina and King Kalin don’t like it either. Kalin and I were lieutenants together, and I remember his frustration with the Royal Guards when he returned to Twin Bridges. Queen Rebanna had even more trouble with him, because Kalin was a superior swordsman.” He smiled at Stavin’s surprised expression. “You didn’t know that, did you? Our good king was one of the best swordsmen in our command.” He looked at Dahvin and grinned. “Dahral was the only one who could beat him consistently.”

    Stavin was staring out into nothingness. “The night of the attack he came out of his room with a sword in his hand, but I never thought--” Stavin’s voice faded as Lord Fortan continued.

    “You didn’t think he was really going to use it. That’s the fallacy of royalty, Prince Stavin: People see the silk and forget the steel beneath it. But every king has served in the Army for a minimum of two years. Kalin served for eight. King Ordan was young when Kalin was born, so there was no hurry for him to return.” Lord Fortan smiled over at Dahvin. “Kalin and Dahral both made major in those eight years, and it wasn’t a sinecure because of their families. I only did my two and returned home, but those two were real officers.” 

    “I didn’t know that,” Dahvin whispered. 

    Lord Fortan smiled. “Did you know that your father was a prankster?” 

    “Dad?”

    “Oh, yes. And his favorite accomplice was our good king-to-be.” He smiled widely and launched into a series of stories about the young Kalin and Dahral. The stories kept all of them distracted until mid morning. Then another distraction arrived. 

    Five of the guards that Stavin had left at Dahvin’s door came to get them, and escorted them back. Dahvin was met by the midwife. “Lord Dahvin, you have a son.” 

    “A boy?” Dahvin asked in a breathy whisper as a wide grin stretched his lips. 

    “A boy. Go in, your good wife is holding him.” The midwife smiled and stepped aside as Dahvin led his father-in-law and friends into his bedroom. 

    Glora was lying on the bed with the baby in her arms. She was soaked with sweat and her hair was in total disarray, but no one cared. She smiled at the top of the baby’s head and sighed. “He’s perfect, Dahv. Perfect.” 

    Dahvin was looking at his son with wide eyes, and reached out one trembling finger to stroke the baby’s still-damp hair. “Dahrin. I name this boy Dahrin Fortan Dahral Zel’Fordal.” 

     


    Chapter 15

    STAVIN TOOK TWENTY ROYAL GUARDSMEN WITH him to Valovad nine days later. Shari and Sora, along with the children, stayed behind. Glora and little Dahrin were all but permanent fixtures in the Prince’s Suite, and Sora was, as expected, needed. 

    Barvil detailed Larvin Kel’Seran to command Stavin’s escort. Larvin boasted the single hollowed star of a Warleader Fifth on his shoulder, as did four of the other veterans. He was the most senior of the warriors, except for Karvik, of course, but Karvik’s inexperience relegated him to a second-in-command position. 

    The trip was a chance for Stavin and Karvik to tell tales about one another and their previous trips, and they kept their comrades amused on the four-day ride. They arrived at the Kel’Aniston Trading House late the fourth day and dismounted in front of the manor. 

    “Damn, Stave,” Karvik said in a hushed tone as he looked at the mansion, “you said it was huge, but I didn’t think you meant this big.” None of the other warriors could even manage to say that much. 

    A man came out on the porch while they were staring and asked, “May I be of service, goodmen?” 

    Stavin looked up and recognized him, and started up the stairs. “Hello, Feld. Is Mistress Corinne here?” 

    Feld looked at the young man coming toward him, then fell to his knees and bowed his head. “Prince Stavin, welcome to your House. Mistress Corinne is in the library, Your Highness.” 

    “Thank you, Feld. Please lead the warriors around to the stables and see to it that the horses are cared for.” 

    Feld bowed even further and replied, “At once, Your Highness.” 

    Stavin and Karvik, along with Larvin and another veteran, kept going into the house and up the stairs to the library. They found Corinne studying a ledger book. She asked, “Who was it, Feld?” without looking up from her book. 

    “Just me, Corinne,” Stavin replied and her head whipped around. Her mouth opened in shock, then she went to her knees. 

    “Prince Stavin, I didn’t expect you.” 

    Stavin laughed. “Get up, Corinne.” She did as he said, but it was clear that she was still unsure of herself. “I heard about your grandmother. I miss her.” 

    The tension in Corinne’s frame eased and she nodded. “So do I, Prince Stavin. What can I do for you?” 

    “Just came down to see how things are going. I have a message from your mother for you.” He pulled a message tube out of his pouch and handed it over. “We’re only staying for two days, then I have to go back. There are twenty-one of us, but ten will be on watch at all times. We’ll just need rooms for the other eleven.” 

    Corinne actually smiled at that. “This house has plenty of bedrooms. I’ll have Elanst freshen some.” 

    Karvik nudged Stavin’s shoulder and murmured, “Food.” 

    Stavin grinned up at him, then turned back toward Corrine. “We’re all hungry as well.” 

    “At once, Your Highness,” she replied, then headed out of the library. 

    Karvik caught Stavin’s attention. “There are as many books here as you have in Kavinston.” 

    “Most of them came from here, Kar. These are the duplicates from the three libraries.” 

    Corinne led them down to the kitchen. “We need food for twenty-one more,” she announced as she walked through the door. “The two of you go to the Black Boar Inn and get enough food for all of us. Take Barden and the wagon and bring back a cask of beer as well.” 

    Canis and Elanst had looked up from preparing the evening meal to see what was happening and immediately went to their knees when they recognized Stavin. They both answered, “Yes, Mistress Corinne,” before standing and leaving through a different door. 

    Corinne turned and led Stavin and the others to a comfortable parlor. “May I offer you--no, you don’t like wine, do you Prince Stavin?” She smiled at that memory. “We’ll have plenty of beer soon.”

    Stavin smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I got your report on last year. We did well.”

    “Yes, we did. Kel’Aniston cleared three hundred gold crowns profit. That’s after I took my fifteen percent.” She smiled as Stavin chuckled. “The cloth merchants have been very happy with us.” 

    “How did you manage that?” Stavin asked as he looked at her with wide-eyed curiosity. 

    “I cut the price of transporting their goods. I checked the prices they were being charged and dropped them by ten percent. Our predecessors were overcharging them, so when I brought the price down to what I considered reasonable, they jumped at the chance to do business with us.” She grinned at Stavin. “I think your name may have been responsible for some of that. I maintained a fifteen percent margin over cost, and we all came out ahead.” She smiled impishly, which was an odd expression on a woman her size.

    Stavin sat back and smiled. “Well done, Corinne. Very well done indeed. Have you been in contact with the Aravad Traders’ Council?” 

    “I have, but in a limited fashion. Having two separate Kel’Aniston Trading Houses might be a problem.” She considered him carefully for a moment. “You may have outsmarted yourself this time, Your Highness. The Evandian house is only charged two and a half percent to bring goods into Evandia, but your Kavadian house is going to be charged the full five percent.”

    Stavin considered that for a moment. “There were other reasons for founding the second Kel’Aniston House in Aravad. We’re shipping Kavinston’s supplies from there and I have a pair of Masters who are using the wagons, and the Kel’Aniston name through the summer. Oh, no,” he suddenly moaned, and leaned forward to put his head in his hands. 

    “Oh, no, what?” Karvik asked. 

    Stavin looked up at his friend with a pained expression on his face. “If the annexation goes through, I’ll have to pay the full five percent to bring in our supplies. Right now, there’s no tax between Kavadia and Farindia, but when it becomes Evandian territory, there will be.” 

    Karvik chuckled. “She’s right, Stave. You outsmarted yourself.”

    Stavin shook his head in sorrow. “And I thought I had it all figured out.” 

    “One must remain flexible in Trade, Prince Stavin,” Corinne said and he had to nod in agreement. “You do, however, have the Zel’Mortlan house and warehouse. That will keep the shipments in Evandia.”

    Stavin nodded and looked thoughtful for a moment. “There is that to consider. I guess it’s a good thing I can afford to make a few mistakes. How are things going other than that?” he asked, shoving the problem to the side. He still had the Aravad Traders’ Guild proposal to place before the king and council. 

    “Very good. Our caravans have been running all summer, and most of the winter as well. A lot of our business goes south to the coast. Guards have been an issue once or twice, but not seriously. That’s something else we should probably discuss.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and asked, “How so?” 

    “Hiring caravan guards on a load-by-load basis works fine if you aren’t constantly moving. We are. Our wagons seldom wait more than a day for another load, often from the merchant we just delivered to. We need our own guards.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t know. Hiring full-time guards just doesn’t make sense to me. It’s not our way.” 

    Corinne leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “Prince Stavin, Kel’Aniston is a major House. Most of the big Houses do have their own guards. This far south we can and, as I just said, do run year-round. There is also the added benefit of having the same guards all the time. No surprises at hiring time, and no worrying about who you are hiring.” 

    Stavin considered her statement for a moment, then nodded. “You have a suggestion, I suppose.” 

    Corinne chuckled. “Of course. What I’d suggest is hiring a guard for each wagon.”

    “A bit excessive, isn’t it?” Karvik muttered. 

    Corinne focused on him immediately. “For Kel’Kavin Valley Warriors, yes. For what I can hire here,” she paused to sigh and shake her head, “no.” 

    “There is that,” Stavin muttered. 

    Larvin had remained silent until now, but cleared his throat to get Stavin’s attention. “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, Madam Corinne, but what kind of warriors can you hire here?” 

    “There are several mercenary companies in Evandia,” Corrine explained. “The Kel’Portan Guards you know, and I wouldn’t suggest them. Aside from your earlier encounters, Prince Stavin, they are ridiculously expensive. Good, but not worth the price. Then there are the Kel’Eshan Snowcats. They are not as good as you or the Kel’Portans, but they have a reputation for honesty and dependability. We can probably hire them for five sparks each per day, which is essentially what your teams charge. The Freemen are mostly Cat Clansmen who, for one reason or another, don’t fit in anywhere else. The Army produces a lot like them. Men who have the training and birthright, but can’t deal with Army discipline.” 

    “Remember Carad, Stave,” Karvik said in a soft voice.

    “Good point, Kar. Corinne, negotiate an agreement with the Kel’Eshan Snowcats.” Stavin grinned. “I like Snowcats.” 

    “You wouldn’t if you ever faced one,” Larvin said in a harsh whisper. 

    Near the middle of the next day four armed women approached the Kel’Aniston House and tied their horses to the rail. Feld met them on the porch. “Yes, good ladies, how may I be of service?” 

    “We are seeking Madam Corinne Fel’Carvin,” the leader said as she climbed the steps. 

    “Yes, good ladies. This way please.” The women followed Feld into the house and were immediately met by Larvin and the ten Royal Guardsmen on watch. 

    “That’s far enough,” Larvin said as the women stopped. “What business do you have here?” 

    The leader of the women glanced side-to-side quickly. “We have business with Madam Corrine concerning caravan guards.” 

    Larvin looked confused, then shook it off. “Remove your weapons and we’ll escort you in.” 

    The women’s heads came up as their eyes narrowed. “What is the Royal Guard doing here?” the apparent leader asked in a suspicious tone.

    “We are here because we’re needed,” Larvin replied. “Disarm, or you go no further.” 

    “And if we refuse?”

    Larvin waved toward the door. 

    “Is there a problem?” Madam Corinne asked from behind Larvin. 

    “These women may not bear arms near Prince Stavin,” Larvin replied. 

    “Who?” the leader of the women demanded loudly. 

    “Me,” Stavin replied as he came down the stairs. He was in armor, and the Sword of Zel’Hallan was at his side. “You may not bear weapons near a member of the royal family.” 

    The women took in the golden armor and immediately went to one knee. “Prince Stavin, what are you doing here?” the leader asked. 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and answered, “I own House Kel’Aniston. Who are you?” 

    “We received a note from Madam Corinne requesting a meeting to negotiate for caravan guards.” 

    Stavin looked at Corinne, and almost choked when he saw the expression of wicked glee on her face. 

    She asked, “Did I forget to mention that the Snowcats are all women?” 

    Stavin laughed and shook his head slowly. “Yes, you did, and you did it on purpose. No matter.” Stavin grinned and lightly ran up the stairs to the library.

    The four women exchanged glances, then slipped their baldrics over their heads and handed them over to the warriors. “Knives as well,” Larvin said and each woman handed her knives to the warriors. 

    Corinne chuckled and shook her head as she followed Stavin. Behind her, Larvin and six Guardsmen escorted the four visitors. The four Guardsmen who were holding their weapons remained near the door. 

    Stavin and Corinne were seated at a long table, and Corinne waved toward four chairs on the opposite side. “Please be seated and we’ll begin.” The women took their seats, and Corinne smiled as they continued to stare at Stavin. “As my note stated, we are interested in hiring thirty-six of your women for permanent caravan guards.” 

    “I thought we only had twenty-six wagons,” Stavin said under his breath to Corinne. 

    “I bought more to handle the contracts,” she muttered back. “Back to the subject,” she said in a normal tone as she smiled at the women. “We are interested in hiring a woman for each wagon of our House.”

    “Your pardon, but whose House is it exactly?” the leader asked. 

    “I own it, but Corinne runs it,” Stavin answered. “Please introduce yourself.” 

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin. I am Major Sandis Kel’Ashlan of the Kel’Eshan Snowcats. I command the detachment here in Valovad. My companions are Lieutenants Kel’Flores, Kel’Tahitan, and Kel’Hassan.” Each woman bowed in her chair as she was introduced, and Stavin nodded his acknowledgement of each. 

    Stavin glanced at Corinne and raised an eyebrow, so she continued. “This would be a year-round contract. We run mostly textiles and bulk cargoes south along the coast. Rather than hire new guards all the time, it is our thought, well mostly mine, that having the same guards all the time would be to our benefit. We had several cargoes delayed last year due to a lack of guards.” 

    Major Kel’Ashlan bowed her head deeply. “We have a number of women employed as you describe, Madam Corinne. Not that many by a single employer, though.” 

    Corinne nodded. “Kel’Aniston is a large House. And, as you are no doubt aware, a well-connected one.” She smiled at Stavin for an instant. “We could hire our own guards, but that would mean training them. And sorting out the kernels from the chaff. That’s why I suggested hiring mercenaries instead.” 

    Stavin spoke softly. “I spent two seasons as a caravan guard, so I’m well aware of the requirements of the job.” He ignored the intensely curious looks the women were giving him. “What we need are good, stable men--women.” That’s going to take some getting used to. “Women who know what to do and, more importantly, what not to do. What we don’t need or want is young hotheads out for glory.” He glanced at Karvik and grinned. “We’ve had our share of trouble because of that.” 

    “Caused by a young hothead in golden armor as often as not, Prince Stavin,” Karvik replied. 

    Stavin smiled and nodded. “As often as not.”

    “So you’re looking for older women,” Major Kel’Ashlan said in a thoughtful tone.

    “Essentially,” Stavin agreed. 

    The major glanced at her companions for an instant, then bowed in her seat. “We may have what you want,” she said as she looked Corinne in the eye. “Our company has two hundred women at our Valovad Base, and we have about forty-seven women who fit the requirements you’ve given us. We have mostly younger women in the field right now.”

    Corinne and Major Kel’Ashlan began bargaining in earnest, and it only took three spans to reach an agreement. One woman per wagon at five sparks a day per woman, plus an officer for each caravan at six sparks a day. Corinne informed Stavin that they usually only had three separate caravans running. Stavin exchanged glances with Larvin and Karvik. The arrangement was close to their own ratio of officers to men--women--damn. 

    “Major,” Stavin said in a soft tone, “just to settle my curiosity, I would like a demonstration of your skills as warriors. Our women,” he glanced at Karvik, “don’t normally fight, though each girl is trained until age ten with the boys.” 

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” she replied. “Against who?” Stavin glanced over and Karvik stepped forward. She gave him a quick glance, then nodded. “Very well. Where?” 

    “Outside,” Larvin said in a flat tone, and all four women stood. 

    Out in front of the house five warriors drew a circle in the sand. There were no practice swords available, so Karvik and the major were given sword-length sticks. 

    The major muttered, “I haven’t used a bare stick since I was a newbie.” 

    “I never have,” Karvik answered just as softly. He brought his stick up in salute, and the major answered. 

    Larvin said, “Begin,” and both sticks blurred. Karvik was doing well, blocking every strike the major made, but he was unable to initiate an attack. She was very good. The match continued for nearly a span before the major knocked Karvik’s “sword” out of his hand. 

    “You’re good,” the major said as she panted and stepped away from Karvik. 

    “I’d love to see you face my dad or Charvil,” Karvik replied. He was winded, but recovering quickly. “That’s the longest bout I’ve had in a long time.” 

    “If the rest of your women can measure up to that, I have no worries about our caravans,” Stavin said as he walked forward. “Kar is a very good swordsman.” 

    The major was looking at Karvik curiously. “Your dad?” 

    Stavin answered. “Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin. Charvil is also a Warmaster. He’s my father-in-law. They take turns teaching in our Academy. Kar,” he said as he nodded toward Karvik’s shoulder, “is a Warleader Fourth. Roughly equivalent to a major.” 

    The major looked at Karvik through narrowed eyes. Her voice was almost inflectionless as she said, “You were promoted young.” 

    “He earned those stars,” Larvin said before Stavin could. “Karvik can claim fifty-three kills in combat.” 

    “Fifty-three?” the major whispered. 

    Karvik was calm as he replied, “Yes, Major.”

    The major was suddenly examining every shoulder around her. The warriors all turned their left shoulders toward her. Only six of the men wore a star, but all of them had at least three red stripes. The major shook her head slowly as she looked around. “I’ve only had to kill twenty-one men in my entire career,” she said as she turned back to Stavin. He wasn’t wearing his armguard, so there was no way for her to even guess. 

    Karvik leaned forward and spoke so only she could hear him. “One hundred and twenty-seven.” She whipped her head around to stare at him, and he grinned. “Eighty-five before he got that sword.” 

    “Gods Above,” the major whispered. “Gods Above and Below.” 

     


    Chapter 16

    STAVIN LEFT THE NEXT MORNING, LEAVING Corinne to finalize the contract with the Snowcats. The ride up to Twin Bridges was quiet, but it was the companionable silence of men who were comfortable with one another. 

    Stavin’s visit to Corinne had reminded him of the proposal from Aravad, and he brought it up during the first council session he attended after he returned. Once the normal day-to-day duties of the Council had been seen to, he stood and bowed to King Kalin before speaking. 

    “My lords, on our journey down from Kavinston we stopped in Aravad and I had the opportunity to meet with the Aravad Traders’ Council. They asked me to present a proposal to King Kalin and Lord Zel’Corvis concerning trade between Kavadia and Evandia. This is directly related to our earlier discussion concerning trade between Farindia and Evandia, Lord Zel’Corvis.” He bowed slightly to the Minister of Trade and then pulled the message tube from his pouch and opened it. “I took the liberty of reading through the proposal, and I think it is workable. In essence, the Aravad Traders’ Council wants to establish easier access to Evandian markets by reducing or eliminating the tax on goods entering Evandia.” 

    “Impossible,” Lord Zel’Corvis snapped. “Those taxes are to prevent the Kavadians from flooding our markets and undercutting our traders.” 

    “I am aware of that, Lord Zel’Corvis,” Stavin replied politely. “I am also aware that, as you pointed out in opposing the annexation of Farindia, only a limited amount of trade comes into Evandia from Kavadia because of it. Much of that trade is done by Evandian Houses going to Kavadia and purchasing goods to bring back since they only have to pay two and a half percent instead of five.” 

    “That’s to encourage our traders to bring goods into the kingdom,” Lord Zel’Cordas, the Minister of Finance, pointed out. “But the taxes on those goods provide a fair portion of the kingdom’s revenue.”

    “Granted,” Stavin said with a half-bow, “but how much more would there be if we granted certain Kavadian Traders the same rate? As I pointed out in our earlier discussion, given the choice of losing five percent by coming here or going to Kavadia, I’d go to Kavadia. Much of the trade from Kavadia goes to Farindia or Reynadia. The Reynadians charge five percent, but they have exemptions for favored traders. That would be the compromise I would suggest.”

    “But how would we establish who to grant favored status to?” Lord Zel’Corvis asked. 

    “The same way we establish it here,” Stavin answered. “Membership in the Guild. Or in this case, the Aravad Traders’ Council.” 

    Minister of Finance Zel’Cordas said, “There is a world of difference between our Traders’ Guild and the Kavadians, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, not really. You may recall that I’m a member of both. Though, in fairness, I’m a member of the Aravad Traders’ Council, not just the Kavadian Guild. There is a difference, and it is the Aravad Council that is making this proposal.”

    “There is a security issue as well,” Minister of Sheriffs Zel’Lothal pointed out. Like all the ministers, he was an older man, and a bit thick in the middle, though he seemed fit enough. “The border checkpoints search each wagon in order to inventory the goods for taxation. That discourages the smugglers.”

    “And they still would, just as they search Evandian wagons while inventorying them.” Stavin grimaced and shook his head. “Not much smuggling actually crosses on the roads, gentlemen.” Stavin turned and faced his adopted sister. “Princess Marina, does the Council know the results of your investigation concerning the child-thieves who passed through Evandia?” 

    “No, Prince Stavin. The subject has never come up.” She stood and Stavin sat to relinquish the floor to her. “My Lords, three years ago Prince Stavin brought three young girls to me in the hopes of returning them to their families. They had been stolen in Andaria, transported through Evandia, and into Kavadia. By consulting maps and the girls’ home towns, we were able to surmise the trader’s probable route.” She looked around at the Council and frowned. “We believe he crossed into Evandia near the town of Kel’Janda, but there is no record of his crossing. When questioned about it, the commander of the border station admitted that it is easy to cross the border in that area due to the flatness of the land--and the dishonesty of some locals. A trader pleading poverty can bribe a common farmer to look the other way for a few sparks. For single wagons, at least. A caravan might require a full gold crown to ignore.” 

    “That’s outrageous!” Minister of Magistrates Zel’Vorlas snapped. “They should be arrested and brought before a magistrate.” 

    “If we could catch them,” the princess continued as she glared at the Minister of Justice, and his subordinates. 

    “That, gentlemen, is the problem,” Stavin said as he stood and bowed to the princess. “Legitimate traders are not likely to smuggle across our borders, though it’s almost a sure thing that they all smuggle something at one time or another.” Stavin’s wry expression drew frowns from the Councilors. “Our own Traders are no less likely to smuggle than Kavadian Traders.”

    Lord Zel’Cordas shook his head and said, “We could not afford to lose that much income.” 

    “If we half the tax but double or even triple the volume, what have we lost?” Stavin asked as he looked around the table. “And please remember that we are more than doubling our border with Kavadia by annexing Farindia. A lot of the food for Farindia comes from Kavadia. We’re going to need the Aravad Traders’ Guild to continue shipping to our new territory.” He shrugged. “I ship the Kavinston supplies from Aravad.” 

    “Then our trade increases,” Lord Zel’Corvis said with a satisfied nod. “There is no need to reduce the tax in order to court it.” 

    “Yes, Lord Zel’Corvis, there is,” Stavin replied softly. “That tax is passed on to our people as higher prices. You may not see it, but many of the people who buy from Kavadian traders are the poorest of our citizens. They feel the added cost. And in the Farindian territory, they will feel it all the more because they’ve never had to pay it before.” 

    “I think I’ve heard enough,” King Kalin said, silencing the rest of the council. “Stavin’s idea of establishing Favored Trader status with some Kavadian Houses is sound. He is correct that increasing the amount of trade will offset any loss of income reducing the tax might cause. Additionally, increasing, or at least maintaining, the volume of trade from Kavadia into our new territory is vital. Evindal,” he looked Lord Zel’Corvis in the eye as he spoke, “establish a favored-trader agreement with the Aravad Traders’ Council.” He smiled at the stubborn set of his Minister of Trade’s jaw. “And if your friends in our Traders’ Guild don’t like it, that’s just too damn bad.”

    Lord Zel’Corvis took a deep breath and said, “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    Minister of Foreign Affairs Zel’Ordan stood as soon as the king sat down. “Yes, Lord Carvan?” the king asked. 

    “Your Majesty, now that Prince Stavin has returned and the subject of Farindia is open, I would once again like to bring up the subject of the annexation.” 

    The king nodded, then looked at Stavin. “Jallat is in a hurry to finalize the agreement dividing Farindia. Our sources tell us he hasn’t waited on us. He’s already moved on the northern border area.” 

    Stavin bowed in his seat. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

    “Nor I,” the king agreed. “Is the treaty he sent us ready?” he asked Lord Zel’Ordan. 

    “It is, Your Majesty.” 

    King Kalin nodded toward the table, and Lord Zel’Ordan walked around to the king’s side and placed two copies of the treaty before him. “It has places for all three of us to sign, Stavin. That’s one reason we were waiting for you to get back. Jallat and his son, Jeffan, have already signed both copies.” The king took a quill and dipped it in ink, then signed his name on each document with a flourish. He dripped red sealing wax below each of his signatures and sealed the treaties with his ring. Marina signed her name and sealed the treaties next, then slid them to Stavin. 

    “This will be the first time you’ve signed and sealed an official document, Stavin,” she said unnecessarily. 

    Stavin nodded and signed his name on both treaties in Imperial Glyphs, then added his titles. The king handed him the burning candle and he dripped wax on the parchments so it ran partially over his name, and for the first time, officially at least, used the signet King Kalin had given him to seal them. “And Farindia is no more.” Then he let go a soft sigh as his eyes closed. 

    “Now for the hard part,” King Kalin said as he looked at Stavin. “We have to tell the Farindians about it.” 

     


    Chapter 17

    MARKAL ZEL’TAHRAN WAITED JUST ONE MORE day, until the middle of the evening meal with the Court, to formally approach the king. He hadn’t told anyone of his plans. He was afraid they’d try to talk him out of it. 

    He waited until the main course had been served, then left his place and walked in front of the king’s table. The room fell silent as everyone realized that the night’s entertainment had just been supplemented. 

    Looking into King Kalin’s eyes, Markal fell to both knees and spoke in a loud, clear voice. “Kalin Zel’Andral, King of Evandia, I come before you this day to ask for your daughter, Crown Princess Marina, to be my wife.”

    King Kalin stood to reply. “Why do you ask this of me?” 

    “King Kalin, I ask this of you because I love your daughter.” 

    Kalin looked at him, then did a precision turn to the right and asked, “Marina Zel’Andral, Crown Princess of Evandia, what say you in this matter?” 

    Marina stood and bowed to her father, then answered, “Your Majesty, I have come to love and respect Captain Markal Zel’Tahran, and will accept him as my husband.” 

    King Kalin’s eyes were dancing with mirth as he did an about-face and looked at Stavin. “Stavin Zel’Andral, Prince of Evandia, have you anything to say in this matter?”

    Stavin stood and came to attention, then bowed. “Your Majesty, I have come to know and like Captain Markal Zel’Tahran since our arrival in Twin Bridges. I believe him to be a brave and honorable man, a proven warrior, and a fit husband for my sister, Crown Princess Marina.”

    King Kalin looked down into Stavin’s eyes and said, “If Crown Princess Marina marries Captain Markal Zel’Tahran, he will be the next King of Evandia. Will you, as Crown Princess Marina’s heir, accept him as your king, and his children as the heirs of the kingdom in your stead?”

    Stavin stood just a touch straighter as he replied, “Your Majesty, I will not only accept the children of Crown Princess Marina Zel’Andral and Captain Markal Zel’Tahran as the heirs to the kingdom in my stead, I will welcome them as members of our family.” 

    King Kalin and Prince Stavin executed a perfectly coordinated turn to face Markal Zel’Tahran. It was all the more impressive because it had obviously not been rehearsed. King Kalin looked at the young captain and said, “Markal Zel’Tahran, Captain in the Evandian Army, I grant you permission to take my daughter, Crown Princess Marina, as your betrothed.” 

    Markal stood and bowed deeply to King Kalin, then did a left face, took one step, and did a right face so he was directly in front of Princess Marina, and bowed again. “Marina Zel’Andral, Crown Princess of Evandia, I ask you to pledge your troth, that you will marry me in one year’s time unless I prove myself unworthy in your eyes or those of your family during that year. I have three years’ service in the Army of Evandia, and have received the rights to hold lands and titles, and to dispense high and low justice. I am the third child of my parents, and hold no other titles.” 

    Princess Marina smiled and bowed, which drew a few gasps of outrage from the more elderly of the ladies, but she ignored them. “Captain Markal Zel’Tahran, I pledge to you my troth, that I will see no other but you, that I will consider no other but you, for a year from this day. You will, by my will and that of my father, attend me in all seemly ways during that year so that we may come to know one another as thoroughly as is proper for an unmarried couple to know one another. I pledge that I come to you a virgin, untouched by any man.” Her smile was serene as she gazed upon her betrothed and ignore the snips who still pestered her about Stavin.

    King Kalin took up the ceremony and said, “I decree you betrothed. Captain Zel’Tahran, you will take the seat at Princess Marina’s right hand. May the Gods Above watch over your betrothal, that you may become truly wed in a year’s time.” 

     * * *

    Saying goodbye was always the hardest part for Stavin. It was harder this time because of the twins, and he cuddled both of them for a long time before he left. “I hate leaving you,” he said aloud, directing it as much at Shari and Karlin as the twins. 

    “We know, Stavi, but at least you’re going to be protected this time. You’re not going out on an expedition, or facing the entire Andarian Army by yourself.” 

    Karlin climbed up on the sofa and hugged his father’s neck, burying his face in Stavin’s hair. “Daddy be careful. Daddy come back.” 

    “I will, Karli. I will. And Uncle Barvil, Uncle Karvik, and the rest of the Royal Guards will make sure I do.” 

    Sora was on the other side of the room with Aric, Noral, and Delian. “Are you still determined to just take the Warmaster and Kar with you?” 

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, I am. The rest of the warriors need to integrate into the Royal Guards better. Larvin will be in command, under Lord General Zel’Kordil, of course, and we want all of the warriors to start sifting into the watch sections. Aric, you and ten others are going to be staying here, so you especially have to fit in.”

    “What are you planning, Stavi?” Sora asked in a suspicious tone. She knew her little brother far too well not to recognize when he was trying to be sneaky. 

    Stavin sighed. “Shari and I have been discussing it since they took us out of the Archive. We’re not going back to Kavinston either.” 

    “You’re not--” Aric started, but his voice faded away. “That’s why you were so pleased to hear we were planning to stay.” 

    “Yes,” Shari said. “Especially about having Sora around.” 

    “So this is your last expedition, isn’t it, Stavin?” Aric asked. “Not just your fifth, but the last time you’ll be going out at all.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I can’t see Kalin allowing me to go out again unless it’s for something trivial like dedicating a bridge or something. I’ll never be allowed to lead in battle, or even fight, Senior Warmaster or not. I’m Prince Stavin Zel’Andral now. My place is here, at King Kalin’s side.” And he’s stuck here as much as I am.

    “Just be sure you come back,” Shari said as she stared at his shadow. 

     * * *

    The preparations had taken six days, but Stavin finally led six thousand Evandian Army troops away from Twin Bridges. Barvil and Karvik were with him, along with twenty-one Royal Guardsmen, but Karvil and Varik had intentionally been left behind. Stavin had been firm when he told them.

    “You two are staying here with our families,” he said in a no-nonsense tone as he faced the two young men. 

    “But Stave!” Varik all but cried. 

    “No buts, Var!” Stavin snapped. “You and Karvil are staying with Shari and Salli and the kids. They are your personal responsibility.” Both young men ground their teeth in frustration, but that was all they could do. 

    Dahvin had been a last-minute addition to Stavin’s Guardsmen, replacing Captain Zel’Tarlin as their commander. That had been the king’s decision. “Dahvin,” he said as he faced his young nephew, “you need more experience in the field. And I need someone to watch Stavin and try to keep him from doing anything rash. Warmaster Kel’Carin still has some influence with him, but you have more.” 

    “How so, Uncle Kal?” Dahvin asked. 

    “You’re his friend and confidante. Young Karvik will probably be your best ally. He and Stavin are as close as Dahral and I were. And the commander of the troops might need someone to back him as well.” 

    “Oh?”

    The king grinned. “Seems a newly promoted colonel named, what was it? Oh, yes, Gavlin Zel’Fordal will be leading the troops.” He paused to chuckle at Dahvin’s startled expression. “He might need someone to side with him against Stavin.”

    “You had Gav promoted for this?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Nope. He was already up for promotion. It was his first time before the board, but I didn’t do it. I think Zelkav is currying favor. Or trying to at least. There is the added advantage that Stavin respected Dahral immensely, and he seems to respect Gav because of it.” 

    Dahvin was nodding his agreement. “Gav is only thirty-three. It’s a lot of responsibility for his first command.” 

    “He, and you, will handle it just fine.” 

     


    Chapter 18

    THE COLUMN WAS TWENTY-FIVE DRAGONS long as the soldiers marched away from Twin Bridges. Army supply wagons brought up the tail, while Stavin, Gavlin, Dahvin, and the Royal Guards led on horseback. Between them, in a column of fours, marched the soldiers of the Farindian Pacification Force. 

    Stavin stood in his stirrups and looked back. He muttered, “Gods Above and Below, I’m glad I’m not back there.” The cloud of dust they were kicking up was visible dozens of dragon-lengths up in the air.

    Karvik followed his gaze and said, “Seniority has its perks, Prince Stavin.” 

    “Indeed it does,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said from beside them. He fixed his gaze on Karvik’s twin stars and said, “As I understand the Old Code, your rank would be roughly equivalent to a major.” He shifted his gaze to Barvil, “And you, sir, would be a Major General.”

    “Essentially correct, Colonel,” Barvil agreed. “But as you are aware, Karvik is too young and inexperienced for that kind of authority. And I have never led this many men, though we do study large formation tactics. You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to try to take over your command.” 

    Gavlin rocked in his saddle and turned to glare at his baby brother. “Told you so,” Dahvin said with a smug smile. 

    “I just wanted it out in the open, Dahv. Command in the field has to be clear.” 

    “And it is,” Stavin said as he joined the discussion. “You command the Army troops. Dahvin commands the Royal Guardsmen.” He grinned. “And Barvil and Karvik are here to ride herd on me.” That statement earned him snorts of amusement, but no disagreement, from Barvil and Karvik. 

    The column was restricted to the marching pace of the soldiers, and required frequent stops. Stavin silently fumed as they plodded along, and grimaced when he realized that they had covered less than six hundred dragons in a day. Most caravans covered twice that much. 

    “It’ll be winter before we reach Farindia,” Stavin muttered to Karvik as they watched the troops set up camp the first night. They turned around to where the Royal Guardsmen were setting up camp and Stavin was puzzled when he saw the tent they were erecting. “What’s that for?” he asked, and Dahvin answered. 

    “You.” 

    Stavin gave him a stunned look, then shook his head. “You could put ten men in there.” 

    Dahvin raised one shoulder. “It’s a typical royal tent, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly as he continued to stare at the tent. “Do what you want with that thing, but I’m not sleeping in it.” He turned and pulled a roll from behind his saddle. “I have my tent right here.” 

    “Prince Stavin,” Gavlin began, but Stavin silenced him with a raised hand.

    “I know what you’re going to say, Colonel, so don’t bother.” 

    “Prince Stavin,” Gavlin began again, “it is not appropriate for you to sleep in a small tent like a common soldier.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “Save your arguments, gentlemen. You’re not going to convince me.” 

    “Oddly enough,” Barvil said as he walked up to Stavin’s side, “I agree with Prince Stavin on this. That thing,” he nodded toward the big tent, “is no tent for a campaign. It’s too obviously for someone special. I will insist that Stavin’s tent be between mine and Karvik’s, though.” 

    “Why?” Karvik asked. 

    “You snore.” 

    Stavin snorted in amusement. “Yeah, you do.” He smiled at Gavlin and Dahvin. “I’ll keep my tent.” 

    Gavlin took a breath to argue further, but Dahvin touched his arm and shook his head. “I know that tone, Gav. We’re not going to convince him.” Gavlin clenched his teeth and glared for a moment. He finally nodded and turned away without another word. 

    Stavin and Karvik set up their tents, and Barvil’s as well, working together in almost seamless accord. It was like old times for the young friends, and they shared smiles and occasional laughs as they worked. 

    The sun had been down for six or seven spans before Dahvin announced, “The evening meal is ready, Your Highness.” 

    Stavin and Karvik joined him beside the big tent. The meal was laid out on a long table, and Stavin shook his head when he saw it. “Think they fixed enough?” he asked under his breath. 

    “They’re cooking for a prince, Stave,” Karvik muttered back. 

    Stavin shook his head and sat down. Barvil and Karvik took the seats on either side of him. Dahvin, Gavlin, two majors, three captains, and ten lieutenants soon joined them. Army stewards began serving as soon as Gavlin nodded his permission. 

    “Prince Stavin,” Gavlin ask, “is the food to your satisfaction?” 

    Stavin bowed slightly in his seat. “Yes, Colonel, it is.” He took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. “It’s a lot better than the first Army chow I had.” 

    “When was that, Your Highness?” one of the lieutenants asked. 

    “Last year, when we faced the Andarians at the Zel’Horgan.” 

    “I was there!” the young man said excitedly. 

    “We were all there, Nathal,” another of the lieutenants said. 

    “I remember that morning,” one of the majors said in a soft voice. “I couldn’t believe you crossed the river to face them alone. I was sure it was suicide.” 

    Stavin sighed. “You weren’t the only one.”

    “Prince Stavin,” Gavlin said to forestall any more comments from his subordinates, “what were you thinking that day?”

    “I was hoping to face Shovar Zel’Hallan and end the war without further bloodshed. There was a sort of debt between us, and I hoped he’d honor that debt and let us both live. And he did, right up until his own general murdered him.” 

    “I didn’t see that,” the major to Gavlin’s left said. “I was with General Zel’Rantal’s staff, and I couldn’t see what happened. The remains of the bridge were in the way.” 

    Stavin told the story as it happened, leaving nothing out. Not even his own fear. “I didn’t know what would happen if two dragon gifts were used against one another. Even when Shovar handed me the sword, I wasn’t sure what would happen. We’ve never tried touching two dragon gifts together. Just bringing them into proximity makes them glow. I was afraid I’d burn up or something.” 

    “We thought you had,” Karvik muttered. “When you grabbed the sword, you lit up like the rising sun. I was sure you’d just turned yourself into a torch.” 

    “What was it like?” another lieutenant asked eagerly. 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I can’t really describe it. There was no pain, no fatigue, not even sore feet. I felt as powerful as a dragon. I felt like I could fly if I wanted to. I couldn’t see the glow, by the way. I saw everything in normal light, but it was crystal clear, like a cold winter morning.”

    “I’d love to feel that kind of power,” another of the lieutenants commented, and Stavin fixed his attention on the man. 

    “No, you wouldn’t. You don’t really feel anything until you let go. Then it all comes crashing back in on you. The longer you hold on, the worse the rebound is. When I finally let go of the sword, I nearly collapsed.” 

    “But you could do anything,” the young man insisted. “You could have destroyed the entire Andarian army.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I could have slaughtered thousands. I nearly did.” He leaned forward so he could see the lieutenant’s face clearly. He looked to be no more than sixteen. “When I attacked the Andarians, I killed forty men. I stopped when I went after a young man very much like you. It was seeing the terror in his eyes as he faced what I’d become that made me stop. There was nothing else anyone could have done.” 

    “I wouldn’t let a thing like that stop me,” the lieutenant said smugly. 

    “Then you’d be nothing but a monster,” Karvik said as he looked down the table at the man. 

    “Who are you to speak to me like that?” the lieutenant snarled as he stood. “I am Sallah Zel’Janvis, heir of Zel’Janvis.”

    Karvik stared at the young man. “Lieutenant, I am Warleader Fourth Karvik Kel’Carin of the Royal Guard.” 

    “Warleader,” the lieutenant sneered. 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Janvis,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said in a dangerously soft tone, “his rank is on the high side of major, and he is also a Royal Guard. I suggest you keep that in mind.” 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Janvis,” Karvik began in a soft voice, but the lieutenant cut him off. 

    “How could you make rank that fast? Did Prince Stavin promote you to keep you at his side?” 

    “He earned his rank by killing fifty-three men in combat over the course of three years,” Dahvin said as he glared at the lieutenant. He was pleased to see the young fool’s complexion pale a little. “Warleader Kel’Carin is one of the youngest men to ever earn that rank. Prince Stavin is the other. Would you care to pit your sword skill against either of them?” The lieutenant shook his head as he stared at Dahvin and sat down. Dahvin grinned at his expression. That shut him up.

     


    Chapter 19

    MORNING WAS ANNOUNCED BY A BUGLE call; Stavin and Karvik scrambled out of their tents at the same time. They were both fully armored by the time Barvil crawled out, and worked together to get Barvil’s plate buckled. All three of them struck their camp, then walked to the long table. 

    No one was there. 

    Stavin looked around and shook his head. “Early risers, they’re not.” 

    Five Guardsmen walked over and came to attention. “You’re up early, Your Highness,” the leader said as he faced Stavin. 

    “Is it usually the habit of the Royal Guard to sleep through morning call?” Stavin asked. 

    The man looked confused. “That was just first call, Your Highness.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “We’ll see.” He looked around, but it looked like the cooks weren’t up yet either. Turning to Barvil, he let a small smile curve his lips. “Warmaster, I believe it’s time for our good friends to wake up.” 

    Barvil’s smile was nasty as he bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin.” Before the guardsmen knew what was happening, Barvil had grabbed a platter from the table and started clashing the flat of his sword against it as he shouted, “Get up! All of you, out of bed! Move, move, move! On your feet!” 

    Men were scrambling out of their beds and tents, looking dazed and confused as they tried to figure out what was going on. Gavlin and Dahvin in particular seemed unable to comprehend what was happening.

    “Warmaster, what in the name of all the Gods are you doing?” Gavlin asked in a sleep-dazed tone. 

    “Colonel Zel’Fordal,” Stavin said as he stepped forward, “why is it that morning call receives such a mild response from you and your men?” 

    “What?” the colonel asked stupidly. “Prince Stavin, what do you mean?”

    “The bugle call was nearly a span ago, yet there was no sign of movement from your officers. The only men we saw up and about were last night’s watch section.” 

    “It’s first call?” Dahvin asked in a bewildered tone. He looked east and shook his head at the sight of Arandar barely peeking over the horizon. 

    “The first call is probably going to be the only call you’ll receive in enemy territory,” Barvil answered. 

    “We need to work on this, gentlemen,” Stavin said as he looked at the officers. “This isn’t a simple patrol in force. The Chosen of Farindia are going to send every armed man they can muster against us, and the Traders’ Guild is probably going to join them.” 

    “Rabble,” Lieutenant Zel’Janvis sneered. 

    Karvik looked at him and said, “Lieutenant, a farmer with a mattock can kill you as surely as a sword master. Especially if you’re lying in bed, with your head presenting a perfect target.” 

    “I don’t have to take that from you, Kel’Carin!” He advanced on Karvik, then froze when Karvik’s sword whipped out to lie against his neck. 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Janvis,” Karvik murmured, “you are very close to losing your head.” 

    “Sheath your sword,” Colonel Zel’Fordal snapped. When Karvik had complied, Gavlin turned toward Stavin. “Prince Stavin, an army on the move is not like a small scouting party. It takes time to--”

    “Colonel Zel’Fordal,” Stavin interrupted, “time may be a luxury you don’t have. You won’t be fighting large-scale battles, Army against Army. You’ll be fighting skirmishers, and they’re more likely to sneak up on you in the dark than face you in a toe-to-toe slugging contest. From this point forward there will only be one call, and you and your men will respond to it.”

    Colonel Zel’Fordal stared at Stavin for a moment, then bowed and turned away. He took three steps before he started yelling at his officers to get their men up. Bugle calls echoed though the camp and men started emerging from their tents. 

    “You are overstepping by quite a bit, Stavin,” Dahvin said mildly. 

    Stavin tilted his head in thought for a moment, then shrugged as well as his armor would allow. “Maybe so, Dahvin. Maybe so. But Gavlin, and his officers and men, must realize that they are not staying in Evandia, marching through friendly territory. Farindia can be every bit as dangerous as Kavadia, and we’re invading them. I expect them to resist as well as they can, even if it’s just hunters with longbows and farmers with scythes. These men need to get used to rising ready to fight at the first call, because the buglers are going to be too busy for a second call.” 

    Dahvin was staring at him with a curious expression. “You really think they’ll mount a serious resistance?” 

    “An arrow that can kill an elk or bison can kill a man,” Barvil said from behind Stavin’s shoulder. “A good hunting point will pierce any but the finest armor.” 

    “And a hunter who can sneak up on a wild animal can sneak up on a soldier,” Karvik continued. “When we cross the border, we will be attacked. It may be simple harassment, but it may be organized resistance by the Chosen families. After the fall of Farindia, the seven families in the south formed an alliance. They maintain a minimum of twenty-eight hundred armed men to send against us.” 

    “Against the six thousand men we have?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Yes.” Stavin answered. “Twenty-eight hundred men shooting arrows from behind trees and rocks, then vanishing into the forest. Twenty-eight hundred men setting traps. Twenty-eight hundred men who are not going to face you. They’ll kill you in your sleep, or shoot you in the back. For all intents and purposes, they’ll be bandits, fighting in their own territory where every advantage is going to be theirs.” 

     


    Chapter 20

    FIFTY MEN RODE UP TO THE Commons Gate at Twin Bridges and were stopped by the guards. They were dusty and looked ragged as they came to a stop. “State your business,” the senior guard said while he and his assistant stared at the force before them. 

    “We have urgent messages for King Kalin and Prince Stavin,” Darak Kel’Norlan said as he faced the guards. 

    “Who are you?” the second guard asked in a cautious tone. 

    “We are Royal Guards from Kavinston, in Kel’Kavin.” 

    The guards stepped back and the senior bowed a little. “Do you need a guide to the palace?” 

    Darak shook his head. “No, I know the way.” 

    The senior guard bowed deeply and said, “Pass, Royal Guards.” 

    Warleader Second Kel’Norlan led his men ahead at a walk. He’d earned his third star in front of Kel’Kavin. Behind him rode an assortment of men, including Kahndar Kel’Horval. He was carrying the message for Stavin. 

    The Palace Guards passed them around to the stables, where Darak had his men dismount. Captain Zel’Tarlin arrived moments later. “Darak, is that you?” he asked as he walked up. 

    “Yes, Hardan,” Darak said as he smiled at his friend, “it’s me. I have urgent messages for the king and Prince Stavin.” 

    “The king is in Council, but Prince Stavin left eleven days ago with the force that is going to Farindia. The treaty of annexation has been ratified.”

    Darak nodded and looked over his shoulder. “Kahn, go find your sister. I’ll inform the king. The rest of you go with Captain Zel’Tarlin and find beds.” Turning back to the captain, he bowed his head slightly. “We’ve been camping all the way down and all of us need beds and baths.” 

     * * *

    Kahndar walked toward the palace door and a guardsman stepped out to meet him. “Where do you think you’re going?” the man asked. 

    Kahndar stopped and bowed slightly. “I need a guide to Princess Sharindis’ quarters.” 

    The guardsman sneered. “You think you can just walk up to the princess?” 

    Kahndar looked the man in the eye as he replied, “I used to play horsy for the princess. She’s my little sister.” 

    The guardsman looked slightly panicked, then bowed deeply. “This way, please.” He led Kahndar to the Royal Suite and presented him to the guards at the door. “This man claims to be Princess Sharindis’ brother.” 

    The lieutenant in charge bowed slightly. “Your name?” 

    “Kahndar Kel’Horval.” 

    “A moment.” The lieutenant turned and went into the suite. He was back almost immediately. “Enter, but watch your step.” 

    “Why?” Kahndar asked. “You don’t think I’m a threat to my sister, do you?” 

    “I mean, watch your step literally. Prince Karlin and his little friends have blocks everywhere.” The man grimaced a little. “Damn near broke my ankle when I stepped on one.” 

    Kahndar didn’t laugh, but the other guardsmen did. Kahn entered the suite and found chaos. Karlin, Noral, and six other toddlers had half the floor covered with wooden building-blocks. Shari, Sora, and another woman were on a sofa with the infants while the maids tried to keep some sort of order. 

    “This is quite a nursery you have here, sis,” he said with a laugh as he stopped by the door. 

    “Unc’a Kahn!” Karlin squealed and ran toward him with his arms out. 

    Kahndar scooped Karlin up and walked the rest of the way to his sister. “You’re talking a lot better, Karli. Go play now and let me talk to mommy.” When Karlin had run back to his friends, Kahndar knelt in front of his sister. “How are you, Shari?” 

    “As well as can be expected, Kahn. I hate having Stavi gone.” 

    “They said he was on his way north. That’s why we’re here.” 

    “Who is we?” Lady Glora asked. 

    “Kahn, this is Dahvin’s wife, Glora,” Sora explained. “And this is their son, Dahran.” She ran a gentle finger over the baby’s head. 

    Kahndar bowed his head deeply. “I am honored to meet you, Lady Glora. We are a force of fifty men from Kavinston with messages for the king. I have a personal message for Stave.” He turned and reached out to take both of Sorandis’ hands. “Sora, I’m very sorry to have to tell you that Bahrandik is dead.” He paused as Sora and Shari caught their breaths. “Kel’Kavin was attacked by about three hundred men. We beat them back, but we lost six men, including Bahr. I’m so sorry.” 

    Sora choked on a sob, and Shari and Glora took the babies from her as she collapsed in tears. Shari was in little better shape, and cuddled the twins as she cried. She’d had a puppy-crush on Bahrandik when they were little. 

    “Ut wrong, mommy?” Karlin asked, and Kahndar turned to pick him up again. 

    “Nothing for you to fret about, Karli. Just some sad news from home.” 

    “G’n’pa good?” 

    “Yes, your grandpas are fine. Don’t fret.” 

    “G’n’ma good?” 

    “Yes, scamp. You really have learned to talk a lot better. Now go play.” 

    Karlin smiled and went back to play. Kahndar turned back to his sister and stroked her hand. He didn’t say anything because there was nothing to say. Death in battle was the way of the Warrior. 

    A tall presence made him look up and he found Varik standing beside him. “Var, what are you doing here? I thought you’d be with Stavin.” 

    “He wouldn’t let me go,” Varik groused. Then he looked at Shari and Sora. “What’s wrong?” 

    “I’ll explain later. Who did Stavin take with him?” 

    “Karvik and Warmaster Kel’Carin, and twenty-one Royal Guards led by Captain Dahvin.” 

    “That’s all?” 

    Varik smiled crookedly. “Them, and six thousand Army troops under the command of Captain Dahvin’s big brother, Colonel Gavlin.”

    “That might be enough,” Kahndar said as he nodded, then sighed. “That might just be--”

    The door opened and Princess Marina led her father into the room at a fast walk. “Oh, Sora, we just heard. I’m so sorry,” the princess said as she brushed past Kahndar to kneel by the sofa. 

    The king had stopped a few steps back and was looking at Kahndar, who had gone to one knee and bowed his head immediately. “And you are?” he asked. 

    “Your Majesty,” Varik said as he stood proudly beside Kahn, “please allow me to present my brother, Warleader Sixth Kahndar Kel’Horval.” 

    The king smiled. “Charvil told me a lot about you. Stand up, Warleader. I’m pleased to meet you. Warleader Kel’Norlan told us what happened in Kel’Kavin, and the message you have for Stavin and Sorandis.” He ignored Varik’s intensely curious look. “Come with me. We’ll let Marina do what she can to help them though this.” He turned and walked away, and almost made it to the door before a small form wrapped itself around his legs. 

    “G’n’pa play?” Karlin asked as he looked up. 

    King Kalin reached down and picked the boy up for a hug. “Not right now, Karli. Grandpa and your uncles have some important things to discuss.” Karlin smiled and wriggled loose, running back to where Noral and their friends were building a fortress. 

    Kahndar and Varik followed the king out of the Prince’s Room and closed the door. “What happened?” Varik asked as soon as he could. 

    “Kel’Kavin was attacked by the Chosen of Farindia. We lost Bahrandik and five others.” 

    “That’s why--” Varik said as he looked back toward the door. 

    “Yes,” Kahndar answered. 

    “Kahn,” the king said, “Warleader Kel’Norlan will be leading you and your men out again tomorrow. General Zel’Rantal has already sent for the Fifth Cavalry. You’ll be joining them and reinforcing the pacification force.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Kahndar immediately answered. 

    Varik immediately asked, “Your Majesty, can I--”

    “No,” the king said, cutting him off. “Stavin assigned you to protect your sister, and I agree with his reasoning. Shari needs someone who is intimately familiar with her habits and abilities, and isn’t going to be awed by her. And who isn’t going to do what she says just because she’s a princess. I’d keep your big brother here as well, but I think his experience is going to be needed in Farindia.” 

    Varik took a deep breath and managed to say, “Yes, Your Majesty,” without sounding like a petulant little boy. Almost. 

     * * *

    Darak led his fifty warriors out of Twin Bridges just after dawn the next morning. They were supposed to rendezvous with the Fifth Cavalry two days north of Twin Bridges, and had along Captain Zel’Tarlin as a liaison. 

    “Darak, the commander of the Fifth Cavalry is Major Zel’Devery,” Hardan Zel’Tarlin said as they mounted their horses in the early morning gloom. “I have his orders, and the king told me to share them with you. You and your men are not under his command. You’re Royal Guardsmen, and that’d make you the commander in normal circumstances, even if you didn’t have stars enough to be a full colonel yourself. However, the king asks that you let the major keep command of his men. He wants you to be free to separate from the Fifth if you need to.” 

    “Understood,” Darak replied. “How long do you think it’ll take us to catch Prince Stavin’s army?” 

    “We can ride about three times as fast as they march. They’re twelve days north now, so four days to where they are today and another for what they’ll do while we’re riding.”

    The warriors kept their horses to a walk while they were in the city, but as soon as they passed the North Wall they broke into a trot. The road north toward Farindia was a well-maintained artery of trade, so the horses had an easy time of it. The only time they had to leave the road was to avoid wagons. Darak maintained the Kel’Kavin standard of eight spans riding alternating with two spans walking. 

    The warriors were all used to walking long distances in their armor, but Captain Zel’Tarlin wasn’t. “What the hells was I thinking?” he muttered after the third time they led their horses. 

    “Are you all right, Hardan?” Darak asked. 

    “For a damn fool,” Hardan replied as he panted. “Why did I ask for this?” 

    “What’s wrong?” 

    “We don’t march around in armor that much, Darak. Stand around, yes, but not march long distances. I’m not in any shape for this.” 

    Darak shook his head. “Once we meet up with the cavalry, you can head back to Twin Bridges.” 

    “Not on your life,” Hardan panted. “Not when I finally get to leave the palace and do something. We’ve only got about five days of this. I’ll survive.” 

    Darak nodded his approval of the man’s spirit and continued on in silence. They reached the crossroads where they were supposed to meet the cavalry half-way through the second day and made camp. They were early. Darak caught Hardan as soon as he dismounted. “Set up your tent and rest. Bandage your blisters, and stay off your feet as much as you can. I don’t need you crippled.” 

    “I’m not that bad off,” Hardan muttered. 

    “And I don’t want you to become that bad off. Once the cavalry gets here, we’re not going to be able to rest much. Use the time you have to take care of yourself.” 

    The rest of the day and half of a second passed with no sign of the cavalry. “This is the right place, isn’t it?” Darak asked as he sat beside Hardan’s tent. 

    “Yes,” Hardan answered. “They are coming from Fort Zel’Veslan. It’s supposed to be closer than Twin Bridges.” 

    Darak fumed in impotent anger as the spans drifted by. Finally, near sundown of the second day, the Fifth Cavalry arrived. 

    “Who is in charge here?” a tall, rail thin man in a major’s uniform asked as he strode into the warrior’s camp. 

    “I am,” Darak replied with a slight bow. “Warleader Second Darak Kel’Norlan of the Royal Guard.” 

    The major sniffed. “You and your--men--will form up behind us in the morning, Warleader. Have your cook prepare something for us while we set up camp.”

    Darak said, “No, Major Zel’Devery,” in a soft, angry tone. “While the king has requested that I don’t take command of you and your men, we are certainly not going to be under your command.” 

    Captain Zel’Tarlin limped up to Darak’s side and said, “Major, I have your orders in my tent.”

    “I already have my orders.” 

    “These are from the king himself, Major. Whatever orders you received are superseded.” Now Hardan took a step closer and looked the major in the eye. “And as Royal Guards, every one of us outranks you. Cook your own damn food.” 

    The major seemed to swell up in rage. “How dare you--”

    Hardan growled, “I am Captain Hardan Zel’Tarlin of the Royal Guard, recipient of the Evandian Star for Valor. You will address me with the proper respect or I’ll have you up on charges.” The major took a step back, and it looked like his lip was about to start quivering. “Come to my tent for your orders once your camp is set. And have your cooks prepare extra. We’ve wasted two days’ worth of provisions waiting for you.” 

    It took the Fifth three full spans to set up their camp. Major Zel’Devery walked up to where Darak and Hardan were sitting and snapped to attention. “You say you have new orders for me?” he asked. 

    Hardan didn’t stand as he handed over the message tube. “By the king’s command.” 

    The major broke the seal after examining it to make sure it hadn’t been tampered with, then read the message. 

     

    “Major Kimmel Zel’Devery, you will provide any and all assistance that is requested of you by the Royal Guard. Warleader Kel’Norlan is in command of this force, but he will leave the day to day operations of your command to you. Make all speed to catch up to the Farindian Pacification Force and aid Prince Stavin in bringing our new territory in line.” 

     

    “For King Kalin,” 

    “Lord General Zelkav Zel’Rantal”

    “General of the Armies of Evandia”

     

    The major read the message a second time, then said, “Very well. My cooks will have the evening meal ready in three spans.” He snapped back to attention, did an about-face, and marched away. 

    “Seems a bit put out about the whole thing, doesn’t he?” Hardan asked. 

    Darak grinned. “I can live with it so long as I don’t have to eat my own cooking again.”

    The next morning the force broke camp, and Darak and the Royal Guard led off. He set an easy pace, but it soon became evident that the Fifth Cavalry was used to a slower, more leisurely ride. Darak kept his peace until mid day, when Major Zel’Devery wanted to stop to prepare food. 

    “Major, what are you talking about?” Darak asked when the major broached the subject. 

    “We must stop and allow the cooks to prepare a meal,” the major replied.

    “We’re two days behind schedule already, Major Zel’Devery. You want to stop and prepare a hot meal in the middle of a campaign?” 

    “The men must eat.” 

    Darak took a deep breath and his lips moved, but he made no sound. He finally fixed his eyes on the major and said, “Very well, we will stop. But tomorrow, you will instruct your cooks to fix enough bread and sausage for every man to have a roll and a link at mid day. We won’t stop to cook again.” 

    “This is an outrage,” the major shouted. “You have no authority over me.” 

    “Are you forgetting the king’s order?” Captain Zel’Tarlin asked. 

    “I am in command of my men. I have commanded them for five years. This is how the Evandian Army works, and why it works.” 

    “And why it took an eighteen-year-old boy to throw back the Andarian Army,” Darak snarled. “Do as you wish with your men, Major. The Royal Guard will not wait for you.” 

    The cavalry stopped and dismounted, but Darak kept the Guards moving. It wasn’t long before a turn in the road hid the forces from one another. As soon as he could no longer see the cavalry, Darak increased his pace. 

    “What are you doing?” Hardan asked. 

    “Getting as far away from them as possible before we dismount to walk the horses again. And have some bread and cheese. Damn, I didn’t want to do that, but if I stayed near that idiot for another span I would have gutted him.” 

    Hardan shook his head. “I hate to say it, but I agree with you. We have another five days of hard riding to catch the army. Think you can manage to not poison us between then and now?” 

    “Would you rather cook?” 

    Hardan sighed deeply. “I’d rather fast than eat my own cooking. Maybe we can buy something in one of the villages we’re passing through.”

     


    Chapter 21

    ONCE THE PATTERN OF SHARINDIS’ DAYS had been set, she began to look for something else to do. Sora needed a distraction as well. The news of her big brother Bahrandik’s death still weighed heavily on her mind, and she had less of an outlet. Her normal tasks of running her household and doing delicate scroll-work for her father or the cabinet maker were not needed here. 

    “I have to have something to work on,” Sora groused one day after the babies had been fed. 

    “So do I,” Shari agreed. 

    Sora looked at Lady Glora and asked, “What do the ladies of the court usually do when there is nothing they have to do?” 

    “Plot against one another as often as not,” Glora answered with a wry grin. “Plan parties, plan revenge, plan on how to get our husbands ahead in the palace. Plan how to get ourselves ahead in the palace.” 

    Sora gave her a surprised look. “Really?” 

    “Oh, yes,” Lady Glora said in a breathy tone. “The Ladies’ Court is separate from the Lords’ Court, but just as competitive. We have our alliances, like Marina’s Circle. Outside the circle, we usually have other alliances. They are more for mutual aid when we want something done. Some are important things like getting a favored servant elevated to a better position. Some are frivolous, like getting our favorite flowers included in the decorations for a ball.” 

    Shari shook her head slowly. “I can’t see myself doing any of that. Stavin’s as high as he can go, and I’m not interested in the other things. What I want to do is continue as a scribe.” 

    “So why don’t you?” Glora asked. 

    Shari all but snarled, “Because it’s not appropriate for a princess to be a scribe.” 

    “Says who?”

    “The Elders.” 

    Glora carefully didn’t make the rude sound she wanted to. Dahrin was a light sleeper. Instead she sat forward and grasped one of Shari’s hands. “Princess Sharindis Uralian Sarlis Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, you and your husband are second in line to the crowns of Evandia. The only people who can tell you no are Kalin and Marina. If you want to continue as a scribe, do it.” She paused for a moment, then chuckled. “As a matter of fact, I have a better idea. Avrin, come here for a moment.” 

    Stavin’s butler walked over and bowed deeply. “Yes, Lady Glora?” 

    “Take a message to Princess Marina’s suite. Ask her to drop by after council.” 

    Avrin bowed deeply again. “Yes, Lady Glora.” Then he turned and left the suite. 

    “What are you doing, Glora?” Shari asked. 

    “You’ve reminded me of something that Kalin and Marina should have thought of. You, Scribe Shari, are the foremost expert on a subject that is in the front of everyone’s minds right now.” 

    Shari giggled. “Oh, really? And what would that be?” 

    Lady Glora smiled and simply said, “Farindia.” 

    Sora asked, “What about Farindia?”

    “Everything,” Glora answered. “You as well, Sora. There is no one in Evandia who knows as much about Farindia as you two. The history before the fall of Lux is pretty much standard, and our Archive has quite a bit about it, but the Kingdom of Farindia is your specialty.”

    Sora looked around. “There’s no southern window, so you’ll have to use your lamp all the time. Maybe commission another one. I’ll be your assistant. Not your apprentice, though. I’m not going to try and learn all of the things you and Stavi know.” 

    The three ladies discussed the idea and what would be needed for eight spans before Princess Marina arrived. “You asked to see me, Shari?” she asked as she walked over to pick up Sahren with a wide grin for the baby. 

    “I did, Mary,” Lady Glora said, drawing a look of intense curiosity from the princess. “We have an idea.” She explained what they had been discussing and saw the initial shock on Marina’s face change to cool calculation. 

    “You’re right, of course. We do need an expert on Farindian history. We were using Stavin, but we didn’t think to ask Shari when he left. Master Fel’Larin and his Scribes have been doing what they can, but the information in our Archive on Farindia is limited.” She sat and simply nodded for a moment, and appeared lost in thought. “You’ll be joining us in council tomorrow.” 

    Shari squeaked, “Me!”

    “You,” Marina confirmed. 

    “But I can’t--I can’t see them. I can’t advise the lord ministers.” 

    Marina chuckled. “Sure you can. Stavin set the example of knowing everything they wanted to know. You’ll just be continuing it. And don’t worry. If any of them decides to be nasty, I’ll slap them down. Or Dad will. You’re a princess of Evandia, and you’ll be treated as such.” 

    Shari whispered, “Marina, I’m--I’m scared.” 

    “I understand,” Marina assured her in a gentle tone. “So was Stavi the first time. So was I, back when I turned ten and Mom and Dad insisted that I take my place as crown princess. But you’re not alone.” 

    “What about the babies?” Sora asked. 

    “Any time she’s needed to feed the girls, she’ll be excused.”

    Shari was dressed as befitted a Chosen lady when Marina came for her the next morning. “Ready?” 

    “No,” Shari whispered. 

    “You’ll be fine,” Marina assured her. “Sora, give us about four spans, then interrupt. That should be sufficient for a first day with the ministers.” 

    Sora grinned. “Yes, Princess Marina. We can’t have Princess Sharindis neglecting her daughters for the sake of the council.” 

    Marina led Shari to the council chamber and seated her in Stavin’s chair before the rest of the ministers arrived. The hisses of indrawn breath as the men filed in made Shari nervous. The whispers that she was obviously not supposed to be able to hear were worse. 

    “They brought in the blind girl?” one lord asked another.

    “What could Kalin be thinking?” another whispered. 

    “Another useless barbarian,” yet a third lord said, and that was enough for Shari. 

    “If you call me useless again, Lord Zel’Vincent,” she snapped, identifying the Minister of Culture by the southern-coast twang in his voice, “I’ll pass the information along to my father and let him challenge you on my behalf.”

    The room was silent for a moment, then Lord Zel’Vincent asked, “Your father?” 

    “Princess Sharindis,” Princess Marina finished for him. “You will properly address my sister-in-law, Lord Zel’Vincent.” 

    The elderly lord looked at her and bowed deeply. “Yes, Princess Marina. Who is your father, Princess Sharindis?”

    “Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval,” Shari answered. “He’s got certain objections to people who dismiss me as useless.” 

    The ministers were all sharing glances around the room. They all knew who Warmaster Kel’Horval was, and not one of them wanted to risk facing him. “My apologies, Princess Sharindis,” Lord Zel’Vincent said, bowing deeply. 

    “As for you, Lord Zel’Vorlas,” she said, turning unerringly to face the Minister of Magistrates, “I am not blind. My sight is limited, but I assure you, I hear well enough to make up for it.” 

    “I see quite clearly,” King Kalin said as he entered the room. “I see that you think my daughter-in-law is less than worthy of your company.” He swept the room with a scathing glare. “Princess Sharindis, like Prince Stavin, has been a scribe in Kavinston for several years. She’s here as an expert on Farindia. As for any challenges, it won’t be necessary to send for the Warmaster. Her brother carries Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue, and I’ll let him challenge anyone who insults his sister again. Understood?” 

    There was a general murmur of, “Yes, Your Majesty,” from the ministers as they sorted themselves out. 

    “Very well,” the king said as he sat down, “let’s start with Farindia. Shari, what can you tell us about the population south of Kel’Kavin?”

    By the time Sora interrupted, Shari had proven that she was indeed a goldmine of information about her homeland. Not even one question the lords had asked had been outside her knowledge. 

    The king escorted her to the door himself. “Thank you, Shari. You’ve been an immense help. I’ll expect you to join us every day. Now go see to my granddaughters.” 

    “Yes, King Kalin,” she replied with a deep bow, and walked confidently to where she could hear Sora.

     


    Chapter 22

    DARAK’S FORCE CAUGHT UP TO THE Pacification Force five days later. They rode past the troops to the front and were met by Dahvin. “Hardan! What are you--Darak?” 

    “Captain Zel’Fordal,” Darak said with a deep bow in the saddle, “congratulations on your promotion. Where’s Prince Stavin?” 

    “Ahead a bit,” Dahvin replied, and turned his horse to ride forward again. “What’s happening?” 

    “Wait till we tell the prince, Dahvin,” Hardan said. “We’re here to reinforce you, but there’s more to it.” 

    Stavin saw them coming and smiled. “Darak! What are you doing here? Kahn!” 

    Kahndar rode up beside Stavin and bowed. “Prince Stavin, we should stop and talk.” 

    “Why?” 

    Kahndar rode closer and laid a hand on Stavin’s forearm. “Stave, trust me.” 

    Stavin looked up into Kahndar’s eyes and nodded. “Colonel Zel’Fordal, find a place to camp. We’re stopping early today.” 

    The colonel bowed from his saddled and replied, “Yes, Your Highness. As flat as this area is, we can stop right here.” He turned and rode back down the line, shouting orders while Stavin led the Royal Guard off to the side. 

    Once everyone had dismounted, Stavin looked at Kahndar. “What’s so important?” 

    Kahndar walked up to face Stavin and put his hands on Stavin’s shoulders. “Stavin, Kel’Kavin was attacked by three hundred men. We beat them back, but--Stave, Bahrandik was killed. Him and five others.” 

    Stavin started gasping for air. “No. Not Bahr, too,” he whispered. The warriors closed ranks around Stavin, so they were the only ones who saw him collapse against Kahndar and sob for a moment, then take a deep breath and stand up straight. “What happened?” 

    Kahndar told the story. He ended it by saying, “Bahrandik took five of them with him.” 

    Stavin nodded and turned away. Barvil immediately took charge. “Darak, have your men set up with the Royal Guards. Kar and I will see to Stavin.” He acknowledged Darak’s bow, then joined his son and prince. 

    “Are you all right, Stavin?” Barvil asked as he stopped beside the two young men. 

    “No.” 

    “Do you want to go lie down?” 

    “No.” 

    Karvik laid a hand on Stavin’s shoulder. “What can we do to help?” he asked, his concern clear on his face. Stavin had suffered lost before, but no one as close as Bahr.

    “He died a warrior, protecting our home. That’s how he would have wanted--” Stavin broke down again for a moment, then whispered, “Bahr was so proud.” 

    “Once camp is set, we’ll have to discuss this with Colonel Zel’Fordal,” Barvil said as he walked around to face Stavin. “Two hundred and seventy-something is a significant part of the Chosen’s force.” 

    “Not enough,” Stavin said in a harsh whisper. “Not enough for my brother.” 

    Gavlin and Dahvin met them at the long table. Dahvin said, “Stave, they told us,” as soon as they were seated. “I’m so sorry.”

    “Thank you, Dahvin. It ends any speculation about them resisting us, though. Gav, we have extra men to act as scouts now. Start reassessing your options for when we cross the border.” 

    “There are more on the way,” Darak said as he sat down. “Three hundred men of the Fifth Cavalry are some distance behind us.” 

    “Some distance, Warleader Kel’Norlan?” Colonel Zel’Fordal asked. 

    “The jackass in charge couldn’t, or I should say wouldn’t, keep up,” Captain Zel’Tarlin said angrily. “Major Zel’Devery had to stop and prepare hot meals at mid day.” 

    “Little Kimmy Zel’Devery?” Gavlin murmured. “Oh, he never wanted to be put under my command.” The colonel grinned at everyone around him. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 

    “Do as you wish with him,” Stavin said as he continued to stare at the table. “Put his men under someone else if you like.” He looked at the colonel now and took a deep breath. “I suggest keeping the riders ahead of the main force to bring out the opposition.” 

    “Standard tactics,” Colonel Zel’Fordal agreed. “Now that we have the riders.” 

    It took five more days for the Fifth Cavalry to catch up to the army. Major Zel’Devery was escorted up to the command tent as soon as he arrived. “Who is the senior officer?” he asked. 

    Gavlin didn’t stand to acknowledge him, or even turn around. “You took your time getting here.” 

    Major Zel’Devery said, “Colonel, I assure you that we made excellent time under the circumstances,” in a stuffy tone that made it clear he thought highly of his accomplishment.

    “Ain’t the way I heard it, Kimmy,” Gavlin said. 

    “Sir, I object to the used of that disrespectful nickname.” 

    Now Gav stood and turned around. He smiled at the expression of shock on the major’s face. “Object in one hand and shit in the other, Kimmy, and see which fills up first.”

    “You can’t be a colonel,” Major Zel’Devery gasped. 

    “I assure you I can, Major. What’s the matter? Is it really such a shock to find out that I was promoted in spite of your best efforts? I’ve already cut your new orders, Kimmy. You and your force will be ahead of us. And rest assured, I do mean you and your force. You’ll lead from the front this time, not delegate it to some junior officer who you can blame for your incompetence.” 

    “My-my-my proper place is in the rear, planning our advance.” 

    Gavlin smiled bitterly. “I assure you, Major Zel’Devery, that there will be competent officers in the rear, planning your advance. All you have to do is obey your orders.” 

    “Gav, Colonel--” 

    “Have a standard camp listing ready in two spans,” Gavlin said as he resumed his seat. “Dismissed.” 

    As soon as the major was gone, Dahvin stuck his head into the tent. “Do you think Uncle Kal sent him here intentionally?” 

    Gavlin shrugged, but his lips were twitching. “It does fit in with what passes for his sense of humor, doesn’t it?” 

     


    Chapter 23

    FORTY-ONE DAYS AFTER LEAVING TWIN Bridges, the Farindian Pacification Force reached the border. Stavin and the commanders of his force stopped for a final planning session. “Colonel Zel’Fordal, this is where things are going to start getting interesting.” 

    The colonel nodded. “That, Prince Stavin, is quite likely the understatement of the year. Major Zel’Devery,” Gavlin said without turning his head, “lead your men forward.”

    “Yes, Colonel Zel’Fordal,” the major answered in a very subdued tone. His force had been divided into ten thirty-man teams, and were being sent ahead of the main force to scout the terrain and the enemy. He’d tried to object to Prince Stavin about it, but the prince had refused to even meet him. Instead, he’d sent that insufferable ass, Warleader Kel’Norlan, with instructions to obey or face charges. 

    At the insistence of Barvil, Karvik, Darak, Kahndar, Dahvin, Gavlin, and Hardan, Stavin agreed to move his position in the force back with the support staff rather than in the front of the column. He fumed about it, but even he could accept the wisdom of the move. Accept, but not like. 

    “I feel like a greenling again,” he muttered as he tied a bandanna around his face to limit the amount of dust he was eating.

    Barvil was right beside him. “It is kind of dusty back here, isn’t it?” 

    “I never thought I’d pray for rain during a march,” Darak said from Stavin’s other side. 

    “Don’t say that too loud, Darak,” Barvil said as he turned in his saddle. “Dust is easier to deal with than mud.”

    The force continued forward at the marching pace of the troops. Their destination was the Kel’Indra valley, east of Kel’Kavin. Their path would lead them through the heart of the lands controlled by the seven Chosen families of southern Farindia. 

    There was little opposition for the first six days, but late in the sixth night a shower of arrows fell among the infantry tents. The response from the army was immediate. 

    “On me!” Darak shouted as he led his men into the forest. He was echoed by the commanders of the army units. 

    “Forward the Ninth!” 

    “Forward the Third!” 

    “Forward the Fifth!” 

    The troops swarmed into the forest where the arrows had come from, but the archers had vanished. Not a single attacker was found. 

    “And so it begins,” Stavin said as he joined his officers. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal looked around at his subordinates and snapped, “Report.” 

    “Sir,” a captain with the insignia of the Ninth Infantry Brigade on his shoulder snapped in reply, “no attackers were found by my men.” 

    “Nor by mine,” a major who wore the Third Infantry insignia. 

    “None of my men have reported any contact with the enemy,” Major Zel’Devery reported, “but several of my teams have yet to report.” 

    “Where’s Darak?” Stavin asked as he looked around. Looks were shared around, then Barvil bowed slightly. 

    “With your permission, Prince Stavin, I’d--”

     “Go,” Stavin commanded, and Barvil turned away. “Darak’s men are more accustomed to tracking bandits,” Stavin continued as he looked at Gavlin and Dahvin. “They may be on a trail.” There was a sound from behind him and he turned to see the other officers glaring at Major Zel’Devery. “Did you have something to say, Major?” 

    The major drew himself up to his full height, then bowed his head slightly. “I find it odd to think that these so-called warriors would be able to find what fully trained soldiers couldn’t.” 

    Stavin’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the fool. His voice was soft with fury as he asked, “So-called warriors?” 

    “I’ve seen nothing to indicate any competence on their part above that of the rawest recruits,” the major replied as his chin rose. 

    “Kar,” Stavin said in a dangerous tone, “take this over-bred ass out and give him a lesson in manners.” 

    “That’s my job, Your Highness,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said as he stepped forward. “Major, you are relieved of command.” 

    “You can’t relieve me! You have no cause.” 

    Gavlin smiled thinly. “Sir. Or have you forgotten who you are addressing, Major?” What he’d done seemed to dawn on the major as the colonel continued. “However, I’m not your problem. His Highness, Prince Stavin, is. You just spoke contemptuously to His Highness twice without even once acknowledging his rank. For insubordination to His Highness, you are relieved of command of the Fifth Cavalry and will face charges once you return to Evandia.” 

    “You can’t. My father will never stand for it.”

    “Mine will,” Stavin replied with a slight smile. “I think my father, the king, will be quite disappointed that an officer of our army would show disrespect to a member of the royal family. Colonel Zel’Fordal, place this person under arrest. Since I don’t think we can afford to send the necessary men back to Evandia with him, put him to work in some task under the supervision of an appropriate guardian.” Stavin took a step closer to the suddenly terrified officer and pulled his big knife from the small of his back. Without another word, he shaved the pennant of the Fifth Cavalry from the major’s shoulder, then the major’s insignia from his breast. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal bowed slightly and said, “At once, Your Highness.” He looked at the commander of the Ninth Infantry and said, “Captain, place this man under arrest. Assign a sergeant to watch over him. Someone with the support staff. He’s to be accorded all the respect due his birthright, but he’s to be put to work. I suggest the Quartermasters.” 

    The captain had a wicked gleam in his eyes as he replied, “Sir, yes, sir!” Then he grabbed Kimmel Zel’Devery by the arm and dragged him away. 

    Stavin glared at the retreating fool’s back and said, “Replace him with whoever you think is best, Colonel.” Then he turned and looked out into the darkness. “I wish I knew what Darak was after.” 

    It turned out that Darak was after phantoms that vanished into nothingness. He and the rest of the warriors returned to camp several spans later. “We thought we saw some of them, but it was like trying to catch a mist,” he reported as soon as he reached the command tent. “Did anyone else see anything, sir?” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “Not a one, but Captain Zel’Kordil reports that one of his teams hasn’t reported in yet.” 

    “Captain Zel’Kordil, sir?” Darak asked. “Who’s he?”

    “The new commander of the Fifth Cavalry.” Gavlin paused as Darak’s eyebrows rose. “That conceited ass insulted you, and then spoke disrespectfully to Prince Stavin. He’s been relieved and stripped of his command and rank.”

    Darak snorted in amusement, then covered his mouth with one hand. “Oh, Gods Below. He insulted Stavin?” 

    Gavlin grinned. “In front of all of us,” he confirmed. “Prince Stavin wanted Warleader Kel’Carin to take him out and teach him some manners, but I convinced him to let me do it.” Now he went ahead and chuckled. “Prince Stavin removed his insignia. For all intents and purposes, Kimmy is out of the army now. His family status can’t save him this time.” 

    “Oh, Gods,” Darak gasped as he fought to control his amusement. “I suppose it was just a matter of time. You know, Colonel, Stavin has had a lot of trouble in the past with men who didn’t respect him because of his size. That ass probably thought he was talking to a child.” 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal shook his head and said, “If he’d spoken that way to little Prince Karlin, I’d have done the same thing.”

    Darak took a step closer to Gavlin and put a hand on his arm. “I don’t want to pry, Colonel, but what do you have against him? It’s obvious that some of this is personal.” 

    Gavlin took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “A lot of this is personal, Darak. Twelve years ago, when I was still a lieutenant, Captain Zel’Devery sent me into an ambush that led to the loss of six of my men. We had reports that the raiders were waiting for us, but Kimmel didn’t believe them. When the dust settled, he blamed me for failing to take sufficient precautions--even though I’d begged for extra men beforehand.” Gavlin shook his head. “If not for my father and Uncle Kal, I would have been dismissed from the army. And if not for his father, he would have as well.”

    One man from the missing cavalry group struggled into camp just before daybreak. The sentries saw him crawling out of the trees and called for help before dragging him back to the camp. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal received the report just moments later. “Sir, the survivor says they were ambushed by archers as soon as they entered the forest,” Captain Zel’Kordil said as he stood at attention in the command tent. His young face was seamed with worry. “He gave us directions, and I sent one hundred men to investigate.” 

    “Very well, Captain.” The colonel sighed. “I should have expected this.”

    “There is no way we could have anticipated something like this, Colonel,” Prince Stavin said from the side. “And there is nothing we could have done differently. The attack couldn’t be ignored.” 

    “No, Prince Stavin, it couldn’t,” the colonel agreed, “but it doesn’t make the loss any less my fault.” Looking back at the captain, he bowed his head slightly. “Redistribute your men into seventy-five man scouting parties. How many men did you lose?”

    “There were only ten men in that group, sir,” the captain replied. 

    “Hopefully there will be more survivors.” Looking around the tent, he addressed everyone. “I’m issuing new orders. If we’re attacked like that again, no small parties in pursuit. We can’t send men to the slaughter like that again.” 

    “I wish we’d brought along a Battlemage,” Dahvin said as he sighed. “At least one who could check the area around our camp for ambushers.” 

    “Perhaps we did,” Karvik said as he looked at Stavin.

    Stavin looked confused for a moment, then moaned. “Oh, of course. Damn it.” 

    “I don’t understand,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said.

    “When Stave, I mean Prince Stavin puts his hand on that sword, he can see with magic eyes. He saw poisoned food in Andaria. Maybe he can see around us when we camp.” 

    Stavin turned and walked out of the tent. Once he was clear of camp, he grasped the hilt of the Sword of Zel’Hallan. Dragon-magic engulfed him once again, and he looked around. His sight was enhanced, and he could see the forest for hundreds of dragon-lengths around them. “I don’t see--wait, yes I do. I can see our cavalry men carrying bodies back to camp. And there is a man hiding in the trees, watching them.” Before anyone could move to interfere, Stavin broke into a run toward the trees.

    Stavin ran like the wind, blowing past the sentries and leaving them gaping in his wake. He dashed through the forest, past the cavalrymen, and stopped facing a thick bush. He bellowed, “Come out of there!” and birds erupted from the trees as the roar of a dragon made the leaves shake. 

    A man crawled out on his hands and knees, with his head all but scraping the ground. Men from the cavalry had followed Stavin when he passed. They rode up to his side, but stopped well clear of the glow of dragon-magic that surrounded him. 

    “Prince Stavin, what do you want us to do?” one man asked, and Stavin let go of the sword. 

    “Take him to camp,” Stavin ordered in a normal voice. He was standing with his legs wide-spread for balance, and swayed from the reaction of using the power of the Dragon Gifts again. He let the cavalrymen take the prisoner, then followed them on foot. 

    He had walked less than half way back to camp when Darak and half of the Royal Guards rode out to get him. Darak didn’t say anything as he offered his hand and stirrup for Stavin to climb up behind him. No one else said anything either, but their disapproval of his running off was obvious. 

    Gavlin and Dahvin didn’t hide their disapproval, either. “Prince Stavin,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said in a tightly controlled tone, “that was, at the very least, unwise.” 

    “Damn foolish,” Dahvin agreed, “but it’s what I’ve come to expect from you, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin grinned. “Sorry. But when I’m holding the sword, caution just doesn’t come into my thoughts.” 

    Barvil asked, “What did you find?”

    “A spy,” Stavin answered. “A man watching the cavalrymen collecting the bodies. They have him and are bringing him back with our dead.” 

    Barvil looked at Darak and didn’t have to give the order. Darak and ten warriors mounted their horses again and rode back the way they’d just come. It wasn’t long before they returned, but it was long enough for Karvik to get Stavin off to the side. 

    “You’re going to get yourself killed, Stave,” Karvik said as he held Stavin by the shoulders. 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “No, not killed. Not with this sword at my side.” 

    Karvik frowned. “You can’t see your face. You look half dead.” 

    “It takes a lot out of me, Kar. I’m so tired.” 

    “You need to lie down,” Karvik said and grabbed Stavin’s arm. “We’ll get you if you’re needed, but between the attack and your display this morning, you look like you’ve been up for days.”

    Stavin tried to argue, but a massive yawn interrupted him. He finally just nodded and let Karvik guide him to his tent. Karvik looked around and signaled for ten Royal Guardsmen to come to his side. 

    “Prince Stavin is exhausted from using the sword’s magic. Don’t let anyone disturb him unless it’s one of our officers.” Looking at Stavin, he shook his head. “I’m going to convince the colonel to stay here for the day. I don’t think you could stay in the saddle in your condition.” 

    Stavin nodded and let Karvik remove his plate, then crawled into his tent. He was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. 

     


    Chapter 24

    SHARI JOINED THE COUNCIL EVERY DAY, and it wasn’t long before the ministers decided that she was indeed a fitting member of their group. There were seldom any questions she couldn’t answer about Farindia. She also showed remarkable insight into the dynamics of running the kingdom. 

    King Kalin was even more pleased with Shari than he’d been with Stavin. She was showing why she had excelled as a scribe, and why Stavin had once said she was smarter than him. She was also less patient with the obstructionists among the ministers.

    “Lord Zel’Cerran,” she began, addressing the Minister of Roads, “our new territory has depended on the ingenuity and resourcefulness of the people of Farindia to keep the roads open and the bridges under repair. That duty is now going to fall on you and your people. What preparations have you made as far as sending repair crews into the area?”

    “Um, none, Your Highness.”

    “Don’t you think you should?” Shari asked as she tilted her head to the side. 

    “I’m not sure that would be appropriate, Princess Sharindis,” he answered calmly. “We won’t know where we are needed until someone contacts us with a request for assistance.” 

    “So you do nothing unless someone complains?” 

    Lord Zel’Cerran clenched his jaws closed on what he wanted to say, and took a deep breath before replying, “In essence, Your Highness. There is no sense sending crews out just looking for trouble. They could waste valuable time seeking in the wrong part of the kingdom.”

    Shari turned her head so she was facing directly toward him, and he squirmed under her unseeing gaze. “I assure you, Lord Zel’Cerran, that your crews will find employment as soon as they cross into the new territory. We of Kavinston maintained the roads close to Kel’Kavin, but the road leading to Aravad is so bad that it is barely passable for wagons. We need those roads repaired to get trade flowing again.” 

    “Princess, I assure you that as soon as we receive a complaint, a crew will be sent.”

    “You just received one, Lord Zel’Cerran,” Sharindis said and a slight smile crossed her lips at the sputtering she heard coming from the lords. 

    “Your Highness, that is not--”

    “I think it is,” King Kalin said, interrupting him. “Send your crews behind the Pacification Force. I want those roads fit for travel. We have got to make the people believe that being annexed is a good thing, and that’s a good way to start.”

    Lord Zel’Cerran, and his superior, Lord Zel’Corvis of Trade, both said, “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    King Kalin said, “Very well,” as he looked around. “Our next order of business is Education. Minister Zel’Nielson, what arrangements have you made toward educating our new citizens?”

     The Minister of Education stood and bowed slightly before answering. “Your Majesty, I have been recruiting scholars and scribes to send into the new territory, but I am not having much luck. There is a perception, and you’ll please forgive this, Princess Sharindis, that the Farindian territory is a barbarous area with little or no culture. Not many men or women are willing to travel into such an area to establish schools.” 

    King Kalin said, “Shari?” 

    Shari paused for a moment, then shook her head and sighed. “They are right, as far as it goes. However, you haven’t taken it far enough. Most settlements of any size already have scribes and scholars who teach their children, much like Stavin and I did in Kavinston. It’s only in the most remote, marginally inhabited areas that there are no teachers and schools already in place. I can state for a fact that all seven of the Chosen estates have schools for the higher-ranking children. They request information from the Kavinston Archive all the time.” 

    “I wasn’t aware of that, Princess Sharindis,” Lord Zel’Nielson replied in a cautious tone. 

    Shari tilted her head to the side. “You might consider sending one or two of your subordinates into the area to determine where you actually need to send anyone.” 

    “And to determine the actual qualifications of some of these so-called teachers,” Minster of Culture Zel’Vincent sniffed. 

    Shari shifted her attention to him, and her expression hardened. “In at least three instances, their qualifications are as good as yours, Lord Zel’Vincent. Those individuals were educated here in Twin Bridges, at the King’s University. Two others I know of were educated in Andaria at the Royal Academy. Their communities paid handsomely for those educations. Rest assured, they are fully qualified.” 

    The minister glared at Shari, which was completely lost on her, then answered, “Just because they attended doesn’t mean they learned.” 

    “That may be true of Chosen children who aren’t going to have to depend on their educations,” Shari said in a low, intense tone, “but I assure you, for members of the Cat Clans or Revered Clans who attend these schools, they devote every moment they can to their studies. Their people, their communities, and their livelihoods depend on it.” 

    “I wasn’t aware of that, Shari,” Princess Marina said to forestall what was starting out to be a nasty argument. 

    “If I hadn’t had to copy so many documents for them, I might not have been either. As it is, though, you’ll find teachers in honored positions in most of the larger communities. Farindia may have fallen, but the people remember the glories of the past.” 

    King Kalin looked at Lord Zel’Nielson and Lord Zel’Vincent. “Send a team to find out what actually needs to be done. No excuses.” The king looked around at his ministers, then at the window. “I think we’ve had enough for today. Council is dismissed.” The king stood and everyone else stood with him, then he led Shari and Marina out of the chamber. 

    Shari muttered, “Those conceited asses!” as soon as the door shut behind them. 

    “Indeed,” Kalin agreed. 

    “They are used to thinking that Evandia has the only real culture left,” Marina said as she touched Shari’s arm, “with an occasional nod to Coravia or Luxandia. Naran Zel’Vincent doesn’t even acknowledge Andaria as being a civilized kingdom.” 

    “He is going to have to accept it now.”

    Kalin chuckled. “Not Naran. Shari, he’s lived his whole life in Zigamarad or here in Twin Bridges. As far as I know, he’s never even visited any of the other cities of Evandia, much less gone out of the kingdom.”

    “How could a man who knows so little about what the kingdom is really like become Minister of Culture?” Shari asked as she shifted her attention between father and daughter. She could barely see them, but she could tell the difference in their voices. 

    Kalin sighed. “He inherited it from his father. I’ve considered replacing him on a few occasions, but Culture is really a do-nothing position. He oversees crown art projects, and he really does have exquisite taste in art, but that’s about it.” 

    Shari turned so she was facing him squarely. “Why is he sticking his nose into Education?” 

    The king explained, “Culture is a sub-ministry of Education.” 

    “Oh,” Shari said in a thoughtful tone. “Maybe what he needs is a new perspective.”

    “This sounds positively evil,” Marina chuckled. 

    Shari grinned at her sister-in-law’s shadow. “Who better to determine the needs of our new territory than the Minister of Culture himself?”

    Kalin started chuckling, then laughing, and finally had to lean against the wall to keep his balance as he roared with laughter. “Tomorrow,” he gasped at last, then walked away still laughing. 

     


    Chapter 25

    COLONEL ZEL’FORDAL LOOKED AT THE DISHEVELED prisoner and shook his head. The man’s clothes were mostly leather, with just a little homespun wool of his shirt showing at his collar and cuffs. “What you’re saying doesn’t make much sense.” 

    “I swears it’s the Gods’ honest truth, lord,” the man answered with a sharp nod. “We was sent to stop you.” 

    “You say there were only twenty of you?” Barvil asked. 

    “Yes, lord.” 

    “Against six thousand three hundred of us?” Dahvin asked. 

    “We’s all there is in Juniper, lord.” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “This is the hardest part. Do you know who we are?” 

    “No, lord. Not but the Dragon Blessed. Him I’s heard of.” 

    “Prince Stavin of Evandia,” Dahvin said from the side. “Stavin Dragon Blessed.” 

    “Yes, lord.” 

    Gavlin ran both hands through his hair. “I’m going to send you home with fifty warriors of Kel’Kavin. Do you know who they are?” 

    “The Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin?” the man asked as he looked around. “Everyone knows of them, lord. Why would they be with you, beggin’ your pardon.” 

    “Because Prince Stavin is one of us,” Barvil said as he stepped closed to the man. “I am Warmaster Kel’Carin of the Royal Guard.” 

    The man seemed to become even more afraid. “Y-You be a Warmaster of the Old Guard?” 

    Barvil bowed his head slightly as he said, “Yes. Evandia has annexed the south of Farindia, including Kel’Kavin. We are now part of the Evandian Royal Guards, and Prince Stavin is our charge.” 

    The man swallowed convulsively and looked at Barvil with a terrified expression on his face. He seemed to shrink in on himself as he said, “I begs your forgiveness, Warmaster.” 

    “Granted,” Barvil said with a slight nod. “My men will accompany you to, what did you call it? Juniper?”

    “Yes, Warmaster. It’s a day’s trek north.”

    “Tomorrow,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said. “Today we’ll bury our dead. And Warleader Karvik is right about--his concern. Tomorrow we’ll march north, and send you ahead to tell your people why we’re here, and who we are. Until then, you’ll be kept under guard by the Royal Guards. No harm will befall you.” 

    The man bowed as deeply as he could. There was nothing else he could do. Dahvin signaled two Guardsmen forward. “Take him to get some food, then keep him company. Gently.” 

    “Yes, sir,” the Guardsmen answered and stepped forward to take the man by the arms. “Come with us,” the more senior of the two said and they led the man out of the tent.

    Once they were gone, Dahvin sighed. “Pacifying the people of Farindia isn’t going to be easy.” 

    “No, it’s not,” Gavlin agreed. “Not when they think we’re invaders.” 

    “There may be a way to make it easier, Colonel,” Barvil said as he stepped forward, but he had his head down and was rubbing his chin in thought. “I think we need to rethink this. Tomorrow, I want the Warriors to ride ahead. All fifty of them, in Farindian colors.”

    “Are you sure?” Dahvin asked. “Isn’t that asking for trouble?” 

    “With the Chosen, maybe,” Barvil agreed, “but with the common people, people like that man and his village, I don’t think so. Did you see his reaction to finding out that I was a Warmaster from Kel’Kavin?” He paused to look at the young officers around him. “It’s like he expected me to kill him for what he’d done.” 

    “They attacked--” Dahvin started, then cut himself off as he thought of the answer. “They attacked the Farindian Royal Guards. And Stavin is a Farindian. I think he just figured out that he and his friends committed treason by the laws of Farindia.”

    “I think you’re right,” Gavlin said. 

     * * *

    Stavin crawled out of his tent well after mid day to find his army waiting for him. “We’re not ready to move?” he asked. 

    “We’re staying here today, Prince Stavin,” one of the guardsmen replied. 

    Stavin nodded and went to the table. The remains of the mid day meal were still there, and he began stuffing his mouth with bread and cheese immediately. One of the guardsman said, “Prince Stavin, let me summon the cooks,” and Stavin nodded permission, but he didn’t stop eating. 

    “Here,” Karvik said as he handed Stavin a cup of kava. 

    Stavin took a long drink, grimaced at the taste, then started eating again. “Gods, I’m hungry.” 

    “I’m not surprised,” Karvik said as he refilled Stavin’s cup. “You missed two meals on top of showing off this morning. How do you feel, other than empty?” 

    “Like I spent the morning at ax instruction with your dad.” Stavin sighed and stretched his back muscles. “I hurt everywhere.” 

    Karvik retrieved Stavin’s plate armor, and he and a guardsman helped Stavin armor up between bites. “What did the prisoner tell us?” 

    “I’ll let Dad and the colonel tell you what we found out about the attackers and what we’re going to do about it. For now, though, just be aware that you, Stavin Dragon Blessed, are well known in Farindia. That man is as awe-struck as anyone I’ve ever seen.”

    Stavin’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace. “Lovely.” 

    Once he’d taken the edge off his hunger, Stavin let Karvik lead him to the command tent. The officers all stood when he entered, and he bowed his head in acknowledgement before asking, “What have you decided, Colonel?” 

    Gavlin looked at Barvil, so he answered. “We are sending Darak and his men forward with the prisoner.” He explained what the man had told them. “I think you’ll agree that we don’t want to slaughter the common folk when they think they are just defending their homes.” 

    Stavin sighed and nodded. “I agree completely. Send Darak and his men as planned, but have them carry my flag as well.” Stavin pointed to the Evandian Royal Flag that was set by his tent. “Where is Darak?” 

    “With Captain Zel’Kordil of the Fifth Cavalry,” Dahvin answered.

    “Is he related to Lord General Zel’Kordil?” Stavin asked as his eyebrows drew down. 

    “Distantly,” Dahvin replied. “They are about eight generations removed.” 

    Stavin considered that for a moment, then shrugged. “Very well. Were there any other survivors from the cavalry group?”

    “One, but he’ll never fight again,” Gavlin replied. 

    “And from the camp itself?” 

    “Six dead, nineteen wounded, three seriously.” 

    Stavin sighed and shook his head slowly. “Damn. Barvil, what do the old maps show about this area?” 

    Barvil directed Stavin over to a table and pulled one map out from under the others. It was the map Stavin had copied. “The prisoner says that his settlement, which they simply call Juniper, is located about here.” He pointed to the map and made a circle. “He couldn’t be very specific, because he’s never seen a map like this before. He says it’s off the old road by quite a bit. Lestalin Ford is the closest of the old cities, but he says it is just a ruin and there is no one there except some vagabonds and scavengers. And maybe some bandits.” 

    “That fits with what we already knew about this area,” Stavin said as he looked at the map. “Colonel, what do you think? Do we stay on the road and just send Darak and his force to Juniper, or do we divert the entire force up that way?” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “I don’t think we can afford to take everyone up there, Prince Stavin. The prisoner says there is no real road, just a wagon track. Taking all of the infantry and support staff up there would be difficult, and probably wouldn’t make much more of an impression than Darak and his men will. They are, after all, Farindian Royal Guards. My only concern is if we need them someplace else.” 

    “What about only sending half of them, Sir?” Karvik suggested. “Send twenty-five Royal Guards backed by twenty-five cavalrymen.” 

    “Make two advanced forces to let the common people know who we are and why we’re here?” Barvil asked. He looked at his son and smiled. “Maybe have someone with a good dose of the old Farindian Royal Blood lead the second force.”

    Karvik’s eyes widened in shock. “Are you serious?” 

    “Why not?” Stavin said as he laughed. “You outrank all of the royal guards except Darak and your dad.”

    “Prince Stavin and your father have a point, Warleader,” Gavlin said with a hint of humor in his voice. “You’d rightfully be a major if we converted your rank.” 

    Karvik was looking around the tent with wide eyes and fixed them on Stavin. “You can’t be serious.” 

    “Sure I can.” Stavin laughed at Karvik’s expression. “We’ll send someone else with you.’ He glanced at the officers. “Captain Zel’Tarlin, most likely. He’s the senior Royal Guards officer. But you’ve got the most Farindian royal blood of any of us. More than I do.”

    “Dad, you’re--”

    “I’m staying by Prince Stavin,” Barvil interrupted. “That was a royal command from both King Kalin and Princess Marina before we left Twin Bridges. And Shari was--insistent--that I not leave Stavin’s side.” 

    Karvik grinned at his dad and chuckled. “I’ll bet she was.” 

     


    Chapter 26

    DARAK AND TWENTY-FIVE OF HIS men, backed by twenty-five men of the Fifth Cavalry, put the prisoner on a borrowed cavalry mount and took him home the next morning. Stavin met them before they left, and spoke to the prisoner. 

    “Tell your elders that we are not here to invade Farindia. Evandia has annexed this portion of Farindia to reestablish order. The Farindian Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin, led by myself and Warmaster Kel’Carin, are here to see that this is as orderly a transition as we can manage. The lack of a king in Farindia has cost all of us dearly over the two hundred years since the revolt. It is time to let go of the past and embrace the future.” 

    The man bowed as deeply as he could in his saddle. “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll tell the elders what you said. They’ll obey the Dragon Blessed.” 

    Darak led off, leaving Stavin and the rest watching them go. He spoke to the prisoner as they cleared the edge of the camp. “You’ll have to lead us to your village, Goodman,” Darak said, and the man seemed startled. 

    “I’s just a farmer, Warleader,” the man said in a soft, timid tone. 

    “You’re Prince Stavin’s messenger,” Darak replied. “You’re the one who is going to tell your elders what you’ve heard and seen.” 

    The man nodded and led them deep into the forest, and finally onto a barely discernable wagon track. It was only half a day on horseback to Juniper, and they received a suspicious greeting from twenty or so men armed with bows, axes, and scythes. 

    “That’s far enough,” one old man shouted. “What you done, Par?” 

    The prisoner answered, “Mayor Dannis, these men’s Royal Guards from Kel’Kavin. They’s escortin’ Prince Stavin Dragon Blessed. He’s one of ‘em.” 

    Several of the men facing them immediately lowered their weapons. The mayor walked forward slowly and looked up at the prisoner. “You say the Dragon Blessed is here?” 

    “He’s with their main army. These here is some of the Royal Guards. They’s gots a message from Prince Stavin for you.” 

    The mayor focused on Darak, and his eyes bulged when he recognized the Royal Guards tabard and the three stars on Darak’s shoulder. He bowed deeply and said, “You be welcome in our town, Royal Guardsmen.” He walked backwards until he was behind some of his men, then turned and headed for the town store. 

    Darak nodded for the prisoner to lead the way, and they dismounted in front of the store. Just the prisoner and Darak went inside. The mayor and three other men met them. “Par, is you sure about this?” 

    “I done seen him, Mayor, and talked to him. The Dragon Blessed hisself was the one what captured me. He said to tell you that we’s Evandians now. Evandia done ann--asne--”

    “Annexed,” Darak supplied. 

    “Thanks to you, Warleader,” Par said with a deep bow. “They done split Farindia with Andaria. We’s got us a king now, and he done adopted Stavin Dragon Blessed as our prince.” 

    The mayor looked Darak in the eye, then bowed his head. “We beg forgiveness fer attacking you, Warleader. We thought we was being attacked.” 

    “Prince Stavin understands that, Mayor,” Darak replied. “It is his desire to limit the number of casualties on all sides. If possible, please send word to the communities around you about what has happened here. Prince Stavin and King Kalin desire to establish order in these lands once again. To reestablish the laws of the crown, not just the rules of the traders and warlords.” 

    Another of the elders asked, “What should we do, Warleader?” 

    Darak smiled. “Continue to live in peace. It will probably take some time to convince everyone, but peace is the desired result of the annexation. Soon, Evandian Sheriffs and Magistrates will begin heading into these lands. Their goal will be to establish the rights of the citizens. Proper land deeds, water rights, and ownership of property titles will be established, mostly based on the information that councils such as yours will provide them.”

    “We’ll obey, Warleader,” the man replied with a deep bow. 

    Darak nodded, then looked at the prisoner. “You are released, Goodman. Return to your home, and we’ll return to Prince Stavin with the news that Juniper is safe.” 

    All of the councilmen bowed deeply, and Darak left the store. Once he was mounted, he called out, “Royal Guards, return to the prince.” All of the horsemen wheeled their mounts and headed back the way they had come. Behind them, the people of Juniper stood silent. 

    Darak veered his force to the east once they were clear of the town. “Colonel Zel’Fordal said they weren’t going to wait for us,” he explained. “We’re going to have to catch them.” 

    “As slow as they move, we won’t have to do much in the way of catching,” one of the warriors quipped.

    They reached the road, and a quick examination of the surface showed that they were ahead of the army. It took until after nightfall to reach them. “Halt! Who goes there?” a sentry bellowed as soon as Darak led his men around a curve in the road. 

    “Royal Guards Warleader Kel’Norlan and his force,” Darak shouted in reply as he and his men stopped. The sentries sounded an alarm, and soon over a hundred men were facing Darak. 

    Captain Zel’Tarlin himself came forward to identify them. “Got ahead of us a bit, didn’t you Darak?” he asked. 

    “Just a bit, Hardan,” Darak answered. 

    Captain Zel’Tarlin shouted, “It’s all right, men. They’re ours,” to the soldiers, and then led the way back to camp. “Prince Stavin is in the command tent.” 

    Darak and Hardan went to the tent while the rest of the men went to find something to eat. Stavin smiled when he saw Darak. “How did they take our message?” he asked. 

    “Pretty well,” Darak answered. “Their mayor and council listened, at least. Having one of their own swear he’d met Stavin Dragon Blessed made quite an impression.” 

    Stavin rolled his eyes and sighed. “I have a feeling I’m going to learn to hate that title.” 

    “Could be worse,” Dahvin said as he chuckled. 

    “How so?” Karvik asked. 

    Dahvin grinned slyly. “By rights, he should be called His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral.”

    Karvik stared at Dahvin for a moment, then turned to look at Stavin. He clamped his hand over his mouth, but his strangled snort of amusement was audible anyway. 

    Barvil was in better shape, and wagged a finger at Dahvin as he said, “You forgot Senior Warmaster. I think it would either go before or after Dragon Blessed.” 

    “I think after,” Gavlin said as he stroked his chin. “Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster.” 

    Stavin was staring wide-eyed at all of them, shock warring with amusement. “You are not calling me that.” 

    Gavlin laughed out loud now. “It is a bit of a mouthful, isn’t it? But when we face the Chosen, it might be necessary. At the very least, you should be ready to sign all of your titles if someone demands a treaty.”

    “I didn’t have to put all of that on the treaty with Andaria,” Stavin complained.

    “No, you didn’t,” Dahvin agreed, “but only because everyone involved was already aware of your titles. Stave,” he said as he stepped closer and put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder, “you know there are Chosen who don’t respect anyone who doesn’t have a mouthful of titles. You met enough of them in Twin Bridges.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I know, Dahvin. Gods Below, what a name. I may as well accept it, though.”

    “Might as well,” Dahvin agreed. “You don’t actually have a choice in the matter.” 

     


    Chapter 27

    LESTALIN FORD WAS ONE OF THE largest old Farindian cities along this road. Fifty-thousand souls had once called it home, but now it was a tumbled ruin. The city had burned at some time in the past, and the forest had moved into the nitrogen rich soil the ashes had left behind. 

    The road had been maintained for the most part, and the bridge that had once been the pride of the city had been rebuilt. The shells of stone and masonry buildings could be seen through the trees and underbrush, but it appeared that many of the stone buildings had been scavenged to provide building materials elsewhere. The surprise was the number of people who could be seen out among those ruins. 

    Karvik rode forward alone and stopped in the center of a clearing. “Good people of Farindia,” he shouted, “we are here to reestablish the kingdom under King Kalin of Evandia.” 

    “Who are you to do such a thing?” a woman’s voice shouted back. 

    “We are the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin,” Karvik shouted in the direction the woman’s voice had come from. To his surprise, a figure stood and cautiously came forward. 

    “You’re Royal Guards?” the woman asked as she looked up at Karvik. He ran one finger down the edge of his tabard. “You’re really the Old Guard?” 

    Karvik bowed in the saddle. “We are. Who are you, good lady?” 

    “Me!? I’m no lady, not by half.” She shook her head slowly. “I’m no one of any consequence.” 

    Karvik bowed again. “You’re educated enough to speak properly, and you’re brave enough to come forward and ask questions,” he replied in a patient tone. “That makes you someone of consequence in these parts.” 

    The woman shrugged one shoulder. “My name is Eve Fel’Cassan, lord. I was a servant on Lord Zel’Esten’s estate.” 

    “And why are you here?”

    The woman took a step backwards as she gave Karvik a suspicious look. “I ran away,” she replied softly. “I didn’t like being Lord Shardan’s concubine.” 

    Karvik simply shrugged. “Do you hold any sway over the other people here in Lestalin Ford?”

    The woman took another step backwards away from the road. “Some,” she admitted. “I know a bit about herbs that allows me help the sick and injured. Why?”

    Karvik explained about the annexation, and Stavin. The woman’s reaction was predictable. “The Dragon Blessed is here?” she asked as she stared up at him with wide eyes.

    “He is,” Karvik replied with a grin. “If you would be so kind, please pass the word to your fellow inhabitants that Evandian officials will be coming into this area in the near future to establish order. If you have a settlement laid out, you will be allowed to keep it. This,” he waved his hand in a circle to encompass the entire ruined city, “may one day be rebuilt. It will be important to establish your claims early.” 

    “You mean that?” the woman all but whispered. “We’ll just be able to say, ‘This is mine,’ and it’ll be legal?” 

    Karvik nodded. “Essentially, yes. Some things, like the road and bridge, will belong to the crown, but any house you’ve built or field you’ve cleared to grow food will be yours to keep.” He looked around again and shook his head. “It would be a shame to leave this a ruin without even trying to rebuild.” 

    Eve bowed deeply. “I’ll pass the word, Guardsman, and we’ll be ready when the officials come. Most of us have just a shack and garden, but if we can keep what we’ve claimed, I’m sure some will claim more. I certainly will.” 

    “Very well,” Karvik said and raised his hand to signal the column. “Good day to you, and your people.” He smiled and glanced over his shoulder. “Prince Stavin is the one in the golden armor. He’ll pass by in a few moments.”

    The column came forward, and Stavin bowed in the saddle in acknowledgement of Eve’s deep bow. He was aware of what Karvik had been telling her. That had been decided well ahead of time. 

    The army crossed the bridge cautiously. It was not a substantial structure. Gavlin limited them to five riders at a time, spaced several horse-lengths apart. The infantry was limited to groups of ten, and only one of the support staff wagons was allowed to cross at a time. The sun was down and camp set long before the last wagon crossed. 

    Gavlin held a meeting with his officers once the camp was seen to. “We’re in what our prisoner called Zel’Esten territory now. It’s the southern-most of the Chosen estates.”

    Karvik said, “The woman I spoke to said she ran away from the Zel’Esten estate.” 

    “I wish we had a current map of the area,” Stavin groused. 

    “We all do,” Barvil agreed. “About the only thing we can be sure of is this road.”

    Stavin looked at Gavlin and asked, “So what’s our plan, Colonel?”

    “We’ll send the cavalry ahead to scout while the column continues on the road. Our best intelligence tells us that the Zel’Esten Estate can only field one hundred trained men, and three hundred armed farmers.”

    “Don’t discount farmers, Colonel. A good hand with a scythe is as dangerous as a good hand with a sword,” Barvil explained. 

     * * *

    A soldier rushed into Lord Zel’Esten’s study and went to one knee. “Report,” Lord Jonnis commanded. 

    “My lord, they have crossed the river at Lestalin Ford.”

    Lord Shardan, the oldest of Lord Jonnis’ children, asked, “How many?” 

    “My lord, we couldn’t get an exact count,” the soldier replied, “but we are sure of at least three hundred and sixty riders, and thirty supply wagons. The men on foot numbered in the thousands. My best guess, begging your pardon, is five thousand infantry.”

    “Gods Below.” Lord Jonnis said as he sighed. “And to face them we have just seventy fighters and a hundred and a handful of auxiliaries. Auxiliaries! Hah! Rabble. Worse than useless.” The old lord stood and paced around his study with his hands clasped tightly behind his back. “It’s too far to the Zel’Hestel Estate to send for help. As I see it, we have three choices: We can fight and die. We can run and hope to join forces with the others. Or we can submit and give up our land.” 

    Lord Shardan shook his head slowly. “Together, the seven Houses have enough men to match them, but that would mean running all the way to the Zel’Gastak Estate and hoping everyone is there with us. And even then, we would only have about five hundred real fighters. The rest, as you say, would be rabble. They would be no match for the soldiers of the Evandian Army.” 

    “And we’d have to abandon everything to do it,” Lady Rainah pointed out. She was standing by the desk, holding a glass of wine. “We need those farmers in the fields and orchards, not out getting slaughtered fighting the Evandians. We won’t survive the winter without them.” 

    Lord Jonnis hugged his wife and pressed his face into her hair for a moment. “Then it’s settled. Come daybreak, we’ll surrender to the Evandians and hope for the best.” 

    Daybreak found Lord Jonnis and his son sitting their horses on the road about twenty dragon-lengths from the edge of their estate. Lady Rainah had the younger children and grandchildren in a wagon with all of their fighters around them. If the worst happened, they would flee north and warn the rest of the Chosen families. 


    Chapter 28

    “PRINCE STAVIN,” A GUARDSMAN SAID AS he came to attention next to Stavin and Karvik, “Colonel Zel’Fordal requests your presence.” 

    Stavin nodded and stood, shoving the last of his eggs into his mouth. Karvik stood with him and grabbed his shoulder. “Freeze, Your Highness,” Karvik muttered, and Stavin stopped in his tracks. Karvik shook his head in mock sorrow as he used a napkin to wipe a drip of egg yolk from Stavin’s armor. “Can’t go looking like that.” 

    “Yes, father,” Stavin muttered. 

    “Be glad neither of your fathers is here,” Barvil commented mildly. “And especially none of your big sisters. They’d really give you a hard time.” 

    Stavin sighed and nodded his agreement, then let Karvik and Barvil take their positions at his shoulders. They marched together to the command tent and found Gavlin with his senior officers. 

    “Prince Stavin,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said without looking up from his table, “our scouts say there are two well-dressed horsemen waiting for us this side of the wall that marks the boundary of the Zel’Esten Estate.”

    “Any sign of armed opposition?” Stavin asked as he looked at the map on the table. Details had been added since last night. 

    “No. What I’d like to do is send Darak and his men forward to find out what their intentions are. If they are peaceful, then I’d like to join you in discussing their surrender, or whatever they have in mind.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Guess I’d better shine my armor and limber up my wrist. It’ll take all day to sign my name and titles, and I don’t want to cramp up.” There were chuckles of agreement from around the tent, then Darak left. The sound of his men riding out of camp at a canter soon followed. 

    Darak returned with the two men a short time later. “Prince Stavin, please allow me to present Lords Jonnis and Shardan Zel’Esten.” 

    Stavin nodded his head deeply as the two well-dressed men bowed. “Gentlemen, welcome to our camp. Can I offer you some kava?” Stavin waved one hand to where an elegant silver kava service was sitting. 

    The older man shook his head. “No, Prince Stavin, but thank you for the offer. I am Jonnis Zel’Esten.” He bowed once again. “This is my son and heir, Shardan. We would like to know what your intentions are.” 

    Stavin considered that for a moment. “Lord Jonnis, Evandia has annexed this portion of Farindia. It is our intention to establish order here, and bring civilization back to the land of our ancestors.” 

    Lord Jonnis clenched his teeth, his jaw muscles visible under the skin of his face, then forced himself to calm down. “Prince Stavin, this is the land of our ancestors.” 

    “Lord Jonnis, I am from Kavinston, in Kel’Kavin. All but a few of the men you see around you are scions of the old Royal Guard. We all carry some portion of the old royal blood. Karvik Kel’Carin,” he raised his hand to indicate his friend, “carries nearly one half royal blood from three lines. I carry somewhat less. As far as we have been able to determine, we are the only members of the old line to survive the revolt. As such, it is our right to reestablish order in our kingdom.” 

    “You’re an Evandian prince,” Lord Shardan all but shouted. 

    “By adoption,” Stavin agreed with a slight nod. “But before that I was Warleader Second Stavin Kel’Aniston of Kavinston, called Dragon Blessed.” Stavin turned so his shoulder was toward the lords. “Since then I’ve been elevated to Senior Warmaster.” 

    “How?” Lord Shardan demanded. 

    “By killing a hundred and twenty-seven men, Lord Shardan,” Stavin replied softly. “By slaughtering part of the Andarian Army.” 

    “The dragon sword,” Lord Jonnis said in a soft, barely audible murmur. 

    Stavin laid his hand on the hilt of the Sword of Zel’Hallan and lit up the tent like the rising sun. “Yes, Lord Jonnis,” he replied in an echoing voice. He led go of the sword almost immediately. 

    “What are your terms for our surrender?” Lord Jonnis asked as soon as he stopped blinking. 

    “Don’t fight us,” Stavin replied simply. “We’re not here to conquer you. We’re here to bring you into Evandia, and welcome you to our kingdom.” 

    “What of our lands?” Lord Shardan asked. 

    “They are yours. We, King Kalin, Princess Marina, and I, want you to continue with your lives. We want this to be a prosperous portion of our kingdom. Magistrates will be following us in the near future to establish titles and land deeds. I’m sure you still have your ancient titles from the early days of Farindia. The Zel’Esten family dates back to the founding of the province. Those titles will be honored by Evandia.” 

    “How did you know that?” Lord Jonnis asked. He seemed puzzled by Stavin’s knowledge.

    “I am, or was supposed to be, a scribe in the Kavinston Archive. I transcribed an old scroll once that listed the thirty-seven Chosen families who originally settled the Land of Farind. Zel’Esten was among the first, settling across the border from the Land of Kavad in the twenty-first year of the reign of Emperor Farind Zel’Varsal.” 

    Lord Jonnis looked down and shook his head. “We were prepared--I was prepared to fight you to the last man for our heritage. Shardan, go home and tell your mother to unpack the good dishes. We’re having guests for the mid day meal.” He smiled as his son gave him a suspicious look, then turned and bowed to Stavin. “Prince Stavin, please accept my hospitality. I would like to discuss this annexation further. What you are telling us contradicts the information we received last year.”

    “Thank you, Lord Jonnis,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. “I am pleased to accept.”

    Stavin turned to Colonel Zel’Fordal and nodded his head deeply. “Colonel, bring your force forward to the edge of the cultivated land and set camp. I’ll take Warmaster Kel’Carin and the Royal Guards with me. Once your camp is set, please join us at the manor.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Gavlin replied with a bow. 

    “Lord Jonnis, if you would?” Stavin gestured toward the tent flap and the elderly lord left the tent with Stavin right behind him. Barvil, Karvik, Dahvin, and Hardan were close on his heels. 

    Lord Jonnis retrieved his horse from the guards and waited until Stavin and the rest had mounted. Without another word, he led the way toward his home, and seventy Royal Guards trailed behind him. 

    The manor house was still obviously a fortress. Tall and squarely built of cut stone, it was nearly the size of Fort Kel’Kavin. “I’m impressed,” Stavin said as he looked up at the walls. 

    “The house was the first settlement in these lands, and was built as a defensive position against the nomads and wildmen of this area,” Lord Jonnis explained. “At one time there was actually a town here, built close to the manor walls, and the inhabitants would retreat and close the gates at the first sign of trouble.” 

    Stavin was surveying the defenses critically and nodded his approval. “It would take a determined foe to break your defenses. If you objected to us so much, why didn’t you just fort up and let us pass by?” 

    “We couldn’t risk a siege. We couldn’t withstand it,” Lord Jonnis admitted with a grimace. “We need our farmers out in the fields, not eating the limited supplies we have this early in the summer.” 

    Stavin simply nodded his understanding. “It’s hard to keep back supplies for a siege when you can hardly feed your people.”

    The old lord led them into the courtyard where a group of people were waiting and dismounted. “Prince Stavin, please allow me to introduce my wife, Lady Rainah.” The oldest of the ladies gave Stavin an intensely curious look as she bowed deeply. “My daughter-in-law, Lady Maris.” The young woman standing beside Lord Shardan bowed. “My daughters, Hava, Jessen, and Nanca. Family, I present to you Prince Stavin Zel’Andral of Evandia.” Unlike the two lords, all of the ladies were dressed in leather travelling outfits.

    Lady Rainah bowed again, and said, “Be welcome in our home, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, Lady Rainah.” He took a step forward and Barvil and Darak stepped up behind his shoulders. On their heels came Dahvin and Hardan. 

    Lord Shardan gave them an intense look, and Stavin smiled slightly as he explained, “Even in the palace in Twin Bridges they follow me. Please allow me to introduce Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin of the Farindian Royal Guard, Warleader Second Darak Kel’Norlan of the Farindian Royal Guard, Captain Hardan Zel’Tarlin of the Evandian Royal Guard, and Captain Dahvin Zel’Fordal of the Evandian Royal Guard.”

    “A Warmaster?” Lord Shardan asked in a stunned tone as he stared at Barvil. Barvil bowed in acknowledgement.

    Lady Nanca, the youngest at about fourteen, stepped forward and asked, “Have you really killed more than a hundred men?” 

    “I have, Lady Nanca,” Barvil replied courteously. 

    “That’s enough, Nanci,” Lady Rainah said, making the girl close her mouth with a snap. “Your forgiveness, Warmaster, but she gets excited. She has been studying the history of Farindia, and is currently reading about the time after the revolt.” 

    Barvil bowed, then glanced at Stavin. “I understand completely.” 

    “Prince Stavin,” Lord Shardan said as he joined their guest, “you wear four hollowed stars. How is that possible at your age?” 

    Stavin sighed. “It is possible because there were a lot of people who thought this armor was real gold, and I spent most of my first two expeditions killing the fools who wanted to kill me and steal it. The coup attempt in Twin Bridges is responsible for a lot of it, and my fight against the Andarian Army finished it out.” 

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, but how old are you?” Lady Maris asked. 

    “I just turned twenty, Lady Maris,” Stavin answered with a slight bow. 

    “I bet you have nightmares about all the men you’ve killed,” Lady Hava whispered. 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, Lady Hava.”

    “How could you not have nightmares?” she demanded in an aggressive tone, turning to face Stavin squarely. 

    Stavin bowed slightly and replied, “I am a Warmaster of Kel’Kavin, Lady Hava. It’s what I’ve been trained to do since I turned five. And I’ve never sought out and killed anyone in cold blood. Everyone I’ve faced has been trying to kill me.”

    “Children,” Lord Jonnis said in a soft voice that silenced his offspring instantly. “Prince Stavin is our guest, and, as of a short time ago, our liege. Be polite or be absent.” 

    All of the young women bowed and said, “Yes, Father.” 

    Lord Jonnis led them into the ancient fortress and to a comfortable parlor. A man in immaculate clothing was waiting for them and bowed to his lord. “How may I be of service, Lord Jonnis?” 

    Lord Jonnis turned and bowed to Stavin. “May I offer you refreshment, Prince Stavin?” 

    “Beer, please,” Stavin said and smiled at the surprise on his host’s face. 

    Lord Jonnis bowed and motioned toward the butler, who immediately filled a large stein with beer. “I’ll have Draiger’s Tears, Chesten,” Lord Jonnis said as the butler handed Stavin the stein. 

    Lady Rainah smiled and said, “Red wine, Chesten.” 

    Barvil and Darak opted for beer, while Hardan and Dahvin requested Draiger’s Tears. Lord Shardan also had Draiger’s Tears, while all four of the younger ladies followed Lady Rainah’s example. 

    Once everyone was served, Lord Jonnis raised his glass and said, “Prince Stavin, honored guests, family, I raise my glass to peace and prosperity.” 

    “Peace and prosperity,” everyone echoed and took a sip. 

    “Now, Prince Stavin, I’d like some more details about the annexation,” Lord Jonnis said as he ushered Stavin to a large chair. “We were under the impression that you were coming to take our lands.” 

    Stavin bowed in his seat. “No one really wants these lands except you, Lord Jonnis.” Stavin shrugged and smiled apologetically. “The purpose of the annexation is to enhance our security by bringing the territories of Farindia under the control of the king. Or at least some king. King Kalin annexed Kel’Kavin to bring us, the old Farindian Royal Guard, into his service. After the incident in the palace summer before last, he was convinced that it was too risky not having us bound to him and Evandia. The Elders’ Council of Kavinston proposed having Evandia annex all of Farindia from Kel’Kavin south. And when I went to Andaria to end the war, I proposed the idea to King Jallat. I really didn’t have the authority to make that proposal, though, and King Kalin was not entirely happy with the idea. As you probably know, this is one of the few fertile areas of southern Farindia. West of here are the foothills and badlands of the high plateau, and east is Kavadia.” 

    Lord Shardan sat forward and fixed Stavin with a piercing stare. “So if this is just to bring us under the rule of a king, why didn’t you just have one of your people declare himself King of Farindia and be done with it?” 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and asked, “Would you bow to Karvik Kel’Carin? You met him out at the command tent. He has the highest percentage of royal blood in the valley.” 

    “Of course not,” Lord Shardan snapped. “There must be at least one Chosen family in your valley.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Not one. The few Chosen who were sent to Kel’Kavin left the Guard and returned to their families. We of the Cat Clans had no other families to go to, so we stayed.” 

    “You could have done it,” Lady Rainah said in a barely audible voice. “You, Stavin Dragon Blessed, could have proclaimed yourself king. Your warriors could have put down any opposition.” 

    “Then we’d have all been in real trouble,” Stavin said with a wry expression. “No one in Kavinston has the knowledge or background to organize and control a full kingdom, least of all me. Oh, the knowledge is there. I spent years in the Archive, copying scrolls and books, but no one has the experience to reestablish what we had. Or the gold. I have a substantial personal fortune, but King Kalin and Princess Marina estimate that it will cost Evandia two hundred thousand gold crowns to reestablish order in this territory, and we’re only talking about the bottom two-fifths, just up to Kahrant’s Pass. And there is one other consideration.”

    “And that would be?” Lady Maris asked in a suspicious tone.

    “Andaria and Evandia had both sworn to go to war if either tried to take Farindia, but if Farindia reestablished a separate monarchy, either of them could have attacked and taken us.” He paused to grimace bitterly. “I’m almost certain Andaria would have. King Jallat jumped at the idea of annexing the upper three-fifths of the old kingdom. That would have been a war that none of us would have survived.”

    “That is something to consider,” Lord Jonnis murmured. “Our cooks have unloaded their supplies and are fixing the mid day meal, but it will be a while. While we are waiting, I wonder if you’d satisfy my curiosity concerning your armor. I’ve heard three or four different versions of the story over the past few years, and I have to wonder what the truth is.” 

    Stavin sighed. It had been over two years since the last time he’d told the story. “High on the peaks surrounding the Kel’Kavin valley is a cave,” he began. Unlike the other times he’d told the story, this time he told all of it, including his reason for going to the cave and why he’d gone alone. “Things got really interesting when I got back to Kavinston.” 

    Barvil glanced at him, then picked up the narrative. “When we saw a gold-clad warrior walk up to the gates of Kavinston, we reacted badly. No one is supposed to be able to get into Kel’Kavin without our permission, and the idea that someone had infuriated us. I was an Elder then, next in line for the Chief Elder’s position. When the warrior stopped and said he was Stavin, none of us could believe it. Especially not me. Then he told us that he’d faced the fear and stayed in the cave, and spoken to the dragon. I was so mad I could hardly see straight.” He smiled and shook his head, then looked at Stavin. 

    “There was Stavin, the timid boy who’d asked for my darling daughter and been denied twice already, claiming he was braver than me. I didn’t last ten breaths in that cave when I was a boy, but he claimed to have stayed. After years of watching him get bullied and pushed around by the bigger boys, Stavin the Runt was claiming to have done what none of us had ever accomplished. I’m afraid I lost my temper and tried to take Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue from him. When he stepped back and refused, I lost all sense of propriety. I demanded a Dragon’s Tongue from another warrior and tried to take Stavin’s weapon.” He chuckled and shook his head again. 

    “Little squirt matched me strike for strike. That was as infuriating as anything else he’d done, because I used to teach Dragon’s Tongue to our young men. He shouldn’t have been able to last three breaths against me, but I couldn’t get through his defense. Then he left me an opening and I dishonored myself by trying to kill him.” 

    Everyone was silent, and Stavin picked up the story. “I was stunned that, in defiance of all our customs, Barvil had tried to kill me. Then I got mad. I cut both points off his Dragon’s Tongue, then cut the haft in half and left him standing there in his shame. Once Chief Elder Kel’Davin had accepted me, I took possession of Barvil and his household until he could reestablish his honor.” 

    “It was a distinctly unpleasant situation,” Darak put in, glancing at Barvil. “Here was Stavin, the boy no one thought would amount to anything, suddenly claiming to be Dragon Blessed, and carrying his proof on his back. The blow Barvil delivered would have pierced the finest steel armor, yet it didn’t leave a scratch on Stavin’s breast plate. The oak haft of Barvil’s Dragon’s Tongue would have stopped a sword stroke, but Stavin’s weapon sliced right through it. And Barvil, the favored choice to be the next Chief Elder, was suddenly a servant.” 

    “My family didn’t make things any better,” Barvil said with a bitter twist to his lips. “Stavin really wanted to marry Dorvina. If I had just accepted his assertion, he would have. I’d have had a hard time telling him no after that. But now that we were bound to him, my wife had to twist the knife by pointing out that he couldn’t honorably take Dorvi as his wife because she was a servant in his household. I could almost hear his heart breaking, and the tone of his voice was just horrible.” 

    “I damn near cried when Sahrena reminded me of all the reasons Dorvi couldn’t be mine,” Stavin said in a near whisper. “Then my sister suggested that I marry Sharindis, and my parents seconded her recommendation. Then Barvil and Sahrena agreed, and that was that.”

    “How long did it take for you to regain your honor, Warmaster?” Lord Jonnis asked. 

    “One season.” Barvil glanced at Stavin and smiled. “One season with the bandit magnet over there. He couldn’t free me of my obligation to him, but he ordered me and Karvik to stop serving him while we were on the expedition. I killed nineteen men that summer, and earned my fourth star. Karvik earned four red stripes with twenty-three kills. And he,” he bowed his head to Stavin, “earned his first star with thirty kills.” 

    “Incredible.” Lord Shardan said, then sighed. 

    Darak nodded. “A lot of us couldn’t believe it. Or wouldn’t believe it. And the rest of the story of their first expedition was just as amazing. What surprised many of us was that he didn’t flaunt it. There he was, the first person in the history of Kavinston to earn a star on his first expedition, and he went to work in the Archive copying scrolls. His personal fortune exceeded that of the entire valley many times over, and he was burrowing through stacks of moldering scrolls searching out bits of information. There were a lot of arguments about whether or not he’d really killed that many men. No one was foolish enough to call Barvil a liar. Not with those four stars. But Stavin? Now he was fair game.”

    Stavin shrugged. “Not many people understand what I find so enthralling about the Archive. It’s not a warrior’s position. But up until I went to the cave, I really didn’t think of myself as a warrior. I thought of myself as a scribe. I planned on going to the lowlands for my required five seasons, maybe earn a stripe or two and some silver, then work on taking the place of Master Kel’Zorgan as the Master Scribe of the Kavinston Archive. That became my dream when I was twelve, two years after I’d stopped growing.” He grinned and looked straight at Barvil. “There was a lot of, ‘I’ll show you all,’ in that decision, because Master Scribe is almost as honored a position as Elder. And it’s a lifetime position that would have let me spend the rest of my life doing what I loved.”

    Lady Jessen giggled. “And now you’ve really shown them all by becoming a prince.”

    The butler interrupted by saying, “Lord Jonnis, the mid day meal is prepared.” 

    “Excellent,” Lord Jonnis said as he stood. “I was too nervous to eat this morning, and I’m famished.”

    The butler led them to the dining hall and Lord Jonnis directed everyone to their seats. They were just about to start when a servant walked in with Gavlin. “Lord Jonnis, this officer says he’s supposed to be here.” 

    Lord Jonnis nodded. “We’re just about to eat, Colonel Zel’Fordal. Please join us.” 

    “Zel’Fordal,” Lady Rainah said softly. She looked at Dahvin and asked, “Are you two related?” 

    Dahvin bowed in his seat and replied, “Yes, Lady Rainah. Gavlin is my oldest brother, and Lord of Zel’Fordal.”

    That drew some surprised looks from the ladies. “The Lord of Zel’Fordal? And you’re still a serving officer?” 

    Gavlin smiled and bowed his head. “It is tradition in our family. Most of us serve our entire lives.”

    “What of your lands?” Lady Jessen asked. 

    “Our lands, such as they are, are run by the women of our family. The Zel’Fordal estate is in West Bridge, and consists of a manor house and about ten dragons of land.” Gavlin smiled and shook his head. “An ancestor of ours made some bad investments and lost most of our land because of them.” 

    “Unfortunate,” Lord Jonnis said. “So you stay in the Army your entire life.” 

    “Or the Royal Guard,” Dahvin supplied. 

    “They are well connected in spite of their lack of real estate,” Stavin said, grinning at his friends. “Gavlin and Dahvin are King Kalin’s nephews. Queen Carissa was their father’s youngest sister.” 

    That made the younger Chosen sit up a little straighter. “So you’re Prince Stavin’s cousins, even if it is by adoption.” 

    Both Gavlin and Dahvin bowed in their chairs, and Gavlin said, “Yes, we are. King Kalin thought someone needed to watch over him and see if we could keep him out of trouble.” 

    Barvil chuckled and said, “Good luck. I’ve never managed it.” 

     


    Chapter 29

    “ONCE AGAIN, LORD ZEL’WALVAN,” SHARI SAID to the Minister of Health in a tightly controlled tone, “Farindia is not a barbarous vestige of a kingdom. The people have carried on to the best of their ability, and in many cases they have succeeded admirably.” 

    “Princess Sharindis, I beg to differ,” the minister said in a tone that set Shari’s teeth on edge. “There is no Ministry of Health in the former kingdom. No one monitors the people for disease. No one certifies that the people who call themselves Healers are in fact anything of the kind.”

    “Except the people they treat. Healers are held to a much higher standard in Farindia. They have to perform up to expectations, or they are likely to be killed.” 

    “My point exactly,” the minister said in a smug tone. 

    “What are you trying to accomplish, Lord Zel’Walvan?” Princess Marina asked. 

    “Your highness, these so-called Healers must be brought before the certification panel to be tested and their actual qualifications determined. The Ministry of Health cannot allow unlicensed Healers to operate in Evandia.” 

    Shari asked, “Who is to see to the needs of the people while you have their Healers in Twin Bridges?”

    “That is not our concern.” 

    “Make it your concern,” Shari snarled, and even King Kalin was surprised by the venom in her tone. “There are few Healers in Farindia. You want to deprive the people of their Healers, but don’t care what happens to them while their Healers are gone? Before anyone is forced to come here for your certification tests, one of your qualified Healers will be in their place.” 

    “That is unacceptable,” the minister said in a stuffy tone. 

    “Make it acceptable,” King Kalin commanded. “Princess Sharindis is correct. No community will be deprived of its Healer. If you want to test someone, send a replacement. Or go there yourself and test them in place. Perhaps your team of Adept Healers and Herbalists should go anyway. That way, you can see to it that everyone who needs Healing in our new province can be seen.” 

    “Your Majesty, that is--”

    “That is what you are going to do, or your successor will.” King Kalin looked at his ministers and glared for a moment. “Does anyone else want to say something stupid?” There was silence all around the table. “Didn’t think so.”

    Princess Marina was glaring at the ministers in a fine imitation of her father. “You lords all seem to think that Farindia and our new people are beneath your concern. Let me assure you, that is not the case. Right now, Stavin is leading his force up the Kavadian border, and establishing the law of our kingdom in those lands. Minister of Justice Zel’Ginsel and his subordinates have sent Magistrates and Sheriffs into those lands to establish Evandian law. If any of you feel that you have a need to exert your authority in these lands, you are welcome to do so. But you may not jeopardize the health, safety, or financial well-being of our people while doing so.” 

    “Princess Marina,” Minister of Development Zel’Delvan began. 

    “Shut up, Garrat,” Marina snapped. “You have the most to do of any of the ministries in this area. Farindia needs to be redeveloped. What plans have you made? Don’t bother answering. You’ve made no plans.”

    “Princess, what plans can be made?” he asked, holding his hands up helplessly. 

    “Have you looked at any of the maps Stavin provided us? Have you considered what it will take to rebuild some of the destroyed cities? Have you made any inquiries among the lords about getting people to move into these lands?” 

    “No, Your Highness, I haven’t done any of those things.” 

    King Kalin asked, “Why not?” 

    “Your Majesty, why bother? The lands are marginal at best. No one with any sense would even consider moving out into the hinterlands like that.” 

    The king growled, “You are dismissed, Garrat,” and the room fell deathly quiet. No one seemed to even breathe. The king continued after a moment. “I will dismiss and replace every one of you if I have to. The decision has been made: We are annexing the southern two-fifths of Farindia. I count on my ministers to make that a smooth transition. You will all take an active interest in this matter, or I’ll replace you with someone else who will. Have I made myself clear?” 

    There were murmurs all around the table as the ministers agreed to keep their jobs. All except Garrat Zel’Delvan. He was silently weeping in his chair. 

     * * *

    “Something has to be done!” Lord Zel’Walvan said as he paced around his suite. He was still in his council clothes, though he had cast aside the constricting collar that current fashion decreed. 

    “What can be done?” Lord Zel’Cordas asked as he raised his hands to his sides. “The king is within his rights.” He stood and striped off his vestments, revealing a simple blue silk shirt. “There is nothing we can do about this.”

    “But that girl is disrupting our kingdom,” Lord Zel’Corvis snapped. “Her husband was bad enough, but at least he knew his place and didn’t make a point of challenging everyone.” 

    Lord Zel’Cordas said, “We must make the king see that she is overstepping herself. He must admit that the kingdom runs smoothly because we run it!” in an angry tone as he clenched and unclenched his fists repeatedly.

    “There must be something more important for her to do,” Lord Zel’Walvan said in a calmer tone as he paced around the room once again. 

    “The only things anyone thinks are more important are her daughters. She leaves any time that other woman sticks her head in.” Lord Zel’Corvis said as he shook his head slowly.

    “Then perhaps she needs to worry more about her daughters,” Lord Zel’Walvan mused as an unpleasant expression crossed his face.

     


    Chapter 30

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE LEFT THE ZEL’ESTEN estate early the next morning. Stavin was quite happy with how smoothly things had gone and smiled as he talked to Karvik about it. “I’m very pleased the Zel’Estens have accepted the annexation. They seem relieved that they can keep their land. Apparently, the rumor is that we are going to kick out the old families and install new families from Evandia.” 

    “No rumor has ever been right. That’s going to make all of them fight us,” Karvik replied with a sad shake of his head. “How many times do you think you’ll be able to just walk in and say, ‘Hi, I’m your new prince. Carry on,’ to the Chosen families who sent that force to Kel’Kavin?” 

    Stavin sighed. “I don’t know, Kar. I don’t want to slaughter our people. And I mean our people of Farindia. These are the families that made Farindia great.”

    “They’re also the families that attacked Kel’Kavin and killed Bahr. I asked, and the younger Lord Zel’Esten was one of the lords who first approached Kel’Kavin demanding to see you. They were also missing men from their warriors. They were supposed to have one hundred, but we only saw about seventy. Where do you think those other thirty warriors went?” he asked in an exasperated tone. 

    Stavin was quiet for a long time, just staring at his horse’s ears. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely audible. “If I hold that grudge we lose it all, Kar. If I demand retribution for Bahr and the others, then we become what they fear: a conquering army.”

    Karvik nodded. “And we just might have to.” 

     * * *

    Three days later, a scout from the Zel’Hestel estate saw the Pacification Force coming up the road and spurred his horse back to his lord. Lord Cevin had received a report that the Evandians had reached the Zel’Esten Estate, and the fact that no one from Zel’Esten had made it to their force spoke volumes: The Evandians must have slaughtered them to the last man. 

    “My lord,” the scout said as he reined his horse to a stop, “they are coming. I’d guess they are no more than twenty dragons behind me.” 

    Lord Cevin glared at his peers as he turned around. “They’ve slaughtered the Zel’Estens, now they’ve come here. I warned you this would happen.” The other lords nodded their agreement, and Lord Cevin hissed at his men. “They must be stopped. Our very lives depend on our driving them back.” 

    All down the line, shouted orders had men moving into position. One thing about the common farmers and herdsmen of their estates was in their favor: Every one of them was a good shot with a bow. Hunting for food made all of them keep their skills as sharp as their arrowheads. 

     * * *

    It took the Pacification Force three days to reach the outskirts of the Zel’Hestel estate. As they came around a curve in the road, arrows showered down among the leading riders. Horses screamed as men shouted, and Karvik yelled, “Get down,” as he pulled Stavin out of his saddle. 

    Stavin squirmed loose from Karvik’s grip and grasped the Sword of Zel’Hallan. The dragon magic enveloped him and he raised his hand to the sky with his palm flat to the arrows. Suddenly the barrage stopped: the arrows burst far above. The iron warheads still fell, but behind them came a shower of sawdust and feathers. 

    Stavin yelled at the top of his lungs, and the angry roar of a dragon echoed up the valley. He walked forward, still wreathed in power, and rounded the bend just a few moments later. Ahead, across the road in a massed formation, stood at least five hundred men. Archers continued to shoot arrows into the sky, but they shattered when they reached Stavin’s position and fell harmlessly around him. 

    “Stop that!” Stavin commanded, and again the voice of a dragon carried his words. “I am Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral! Throw down your weapons or die!” Ahead of him, men stumbled back as weapons fell from suddenly nerveless fingers. 

    A voice could be heard from the back of the force, screaming. “Attack! Attack him! He’s only one man! Attack him!” 

    Stavin glared and waved his empty hand at the opposing force. He might as well have been waving a scythe. The entire front row of the force fell, and screams ripped from the throats of the men who had been thrown to the ground. 

    “Must you all die?” Stavin bellowed. Now every man on the field threw their weapons down, and those who were still standing fell to their knees and put their heads to the ground. All but a group at the back of the force. 

     Rage unlike anything Stavin had ever felt before, roared through his body, and he screamed, “Surrender or die! You have no other choice!” Ahead of him he saw the men stagger, and all but one man fell to his knees. “So be it,” Stavin whispered. His form blurred as he sprinted forward. Men were thrown from his path as he passed, but his target still stood. The sword swung out and cleaved the man in half as Stavin passed him. Stavin stopped and turned to glare at the others. “Must anyone else die?” he asked in an approximation of his normal voice. 

    “We surrender!” a voice cried from somewhere close by. “We surrender! Don’t kill us! Please, Dragon Blessed! Don’t kill us!” 

    Stavin snarled, and the men around him heard a growl unlike anything a human throat should have been able to create. “Who are you?” he demanded. 

    “I-I-I am Davik Zel’Hestel, Dragon Blessed.” 

    “My name is Prince Stavin,” Stavin corrected him. “Who was that?” he asked, pointing at the top half of the man he’d killed. 

    “M-My father, Lord Cevin Zel’Hestel the Sixth.” 

    “You are now Lord of Zel’Hestel. Who are these others?” 

    Another man dared to look up and said, “I am Lord Gabrin Zel’Anlar, Prince Stavin.”

    “And I am Lord Walkin Zel’Freedan, Prince Stavin,” the third man said. 

    Stavin looked at them and said, “Stand up.” When the three lords were facing him, he glared at them. “We came to ease the transition of these lands to Evandian control. We didn’t come to take your lands. We didn’t come to displace you from your homes.” He gestured behind them. “We didn’t come to slaughter the people of Farindia. We came to welcome you.” 

    “What right do you have to take Farindia away from us?” Lord Walkin demanded in an aggressive tone, though his voice quavered a little. 

    “By right of blood. We of Kel’Kavin carry the old royal bloodlines. It is our right to bring order to these lands.” 

    “So you bring an Evandian army to take from us what our families have held for hundreds, even thousands of years?” Lord Gabrin asked. Like the others, he was watching Stavin with fear-widened eyes. 

    Stavin shook his head angrily. “I don’t know who convinced you of that, but we came to affirm your place, not take it,” Stavin snapped. “The seven Chosen Houses are to stand as they are, the leaders of this portion of Evandia.” He looked around. “It’s not as if anyone but you wants these lands.”

    Lord Davik looked at Stavin with wide eyes. “Then why are you taking them?” 

    “Because the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin are tired of our kingdom being the haunt of bandits, thieves, and outlaws. We want our heritage back, and the only way we could get it was to join with Evandia.” He looked around and sighed, then spoke in a much more controlled tone. “Bury your dead, and tend to your lands, Lord Zel’Hestel. Evandian officials will be along in a while to establish your rights as lords of Evandia. Farindia is a memory, a note in a history book. Let it go.” With that, Stavin turned and walked back toward his army. The dragon magic still wrapped him in a cocoon of invincibility, but he wanted to be out of sight of the lords before he let go of the power.

    The Royal Guards met him when he arrived, and he said, “Set up that big tent. Something’s not right.” The guardsmen quickly complied, and Stavin let go of the sword right at the entrance. The reaction hit him like a sledge hammer. The world went dark and a roaring sound filled his ears. He didn’t feel his legs buckle.

    Karvik was quick enough to catch him, and Barvil was right on his other side. “Inside,” Barvil commanded, and they took Stavin in and laid him on the ground. 

    “What’s wrong?” Dahvin asked and he crowded forward. 

    “Too much,” Stavin whispered. “I used the sword too much.” 

    “Lie still, Stavin,” Barvil commanded as he and Karvik started stripping Stavin of his plate armor. 

    “Thirsty,” Stavin whispered, and Karvik brought out his flask. When he removed Stavin’s helmet, he almost dropped it. 

    “Gods Below,” he whispered. “Stave, what happened to your eyes?” 

    Barvil immediately pushed Karvik out of the way and grabbed Stavin’s head with both hands. A startled hiss escaped from between his teeth when he saw Stavin’s eyes. Stavin had been born with deep brown eyes, one of the few things Dorvina had found attractive about him. Now an unnatural gold flecked those eyes, glinting like metal in the light of the tent.

    “Gods Above and Below, Stave,” Dahvin breathed. “You can’t do that anymore.” 

    Stavin’s voice was barely a whisper when he answered, “I have to. It’s why I’m here.” 

    “No, it is not,” Gavlin said from behind his brother’s shoulder. “You’re here to exert the authority of the crown, not to kill yourself.”

    Stavin’s voice was barely a whisper as he said, “But I have to make them see.” 

    “No, Prince Stavin. You have to go back to Twin Bridges alive. We have our instructions from Uncle Kal to take care of you. If it comes to tying you to your horse and sending you home, we will.” 

    Stavin’s eyes narrowed in anger, and a little fear. “You wouldn’t really do that to me, would you, Gav?” he asked in a barely audible whisper.

    “Try me, Stave,” Gavlin answered. 

    “I’ll help,” Karvik volunteered with a grin. 

    “Not fair,” Stavin muttered. “Ganging up on me. Bunch of bullies.” 

    “He’s whining. That means he’ll be all right,” Barvil observed, much to the amusement of the men. “But they are right, Stavin. Something is happening to you when you use the sword. Your personality has shifted since you first crossed the Zel’Horgan to face the Andarians. There was an element of viciousness in that attack that isn’t normal for you.” 

    “It’s like the dragon is taking control,” Karvik observed. 

    Stavin closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind. Are they right? He could still feel the rage from when he killed Lord Zel’Hestel coursing through his veins. It was hot, burning in him like--like the lust he’d felt for Dorvina. Desire burned through him, but it was the desire to kill. Now a new feeling roared through him, extinguishing that fire with the chill of terror. What am I becoming? 

    He opened his eyes and stared into Barvil’s. “It’s turning me into a monster,” he whispered. 

    Barvil said, “That’s it.” Before Stavin had any indication what he was doing, Barvil had slipped Stavin’s baldric loose and taken the sword. Stavin tried to object, tried to reach for it, but he was too weak to even raise a fuss, let alone his arm. 

    “Gav, we camp here tonight,” Dahvin decided as he looked up at his big brother. “Kar, get his bedroll and bring it in here. We’ll leave his mail on.” He shook his head as he looked at Barvil and Karvik.

    “Yes, Captain Zel’Fordal,” Karvik answered and vanished through the tent flap. 

    Gavlin was smiling slightly when he also said, “Yes, Captain Zel’Fordal.” He turned and gave his orders. “Set camp. Have the healers deal with our injured first, then the opposition force. Captain Zel’Kordil, have your men do a sweep of the area. Infantry, see to the burial detail. I want a standard camp listing in two spans. Dismissed.” 

    All three of his subordinates snapped, “Yes, sir,” then turned and left. 

    “Darak,” Barvil ordered, “you and Hardan set the Royal Guard up around this tent. I want twenty men on watch at all times.”

    “Yes, Warmaster,” Darak replied, and left to carry out his orders. 

    The news was grim when Gavlin led Dahvin and Barvil back into Stavin’s tent. “We lost twenty men before you stopped the arrows. There were nineteen opposition dead, and the front hundred or so of their men look like they were hit by an avalanche. Almost every man has a broken leg, arm, head, or crushed chest. I saw at least a dozen men who had blood dripping out of their ears. And every man out there is terrified that you’re coming back for them.” 

    Stavin couldn’t even raise his head as he looked at Gavlin and whispered, “I don’t think they need to worry about me for a while.” 

    Gavlin nodded. “I’m giving orders to camp here for three days. Officially, it’s for our wounded. It’s actually for you. And it’s to allow the lords to pass the word to their peers about what happened here. I rode ahead and talked to the new Lord of Zel’Hestel. He has agreed to send messengers to the other lords, informing them that we are not here to take their lands. And I’d bet a crown that he includes what you did out there in the message.” 

    Stavin sighed and closed his eyes. He’d killed nineteen of his people. Twenty if he counted Lord Cevin. “There has to be a better way,” he whispered. I don’t want to kill my people. My people. Farindians and Evandians are all my people. Then exhaustion stole away his last thoughts, and he fell into a deep sleep.

     


    Chapter 31

    THE DECISION NOT TO FIGHT DIDN’T sit well with all of the Evandian officers, Lieutenant Sallah Zel’Janvis least of all. “This is stupid,” he muttered. “We outman them ten to one. We should just roll over them like the tide and be done with it.” 

    “That’s not what the king wants, Sallah,” one of the other lieutenants said. “He wants this to be a peaceful part of Evandia.” 

    “Kill all the troublemakers and the rest will fall in line,” Sallah said in a haughty tone. “That’s how old Lux did it.” 

    “Not according to Prince Stavin and Colonel Zel’Fordal,” another young lieutenant said. “According to them, Lux did what we’re doing: absorbing the people and lands, not conquering them. It kept the locals from revolting.” 

    “I say kill them all,” Sallah growled. 

    “I say you’re a fool,” Kimmel Zel’Devery said as he passed. “Only someone with the power of the Dragon Sword could succeed at that.” 

    “Watch who you call a fool, prisoner!” Sallah shouted. 

    “I served for twenty-two years, Lieutenant Zel’Janvis,” Kimmel replied, “and I recognize a fool when I see one. To do what you want to do, you’d have to steal one of Prince Stavin’s gauntlets and that sword. You’d have to make his power your own.” 

    “That would be treason,” another of the young officers said in a breathy tone.

    “So no one would dare do it,” Kimmel said as he turned to go. “No one has the stones for it.” 

    Sallah and the other young officers watched Kimmel walk away, though their thoughts varied greatly. Most of them were shocked that anyone, least of all a prisoner who was already facing charges, would suggest such a thing. But Sallah was carefully considering the idea. 

    Like many young men, Sallah saw the power but couldn’t grasp the peril of the dragon magic. He not-so-secretly considered himself far above Stavin and his ilk because of his birth. He was born of a Chosen Clan that could trace its roots back to the beginnings of Lux more than three thousand years in the past. His royal ancestors had been emperors, not just kings of pocket kingdoms like Farindia and Evandia. 

    As he lay in his bed that night, Kimmel Zel’Devery’s words kept running around in his mind. “… steal one of Prince Stavin’s gauntlets and that sword.” All that power, and that fool commoner was afraid to use it. “If he’s afraid to use it, he doesn’t deserve it.” 

    Sallah bided his time until he was sent to the command tent on an errand, then he acted. Prince Stavin’s gauntlets were lying to the side, and the sword was right beside them. Before anyone could guess what he was doing, he’d grabbed the gauntlets and sword and darted out of the tent. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal shouted, “Lieutenant, what are you doing?!”

    Stavin just screamed, “No!” 

    They were both too late. As Stavin and Gavlin stumbled out of the tent, Sallah forced his hand into Stavin’s right gauntlet and grasped the sword. The power of the dragon magic engulfed him, and he raised the sword to the sky. 

    “I feel it,” he bellowed. “I feel the power. I am invincible!”

    Stavin looked at him and took a step back, shaking his head. He whispered, “No,” several times as he backed away from Sallah. The lieutenant looked at him and smiled. 

    “Now I have the power. Now I have the glory. Farindia and Evandia will be mine, and soon all of the empire will follow. Fall to your knees, foolish commoner,” he commanded as he looked at Stavin. “See what a true Chosen warrior looks like.” 

    Stavin was shaking his head as he looked at Sallah. He said, “You don’t know what it will do to you,” as he took another step backwards.

    “It will make me an emperor! I’ve done what you should have done, commoner. I’ve taken the power for my own, and nothing will stop me.” 

    Stavin watched the young man as the power blazed around him. Then he closed his eyes when Sallah started screaming. 

    The power of the dragon magic contracted around Sallah. For an instant, he felt powerful enough to rule the world. But then the pain started. It was just an itch at first, but soon grew until he felt like he was on fire. His head pulled back and his back bent into an involuntary arch as the life force was stripped from his body all at once. His scream rolled across the valley, echoed against the trees, and drove men to their knees with their hands clasped over their ears. 

    Then Sallah’s body jerked as spasms rippled through his muscles. It was almost a mercy when flames erupted from his body, and he became a torch blazing in the sun. After what seemed like a small eternity the fire ended when Sallah’s body crumbed to dust. The gauntlet fell and the sword bounced loose, and the dragon magic faded with the last echoes of Sallah’s scream. 

    Stavin had fallen to his knees with his hands over his ears, and now wept as he looked at the ashes of what moments before been a young man. The terrifying thought, That could have been me, rolled over and over through his mind. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal grasped his prince by the shoulders and pulled him back, dragging him to his feet by main force alone. “Prince Stavin, are you all right?”

    “No, Gav. No, I’m not all right. He was just a kid.” 

    “He was a fool,” Dahvin said from beside his brother. “He thought he could be you.” 

    “No, sir,” a different young lieutenant said from the side. “He thought he could be the emperor, and reestablish the Empire of Lux.” 

    Stavin shook off Gavlin’s hands and walked forward to where his gauntlets and sword lay in the dust. He took a deep breath and picked up the gauntlets, then dropped them again and stumbled back a step. “His hand is still in there,” he whispered as he backed away. 

    Karvik stepped forward and picked the gauntlets up, then gingerly worked Sallah’s right hand out of the glove. It took some effort. Sallah’s hands were bigger than Stavin’s. When he was done, he handed the gloves to his friend, then picked up the sword. His own gauntlet prevented his skin from touching the hilt, and he breathed a sigh of relief when nothing happened. 

    “Well, now we know how close you came to dying that day, Stave,” he said as he turned to face the senior officers. “The only part of that idiot that didn’t burn up was inside your glove. If you weren’t in full armor, you really would have turned yourself into a torch.” 

    Stavin nodded and gulped for air as he backed away, then he turned and emptied his stomach on the ground beside his tent. He fell to his knees as he continued to retch, and finally quieted. He whispered, “I need to lie down.” 

    Karvik and Barvil each grabbed an arm, lifted him to his feet, then guided him to his tent. Once he was safely in his bedroll, Karvik sheathed the sword and put it beside him. “And to think I envied you,” he whispered to his friend, then turned and walked away.

     


    Chapter 32

    SHARI WAS IN HER SUITE WITH Sorandis and Glora, feeding the babies while the older children played. Several other toddlers from palace families were there as well, and the room was a study in confusion as Helva and Delva struggled to keep the peace. Sallin joined in as well, laughing as her children played. 

    Four men in the ubiquitous Palace Servant’s uniforms entered the suite pushing a serving cart. No one thought anything was odd about it until the last man turned and threw the three heavy bolts that had been added to secure the room. 

    “What are you doing?” Glora asked. 

    “What needs to be done,” one of the men snarled, and pulled a knife from the cart. 

    Glora screamed, “Guards!” but the man by the door shouted to drown her out. 

    “Try to break in here and they all die!” 

    Shari shifted her attention to the man by the door as she closed her blouse. “What do you want?” she asked as she stood and grasped her staff. 

    “You’ve interfered in the running of our kingdom enough, Princess Sharindis,” the man said, and she recognized his voice. 

    “Lord Zel’Delvan, are you mad?” she asked as she stepped forward. 

    “No, I’ve come to my senses. Kalin and Marina were smart enough to let the ministers run the kingdom, but you had to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. Now we’re going to give Kalin a choice: He acknowledges that the ministers run the kingdom and relinquishes the power to us, or he gets your bodies thrown out a window.” A tremendous impact against the door drew his attention and he turned to yell, “I said they would all die if you try to break in here!” 

    Sharindis shouted, “Guardsmen, stay away from the door. They are threatening the children. All three bolts are thrown, and there is no way for you to break in here without endangering the babies. Tell my brother to stand down. I know him too well to think he’s going to let this go.” 

    “That was the smartest thing you’ve ever done,” the former minister said in a satisfied tone. 

    Shari moved into the center of the room as she asked, “What are your demands?” 

    “We demand that Kalin officially relinquish control of the kingdom to the Council of Ministers. We demand that he draft and sign an official decree saying that the Council of Ministers has full authority to do whatever the kingdom needs to be done.” His voice had become harsh for some reason, and the smooth, cultured lord was now a vile brute. “The time when the whims of one man could control the kingdom has ended, and it’s time for Kalin to acknowledge that.” 

    Sharindis shook her head. “He will not do that.”

    “Then you and everyone in this suite will die.” 

    “You coward,” Sora snarled. “You threaten babies to get your way?” She had set Delian and Sahren aside and closed her blouse. 

    “And you as well, you low-born slut,” the disgraced minister said in a contemptuous tone. 

    A voice shouted, “Shari!” through the door, drawing everyone’s attention. 

    Shari turned toward the door and shouted, “Var, keep everyone away from the door. The bolts are thrown and they are threatening the babies if they hear a battering ram trying to break in.” 

    Varik’s voice was clear when he shouted back, “I understand.”

    Sharindis motioned toward her desk. “If you’d care to write out your demands, you can slip them under the door.” 

    “Our demands have already been delivered to King Kalin. He has today to decide if he wants his power or your life.” 

    Shari was standing in the center of the room now, and she could tell Garrat Zel’Delvan was right in front of her. She could just barely make out a second man to her right. She sensed the third man two paces to her left. She could hear a fourth man over by the sofa where Sorandis was still sitting.

    The man facing Sora smiled evilly. He said, “I think they need a demonstration. I’ll start with that one,” and pointed a long skinning knife at Dahran. 

    Glora screamed, “No!” and Shari and Sora reacted. 

    Several things happened in rapid succession. Shari’s staff shot forward, jabbing into Garrat Zel’Delvan’s unprotected throat. Sora kicked the elegant tea service off the table up into the face of the man threatening Dahran, and caught the serving platter in one hand as it flew upward. Shari screamed, “Now, Var!” as the butt of her staff arced up to crash into the temple of the man to her right. Sora swung the serving platter flat by the handle and the edge crashed into the forehead of the man she’d blinded with the hot tea. A sound like breaking glass came from the door as the dragon-scale blade of Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue slid down the edge of the door to cut the bolts. The fourth man had taken a step backwards in order to draw his knife and attack Shari, but he never got the chance. 

    Varik burst through the door and saw a man threatening his sister, and reacted immediately. He threw the Dragon’s Tongue underhand; it darted out to split the man’s heart, earning Varik his first stripe. Half a breath later he reached his sister. 

    “Shari, are you all right?” Varik asked as Royal Guardsmen swarmed into the room. 

    “Yes,” Shari answered as she stood calmly in the center of the room. “Check the men on the floor, Var. One of them may still be alive.” 

    Varik knelt and checked. Garrat Zel’Delvan was still choking on his crushed larynx as he writhed on the floor, but the second man Shari had hit was just unconscious. “This one is alive,” he announced, “but he has a really nasty crease in his skull.” Several senior guardsmen bent over to drag the man away. 

    King Kalin arrived moments later. “Fools,” was all he could say. “I’m sorry, Shari, but I wouldn’t have acceded to their demands even for the lives of you and the children.” 

    “I didn’t think you would, Kalin,” Shari answered. “I don’t know why they did.” 

    Kalin was looking down at his former minister. “Did he say who else was in it with him?” 

    “No. He said ‘we’ a lot, but no names.” 

    King Kalin looked around at the Royal Guardsmen. “Bring all of the Ministers to the Court. We’ll see who else is involved with this.” Kalin stepped forward and kissed Shari on the forehead. He murmured, “I’m glad to see you’re such a good match for Stavin,” then turned and left the room. 

    “Get all of the children out of here,” Princess Marina ordered as soon as she arrived, and the Guardsmen and her maids immediately complied. “Shari, come with me. It’ll take some time to clean and repair this room.”

    Shari chuckled as Marina led her past the bodies. “Garrat didn’t think we’d fight back. After all, I’m blind and the rest are just girls.” Then she giggled. “Oh, how I wish I could have seen his face when I crushed his throat.” It was probably a good thing she couldn’t see the look Marina was giving her. That would have really made her laugh.

     


    Chapter 33

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE MARCHED ON AFTER three days, passing the site of the battle and the Zel’Hestel estate. Stavin was still tired, and had deep bruises under his eyes. He remained wrapped in his own thoughts the whole time, leaving the decisions up to Gavlin and Dahvin. 

    I could have died, kept running through his mind over and over again. Dragon Blessed. It’s not a blessing. It’s a curse!

    The force marched for five days before reaching the lands of the Zel’Anlar estate. No armed men met them. There was no sign of resistance at all. As the army marched through, the only people they saw were two men standing in front of the manor house, and each of them went to one knee in respect when Stavin rode past. 

    “That beats the reception we’ve been receiving,” Karvik said as he watched the men on the porch. 

    “I just wish it was real, Kar,” Stavin muttered. “I just wish it was inspired by respect and not fear.” 

    “That will probably have to wait a generation, Stavin,” Barvil said from his other side. “Maybe the lands to the west won’t be as bad.” 

    The force continued on, passing unopposed through the other three estates before reaching the mouth of the Kel’Indra valley and the estate of the Zel’Gastak family. They were met by Lord Marsen Zel’Gastak at the crossroads that marked the edge of his lands. 

    “Prince Stavin,” he said in a sullen tone as he bowed in his saddle, “I’ve received the message you’re bringing. We won’t resist the annexation.” 

    Stavin bowed his head and said, “Thank you, Lord Marsen. We want to set a border station on the road going into Kavadia. It is on your lands, and we ask for your indulgence.”

    “Take what you will. We can’t stop you,” Lord Marsen answered in a tightly controlled tone. 

    “The necessary land will be taken off your taxes, Lord Marsen.”

    “That road is on my land, Prince Stavin. My family has maintained it for generations, and now you claim it for the crown. What of that?”

    “You will no longer have to bear the expense of that maintenance, Lord Marsen,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. “Minister of Roads Zel’Cerran will be sending his people to do that every spring. I would presume to encourage you to found a village at or near the crossing. We are entering into an agreement with the Aravad Traders’ Council to encourage more trade between Evandia and Kavadia. We hope to have more traffic through here.” 

    “What kind of agreement, Prince Stavin?” Lord Marsen asked as he took a step closer. 

    “A reduction of the tax to bring goods into Evandia.”

    Lord Marsen shook his head slowly. “There is no tax now. What makes you think reducing what has never existed will encourage trade?”

    Stavin closed his eyes briefly before replying. “Because House Kel’Aniston, at least, will be shipping a lot of goods from Aravad to Evandia. I have some influence with the Aravad Traders’ Council, and I’ll be encouraging them to do likewise.” 

    “Going where?”

    Stavin held his hands up at shoulder level with his palms to the sky. “Kel’Kavin and Kavinston, to start. Skykon will be rebuilt, and Trade Town will be encouraged to remain in operation. Other towns, such as Zel’Kaster, will also be rebuilt.” 

    “Zel’Kaster?” Lord Marsen said softly. “That’s the old mine!”

    Stavin bowed his head. “Indeed. And it will be a new mine, operated by the crown under the auspices of Minister of Mines Zel’Justel. I would expect a lot of supplies and smelted copper to be shipped through here in the future. Much will be going to Kavadia, and the rest will be going south to the heartland of Evandia.” He gestured toward the road they just came up. “Expect a lot of traffic to come this way soon.”

    Lord Marsen’s face took on a thoughtful expression. “The mine. If only I had the means to reopen it myself.”

    “Hopefully the extra traffic through here will aid you, Lord Marsen. That’s part of the reason I suggested a village.” Stavin looked up at the sky and nodded to himself. “We have plenty of daylight left. We’ll be moving on now. Good day to you, Lord Marsen.” Stavin inclined his head slightly in response to Lord Marsen’s bow, then turned to Gavlin. 

    “Lord Colonel Zel’Fordal, dispatch your men and their supplies to the border. There is an old marker stone beside the road. They are to set up a full dragon this side of the border, and for the love of the Gods, make sure they’re polite about it. The Kavadian town of Markavia Cross is less than a day’s ride from here. Have them purchase their supplies there.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Set up on the south side of the road. As I recall, the north side would be better for a town.”

    Gavlin bowed deeply and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin,” before turning to his left. “Lieutenant Zel’Barkal, take your detachment and set up your border station. You heard the prince. Don’t let me hear of you disobeying his orders.” 

    “Sir, yes, sir!” the lieutenant snapped before bowing to Gavlin, and again to Stavin. He led the way east on the road, and twenty men and a supply wagon followed him. 

    Stavin watched him go for a moment, then turned his horse west, toward home. This was the road that led to Kel’Kavin. The road he’d traveled so many times before, but this time there was a difference. This time it was, in a very real sense, his road.

    The force traveled for six days before reaching the ruins of the old town of Zel’Kaster and the copper mine it was centered around. No one was surprised to see a number of people at the mine itself, eking out a meager living prying raw copper from the ground. The force stopped and Karvik rode forward alone. 

    When he was close to the mine he shouted, “Good people of Farindia, I am Warleader Fourth Karvik Kel’Carin of the Royal Guard. I call upon your leaders to come forward and speak to me.” 

    Two men, both raggedly dressed and dirty, walked cautiously forward. “You be with the Dragon Blessed, Guardsman?” the elder of the two asked. 

    “I am,” Karvik replied. 

    “We done heard that we’s Evandians now. We heard the Dragon Blessed was letting us keep what we holds.” 

    Karvik bowed his head deeply. “Essentially correct. The mine itself will be reopened by the crown, but if you have a home here, you will be allowed to keep it. Are you miners?”

    “We is. We smelts our own ore and casts the ingots, too,” the elder answered as he bowed.

    Karvik bowed slightly as he replied, “That is good news. Prince Stavin wants to keep as many people as possible where they are. I’m sure the manager of the mine will want you to stay and work here, and any land or house you claim before they arrive will be granted to you.” 

    The younger man looked at Karvik with a pensive expression and said, “Your pardon, Guardsman, but we lives in the mine. It’s warmer in winter and cooler in summer.” 

    Karvik paused for a moment as he considered that. He finally bowed slightly and turned toward the column and raised his left arm. A group of riders immediately started forward. 

    The elder looked panicked and said, “We didn’t mean no disrespect!” 

    Karvik turned back toward him in confusion, then shook his head. “No, no. It’s nothing like that. I just need guidance on this. We never thought of people living in the mine. That’s a decision that Prince Stavin is going to have to make.” 

    “The Dragon Blessed hisself?” the elder asked in a breathy whisper. 

    Karvik nodded, then turned back to greet Stavin. “Prince Stavin, these goodmen are miners and have been working the mine.” 

    Stavin nodded. “We expected that. What’s the problem?” 

    “They live in the mine, Your Highness. How can they be granted their homes when the crown will be taking over the mine?” 

    Stavin sat still for a moment, lost in thought. It made sense. The temperature just one horse-length below ground remained nearly constant, if a touch chilly, winter or summer. 

    “We need this mine open and functioning,” he said, more to himself than anyone else. “We need a full crew.” He looked at the men and asked, “How many of you are there?” 

    “Our two families, Dragon Blessed. Eleven people all totaled.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Turning to Dahvin, he said, “Instruct Colonel Zel’Fordal to set camp. I’m going to have to consider this carefully.” Dahvin bowed and turned his horse toward the column as Stavin turned back to the miners. “I don’t want to displace you, but we’re going to have to. I’ll figure out some way to make it right by you.” 

    Both men bowed deeply as the elder said, “We’ll obey you, Dragon Blessed.” 

    Stavin nodded to Karvik and turned back toward the army. Karvik and Barvil took positions at his sides and Barvil said, “That wasn’t what we expected at all.” 

    Stavin nodded in agreement. “No, it wasn’t. People working the mine, yes. But not using it as a home. What should I do?”

    Karvik shook his head. “They said they were miners. Order the supplies for a couple of houses for them to be brought up with the mine crews. Given the shape of the ruins, you’re going to have to build a whole new town in order to open the mine. It shouldn’t be too much more.”

    “A fair-sized house should cost about ten gold crowns,” Barvil said, drawing Stavin’s attention. “Say four houses for the families. That’ll give them better than what they have, and be fair recompense for taking the mine away.” 

    Stavin was nodding as he thought about it. “Very well. I’ll write up orders to that effect today. In the morning we’ll discuss where they want their houses built. Once that’s set, I’ll leave a copy of the order with the elder and send another copy to Twin Bridges along with an explanation of why I’m doing it. And instructions for Marina to take the forty crowns from my account with the Gold Merchants. She and Shari both have access.”

    Barvil frowned. “That’s going a bit far, Stavin.” 

    “Not really, Barvil,” Stavin replied. “It’s not like I need the gold. House Kel’Aniston made more last year than I’ve spent since I sold that ship. Honestly, I don’t even know exactly how much I have in my account right now.” 

    “That’s sick,” Karvik said.

    “That’s me with more gold than I know what to do with.” 

    Karvik chuckled. “Remind me to remind you when my birthing day anniversary is coming up.” 

    Barvil growled, “Kar,” but with an undertone of laughter. Stavin and Karvik both just laughed. 

    Morning found Stavin and all of the royal guardsmen and warriors walking into the ruins. All eleven of the inhabitants met them, and it was clear that they had made every effort to clean themselves up for the meeting.

    “Good people,” Stavin began as they all went to their knees, “I have decided that the only fair recourse for moving you out of the mine will be to build you houses in the new town. I have a copy of the order instructing the men who are going to reopen the mine to build your houses at the same time they build the mine structures.” He handed the order to Karvik, who walked forward and gave it to the elder. “I am ordering that four houses be built to allow you plenty of room, and I’m including ten dragons of land with each house.” 

    The elder held the rolled parchment carefully as he bowed as deeply as he could. “We thank you most kindly, Dragon Blessed.” 

    Stavin fought back the urge to snarl a correction at the man. He took a deep breath and instead said, “Please call me Prince Stavin.”

    The man gave him a frightened look, then bowed again. “As you command, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin nodded. “What we need to do now is decide where you want your houses. Warmaster Kel’Carin, Warleader Kel’Norlan, Warleader Kel’Carin, and Warleader Kel’Seran each have peeled stakes with my seal on them. They will go with you to delineate your holdings. Don’t move the stakes after they are set.”

    “As you command, Prince Stavin,” the elder replied. 

    Barvil led the three senior Warleaders forward, and the rest escorted Stavin back to the army camp. “They should feel less intimidated with me away from them,” he said to Dahvin as they walked. 

    Dahvin looked at him sideways and said, “Oh, sure they will. A Warmaster and three Warleaders from Kel’Kavin are so much less intimidating that you, Stave.” 

    Stavin shook his head and said, “I can’t win,” in a whiny tone of voice that drew chuckles from the men who were close enough to hear. 

    The army was ready to move when Barvil and the others returned three spans later. “They made some good choices, Stavin,” he reported as he mounted his horse. “They picked what looks like the ruins of old Chosen estates. It’ll take some work on their part to prepare for the new buildings, but they’ll come out well ahead in the end.” 

    “Why did you specify ten dragons of land with the houses, Stave?” Karvik asked. 

    “Do you remember Emperor Evand Zel’Jestan’s proclamation when Evandia was first founded?” 

    “No, and I’ll bet a crown no one here but you does either,” Karvik answered. “What did the emperor say?” 

    Stavin grinned. “Anyone who settles in the new lands will receive ten dragons of land and a mule.” 

    “You didn’t give them any mules, Stavin,” Barvil laughed. 

    Stavin grinned. “They are miners, not farmers, but I’ll bet they farm their land anyway. Next time we come through here I bet they have large gardens around their homes.” 

    “No bet. You have enough gold,” Karvik said with a wide grin. 

     


    Chapter 34

    THE COURT ROOM WAS LOUD WITH speculation as the Royal Guards hauled the entire Council of Ministers out before the dais. It wasn’t long, however, before King Kalin arrived to tell everyone what was going on. 

    “My noble lords and ladies, just moments ago four men led by former Minister of Development Garrat Zel’Delvan snuck into Princess Sharindis’ suite and threatened the lives of my grandchildren, as well as the lives of several other young children of high court families, including my nephew’s son, Dahran Zel’Fordal.” The king stopped talking as the nobility started yelling. He let it continue for a moment before signaling for silence. The herald banged his staff on the floor several times until the room quieted. 

    “The last I saw of Garrat, he was choking on his crushed windpipe. Only one of the attackers survived, but I’m sure he’ll be sufficient to discover who else was involved in this treachery.” He glared down at the ministers. “I know at least one of you was in this with him.”

    Minister of the Interior Zel’Jessel immediately stepped forward and bowed. “Your Majesty, I had nothing to do with this incident.” 

    “We shall see,” the king murmured. Looking to the left, he asked, “Where is Lord Zel’Sartan?” 

    Captain Zel’Astel stepped forward and bowed. “King Kalin, Lord Zel’Sartan was not in his suite. The servants did not know where he had gone.” 

    “Damn,” the king muttered. “All of the Ministers are to be detained in their quarters until we find Aldus.” There were instantly shouts of protest from the Ministers, and the king rounded on them. He bellowed, “Silence!” and the Ministers quieted. 

    “Four men invaded the Prince’s Suite and threatened to kill the babies unless I acceded to their demands.” He held up a piece of parchment. “Those traitors and their friends wanted me to give over control of the kingdom to the Council of Ministers, to abdicate in favor of a committee that would take the authority of the Crown unto themselves. In my eyes, you are all guilty until proven innocent.” 

    Minister of Agriculture Zel’Bordal stepped forward and bowed. “King Kalin, you can’t think I’d have anything to do with a plot that would threaten my own daughter and grandson.” 

    The king looked at him for a moment, then shook his head. “No, Fortan, I don’t think you’re that greedy for power. You’ll still be kept in your suite until we find Aldus to verify your innocence in front of the assembled Court. All of you will face the Truth Seer to see what you have or haven’t done.” The king turned away, and Royal Guardsmen stepped forward to grasp each Lord Minister by the arm. 

    The king went to Marina’s suite and found chaos. The mothers of the other toddlers had been summoned and were there along with maids and matrons of every rank. Fortunately, everyone but the children bowed or knelt when the king arrived. 

    “G’n’pa!” Karlin shouted and launched himself at the king in the certain knowledge he would be caught. Kalin didn’t disappoint him. 

    After a tight hug, Kalin asked, “Well, little Karlin, you’ve had an exciting day, haven’t you?”

    “Bad mans.” 

    “Yes, they were bad men, but mama and Aunt Sora took care of them, didn’t they?” 

    “Unca’ Var, too! Unca’ Var got a stripe!” 

    The king looked over at the young man and grinned. “Uncle Varik did indeed get his first stripe. It seems that Stavin’s decision to leave that Dragon’s Tongue in your hands was a good one. I’m reliably informed it’ll take two days to fix the door to the Prince’s Suite.” 

    Varik stood just a touch straighter as he replied, “They said no battering rams, Your Majesty. And it was Shari’s idea.” 

    “Her fault, you mean.” The king had to laugh at Varik’s expression. 

    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    “Var!” Shari snapped, but she was laughing. 

    Princess Marina laughed as well. “You’re right, Dad. I did miss a lot not having my brother around to fight with.” She held Mahren close as she walked around her suite, being protective of the baby. 

    Kalin shook his head. “Indeed you did. We can’t find Aldus, so I can’t question the Ministers as to who else was involved. Glora, your father isn’t really under suspicion, but he has to be questioned with the others.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty. I suspect he’s as anxious as you are to find out who the cowards who did this are.” So he can watch them die.

     


    Chapter 35

    THE NEXT STOP FOR THE ARMY came seven days later when they reached the crossroads that would lead them home to Kel’Kavin or south to Trade Town and Skykon. They arrived early, but Stavin had Gavlin stop anyway. 

    “I want to look around a little, Gav,” Stavin explained when Gavlin looked at him curiously. “I’ve been by here a double-hand of times, but I’ve never really spent any time here. Even the times we camped here, I just ate and slept.”

    Stavin took all of the warriors and Royal Guards with him as he explored the area. It was a large, flat expanse of the high plateau, sparsely dotted by scrub pine and juniper trees. They found the remains of a few houses, but they were mostly just the outlines of stone foundations. One foundation was very large, like an inn or manor house had stood there.

    Stavin started humming as he walked, nodding occasionally. Karvik recognized the symptoms immediately. “What are you thinking, Stave?” he asked with a hint of suspicion in his voice.

    Stavin shrugged. “I’m thinking that I know more about Twin Bridges than I do about this area, and this is right in front of Kel’Kavin. I also think the area is going to see a lot more travelers in the future. There used to be a settlement of some kind here. We might be able to found a new town.” 

    Barvil was on Stavin’s other side and shook his head as he looked around. “Maybe you could build a caravansary, but not a full town. This would be a nice place to stop at an inn or tavern, though.” 

    “Why bother?” Karvik asked. 

    “It’s just so much closer to home,” Stavin answered softly. 

    Karvik looked at his friend in silence for a moment before saying, “Stave, you are not homesick for Kavinston, are you? We’re not even halfway through the summer.”

    Stavin hung his head and sighed. “I know it’s silly of me, but I am. I think it’s because we’re so close. It’d only take us four days to march up there.” 

    Karvik looked at his dad and raised an eyebrow. Barvil nodded silently, then put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder. “We could go north to Kahrant’s Pass and Haltar, and establish the border there before tackling the Traders. King Jallat’s men have probably already done so on their side of the river.” 

    Stavin’s expression lightened considerably at that suggestion. “We could go home for a visit,” he said, and both of his friends smiled at the sudden light of joy in his eyes. 

    Stavin consulted with Gavlin less than a span later. He presented the idea, and let Gavlin think about it for a moment. “We could do that,” Gavlin agreed. “The maps you provided show this area in much better detail. It would be a shorter march than circling south to Skykon.” 

    Stavin breathed a deep sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you agreed, Gav. Since I found out about--since I learned what the magic is doing to me, I’ve wanted to go see my mom.” 

    Gavlin gave him an intense stare for a moment, then nodded. “As you wish, Stave. And I want to see Kel’Kavin, both the fort and the valley. Dahvin has been telling me intriguing stories since he came back.” 

     It was a two-day march north to the crossroads that led west to Kahrant’s Pass. Gavlin had his force camp there while he joined the Royal Guard on the ride up to Kel’Kavin. It only took them one day, and they arrived just before dark. Alarm horns sounded and bells rang as their force came into view of the fortress. Fully fifty warriors lined the parapets of Fort Kel’Kavin to repulse any attack. 

    Stavin shook his head sadly. This was a result of the annexation as well. Barvil rode forward alone to speak to the guards. 

    “Ho, Kel’Kavin,” he shouted. “This is some greeting.” 

    “Barvil!?” a voice shouted, and a man came to the wall. It was Jorvan Kel’Chamlin. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Twin Bridges.”

    “We were. The army is camped at the crossroads west. Are you going to let us in, or do we have to camp outside the gates?”

    Orders were shouted through the fort, and the gates swung open. Barvil rode forward with the rest of the guards following him. Jorvan met him at the gate. “Just come visiting?” 

    “Stavin has to talk to his parents about something,” Barvil said softly. 

    “Oh. Nothing serious, I hope?”

    Barvil nodded. “Very serious, I’m afraid. You’ll find out later.” With that he rode on, leaving Jorvan to watch as the warriors and guardsmen rode by. Once everyone was inside, the gates were closed and barred again. 

    Kavinston had prepared for the worst when the alarm rang, and was just reopening the gates when the warriors arrived. Shouted questions mixed with shouts of joy when the warriors were recognized. Barvil stood in his stirrups and shouted before everyone dispersed. “Be ready to leave at first light.” All around him, warriors bowed in acknowledgement then went to their homes. 

    Stavin had already ridden to his father’s house and dismounted. Karlit met him on the porch in full armor, and Farlit was right at his shoulder. “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” Karlit said as he watched Stavin dismount. 

    “Hi, Dad. Hi, Far,” Stavin said as he climbed the stairs and let his father lead him inside. 

    Marinis met him just inside the door with an affectionate hug. “Welcome home, Stavin,” she whispered as she rocked him back and forth. 

    For a change, Stavin didn’t try to pull away after a few breaths like he usually did. Instead, he clung to his mother and started to cry. Marinis looked at her husband in alarm, and he closed the door. 

    “Stavi, what’s wrong?” Marinis asked as she rocked him. 

    “It’s-It’s killing me,” he stammered. 

    “What’s killing you, Stavi?” she asked, her whole being focused on her youngest child. 

    “The sword. The dragon magic,” Stavin replied, then let go of his mother and removed his helmet. “It’s changing me.” 

    Marinis looked at Stavin, then reached up and took his head between her hands. “What happened to your eyes, Stavin?” 

    “The magic.” 

    She moved him over to the window so she could get a better look, and hissed in surprise when the gold in his eyes glinted in the sunlight. “Gods Below, Stavin,” she whispered. 

    “What?” Karlit asked. When he looked over his wife’s shoulder, his curiosity turned to anger. “Gods Below, Stavin! You have to stop using that sword’s magic. Your armor alone never did anything like this.” 

    Stavin nodded as well as he could with his mom holding his head. “I know. And there’s more.” He went on to describe what had happened to Sallah Zel’Janvis. He whispered, “If I didn’t have the full suit of armor, I would have died that day.” Then he broke down and cried again. 

    Marinis looked over at Farlit’s wife and said, “Del, freshen the guest room. Stavin is staying here tonight, and damn the Council if they object.” 

    “Yes, Marinis,” Del replied and went to the stairs. 

    “Come sit down and tell us about it, Stavin,” Marinis said as she led him to a sofa. 

    Stavin sat cuddled under his mother’s arm and told them all he knew about what the sword was doing, and what he’d done because of it. His voice broke when he described the battle at the Zel’Hestel estate.

    “They were our people, just obeying their lord. And I hit them. I broke them without ever touching them. And I felt good about it until I let go of the sword. Karvik took the sword away from me for a while. I almost told him to keep it.” 

    “Perhaps that would be best,” Karlit said from where he was sitting. “It might be better to let Karvik or Barvil carry it.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “They’re as afraid of it as I am.”

    “Then why are you still carrying it?” Farlit asked. 

    “Because I’m afraid not to,” Stavin whispered. “I’m afraid I’ll fail without it.” 

    “Damn, you have changed,” Farlit whispered as he tilted his head to the side. “I’ve never heard you admit to being afraid of anything, Stave.” He was eyeing his baby brother curiously. Farlit knew his brother better than just about anyone, and he wasn’t sure he liked what he was seeing. Stavin had changed in more ways than he knew.

    “I’ve never felt like this before, Far. I’ve been afraid. Hells, I faced Barvil twice asking for Dorvi, and damn near wet myself both times.” He shook his head a little. “But this terrifies me in a way death never has. I’m afraid I’ll turn into a monster. That killing will become somehow pleasing to me. That life will mean nothing.” Farlit finally recognized what he was hearing from Stavin: there was a tremble of real fear in his voice.

    “You have to give the sword to someone else, Stavin,” Karlit said in a soft but firm tone. 

    “I will, Dad. But I want it to go to the Heir of Zel’Hallan. To Shovar’s son. I should have given it to him last year, after the war. But I wanted it. I wanted that power. That feeling of invincibility.” He took a deep breath. “I wanted the respect I saw in people’s eyes when they looked at me.” 

    Marinis reached up and pulled his head against her. “Stavin, they don’t respect you because of that sword, or what you’ve done with it. They respect you because you’re respectable. You earned your stars before you got that sword. You crossed the Zel’Horgan alone to face the entire Andarian Army with the gifts you were given, not knowing what would happen. That sword means nothing.”

    Stavin started crying again as nearly a moon of fear and heartache finally found release. He cried and deep, heart-wrenching sobs tore through him. When he had finally purged his fears against his mother’s side, he sniffed hard and said, “I need to lie down.” Marinis led him up the stairs and put him to bed, expertly stripping his armor away before letting him onto the bed. She pulled a blanket over him and kissed his cheek before leaving him alone. Stavin didn’t notice. He was fast asleep, feeling safe and secure for the first time since Zel’Hestel.

     * * *

    Dahvin came looking for Stavin late in the evening. Karlit opened the door and bowed when he saw who it was. Dahvin bowed his head and said, “Good evening, Karlit. I’ve come to take Stavin to the royal suite.” 

    Karlit shook his head. “No, Lord Dahvin. Stavin is asleep, and he’s remaining where he is.” 

    Dahvin was surprised by that. “Karlit, Stavin has to be in the royal suite for protection.” 

    “It’s you he needs protection from, Lord Dahvin,” Karlit growled. “You and the rest of the Chosen.” 

    Dahvin stood frozen by the by the content and tone of Karlit’s reply. “What do you mean?” 

    “He’s worn out. You’re demanding more from him than he can give.” 

    Dahvin shook his head slowly. “He’s demanding it of himself, Karlit.” 

    “Then you have to stop him,” Karlit snapped. “He’s your friend. You can’t let him kill himself like this.” 

    Now Dahvin began to understand why Karlit was angry. “We’re trying. Karvik and Barvil are as well, but Stavin is convinced that he has to do this by himself. He’s convinced that the annexation rests on him alone.” 

    “Then you must disabuse him of that notion. And come back tomorrow. From the look in his eyes, he hasn’t had a good night’s sleep in a long time.” 

    “Karlit, he has to be in the royal suite for protection.” 

    Karlit smiled and almost laughed. “Lord Dahvin, he’s as safe here as there. Remember where you are.” 

    “Karlit, be reasonable. He’s--”

    “Lord Dahvin,” Marinis interrupted, “he’s not going to be awakened just to go up to the fortress. Kel’Kavin is secure. Kavinston is secure. And this house is secure.” 

    Dahvin shook his head. “Marinis, I have a responsibility to keep Stavin safe.” 

    “Then sleep on the porch,” Marinis snapped, “but Stavin is staying where he is.” 

    Dahvin took a deep breath, but Karlit’s shaking head stopped him from saying anything. “I wouldn’t argue with her. It’s her house. And you don’t want to come between a mother and her son. You’d soon find yourself facing every woman in the valley.”

    Dahvin looked Karlit in the eye, then sighed. “Very well. I’ll come for him in the morning.” 

    “Sleep well, Lord Dahvin. Stavin will be ready at first light.” 

     


    Chapter 36

    BARVIL CALLED FOR AN EMERGENCY MEETING of the Elders’ Council as soon as he’d seen his family. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey gave him a curious look as soon as he arrived, but he remained silent until all of the Elders had joined them. 

    “We have a problem with Stavin,” he said firmly. “The magic is changing him.” 

    “How?” Charvil asked. 

    “It’s making him vicious. And there is at least one physical manifestation as well. His eyes are turning golden.” 

    “You mean yellow, like a cat?” Charvil asked. 

    “No, Char. I mean golden, like his armor. His eyes have flecks of gold now that look like they are made of metal. The mental changes are worse, though.” He told them the full story of the fight at Zel’Hestel. “For an instant, I thought he was going to slaughter them all. And from what he said, he almost did.”

    “What can we do about it?” Mikal asked as he leaned forward. 

    “Kar took the sword away for a while, but he has to have a weapon. Char,” he shifted his full attention to the Warmaster, “how long will it take you and Jassel to trim a real Dragon’s Tongue down to Stavin’s size?” 

    Charvil thought for a moment, then said, “Not long. We could certainly have one ready by morning.” 

    Barvil nodded. “About what I thought as well. Var has Stavin’s in Twin Bridges with Shari. That’s why he’s not with us, by the way. Stavin assigned him to protect his sister, since someone has to be there to stand up to her.” He grinned at Charvil’s wry expression. “Var and Kahn are about the only people other than Princess Marina and King Kalin who can. And he will, just because he’s her little brother.” Barvil chuckled. “Little brothers are such a pain sometimes.” 

    “You’d know, considering you are one,” Charvil agreed with a grin. “Very well. Mikal,” he looked at the Chief Elder and bowed, “I should get to work with Jassel.” 

    Mikal bowed his head. “Very well, Charvil. Don’t just cut down an old ‘Tongue. Make him a new one. We can’t have our prince going out with a beat-up old Dragon’s Tongue. Wouldn’t be proper at all.” Mikal’s smile set the rest of the Elders to laughing, and he adjourned them on that note. 

    Morning arrived sooner than anyone wanted.

    Stavin walked out of his father’s house feeling much better than he had when he’d arrived. Sleeping through the night was part of it, but his mother’s cooking was the biggest part. Marinis had greeted him with the kind of morning meal he’d loved as a child. Venison ham, eggs, and oat porridge with dried elderberries made a warm, comforting lump in his stomach.

    “Take care of yourself, Stavin,” she whispered as she hugged him goodbye. “Don’t let the Chosen and their expectations kill you.” 

    “I’ll be careful, Mom,” he whispered. 

    “Don’t use that sword anymore unless it’ll mean your death not to,” Karlit said as he clasped hands with his son. “We want you back, not what you fear you’re becoming.” 

    “Don’t worry, Dad. Dahvin and Barvil are doing their best to keep me out of the fight. I suppose the best thing for me to do is to let them.” He shook his head as a wry smile twisted his lips. “It’s not like I can earn another star.” 

    Barvil said, “No, you can’t,” from behind Stavin. When Stavin turned toward him, he grinned. “Leave a few for Kar to kill.” 

    “Yes, sir,” Stavin replied, then smiled as wide as his mouth would go at Barvil’s expression. 

    Charvil was just a few steps behind Barvil, and he had Jassel Kel’Kaffrey, the valley’s blacksmith, beside him. “We have something for you, Prince Stavin,” Charvil said, but Stavin’s eyes were already locked on the Dragon’s Tongue in Jassel’s hands. 

    Stavin spoke in a breathy whisper as he asked, “A Dragon’s Tongue?” 

    “Cut to your measure,” Jassel replied with a bow. “You need something more--mundane--than that sword.”

    “Something you know how to use better than just about anyone else,” Charvil continued. 

    Barvil put the last piece in the puzzle for Stavin. “Something that won’t turn you into a monster.” 

    Stavin stepped forward and bowed deeply to the smith before accepting the weapon. “You have my thanks, Master Smith. I shall use it with honor.” 

    Jassel bowed in return once Stavin had the Dragon’s Tongue. “I expect nothing less or more, Prince Stavin.” Then he smiled and stepped back. “Now I’m for bed. We’ve been up all night making that for you. Charvil,” he bowed to the Warmaster, “until tomorrow.” 

    “Well done, Jassel,” Charvil and Barvil said together. Barvil turned to Stavin and smiled. “Now you and Kar are on an even footing. Maybe he can catch up a little.” 

    “Ah, so that’s what this is all about,” Karvik said as he and Orana joined them. 

    Dahvin was right beside him nodding his approval. “Not that I intend to let him into battle if I don’t have to. Remember, Prince Stavin, if you get killed--”

    Stavin took a deep breath and bowed his head. “I remember, Dahvin.”

    “Remember what?” Orana demanded from under Karvik’s arm. 

    Dahvin turned toward her and said, “If the prince is killed, the Royal Guards who were supposed to protect him will be killed as well, or take their own lives in shame.” He looked at the Warriors around him. “That’s a leftover from the Farindian Rebellion. The Royal Guards around King Haran should have fought to the last man to protect him, but they didn’t. About seventy of them fled south to Twin Bridges. King Oradan Zel’Andral ordered their execution for failing in their oath to protect the king. It was added to our oath that we would die if we failed in our duty to protect the royal family. And you, my friends,” he looked around, “are all Evandian Royal Guardsmen now.” 

    There was a hiss of indrawn breath, but it was Orana who broke the silence. “Stavi, you keep your skinny butt in the back! I mean it! I won’t lose my husband because you went and got yourself killed.” 

    Stavin ducked his head automatically and said, “Yes, Orana,” as a ripple of laughter spread out from them. She sounded far too much like his mother. 

    “And on that warning note,” Barvil said in a jovial tone, “we should be off.” 

    There was laughter from all around as the Royal Guards, including the Warriors of Kel’Kavin, mounted up. Stavin held Karvik’s reins as he and Orana shared a final parting kiss. Orana gave Stavin a final warning glare, and he bowed in the saddle. He’d forgotten that he wasn’t just risking his own life, but now he remembered the price his friends could pay for his incautious actions, and resolved to settle down. 

    Gavlin rode up beside him as they passed through the gates of Kavinston. “I got a full tour of Fort Kel’Kavin, Prince Stavin. That fort could comfortably accommodate three hundred soldiers.” 

    Stavin nodded. “It has in the past. When the queen sent all five hundred of the Old Guard and their families here, they had to expand to Kavinston to accommodate them.”

    “I wonder if King Kalin is planning to re-man the fort. Make it an Evandian Army fort,” Gavlin mused, more to himself than to Stavin, but Stavin answered anyway. 

    “A Royal Guards fort, you mean,” he said as Gavlin turned toward him. “We discussed it. Fort Kel’Kavin is going to become a training facility for the Royal Guards, under the authority of the Warmaster of Kel’Kavin. Given our performance against the Guards, he thought it would be a good thing to train all of them up to our standards. He actually wanted to bring Barvil and Charvil down to Twin Bridges to do it, but Marina and I convinced him that having the guards isolated where they couldn’t do anything but train was a better idea. The men and women Dahvin brought with Marina proved it.” 

    Dahvin laughed. “They sure did. Sergeant Zel’Halvis took on three men who had stayed in Twin Bridges and handily whipped them in just a few breaths. They convinced the general that Kavinston was the best place to train, even though they bitched about it the whole time.” 

    “Whined,” Barvil corrected. 

    “Close enough,” Dahvin said with an air of patience. “I didn’t enjoy it any more than they did.” 

    Stavin laughed. It felt good. “I’ll see if we can build an inn for them to drink their sorrows away, Dahvin.” 

    “Not in the valley,” Barvil immediately said, drawing Stavin’s attention. “Your mother and the rest of the women would have your hide if you did.” 

    Stavin nodded his understanding and a smiled stretched his lips. “The crossroads is only a day’s ride from Kel’Kavin. Maybe there.” 

    “Maybe,” Barvil agreed, “in a year or three, when things have settled down again.” 

    It was just before sundown when the Royal Guards rejoined the Pacification Force. They were met by Captain Zel’Kordil of the Fifth Cavalry. “Sir, the prisoner vanished sometime late in the night. His guardian was found with a butcher knife in his back. Captain Zel’Farrin of the Ninth has his men scouring the area, but hasn’t reported any sign of him.” 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal ground his teeth in frustration, and finally said, “Sound recall. We’ll put the full force out in the morning.” 

    “No, Colonel,” Stavin said as he stepped forward. “If that traitor wants to run off into the wild lands and die like an animal, let him. Your report of his actions is already in Twin Bridges, and Lord General Zel’Rantal can deal with him if he survives to get home. Don’t waste any more resources on him.” 

    Gavlin looked Stavin in the eye for a moment, then nodded. “As you wish, Prince Stavin.” 

    The officers and guardsmen retired for the night. Kahrant’s Pass was fifteen days away at the marching pace of the army.

     


    Chapter 37

    THE DAY AFTER THE ATTACK AGAINST Sharindis, King Kalin called all of the Royal Guards who were not on watch to the exercise ground. Once they were assembled, he walked out in front of them. Hisses of surprise rolled through the men and women when they saw that he was in full armor, with the insignia of a major on his breast. 

    “Good morning,” the king said as he faced his guards. “I called for this assembly for a special reason. Varik Kel’Horval, front and center.” A very nervous looking Varik quickly went to face the king and came to attention. King Kalin smiled and nodded his head. He took a deep breath and said, “Varik Kel’Horval, on this, your first expedition to the lowlands, you have made your first kill, throwing your Dragon’s Tongue to pierce your opponent’s heart. In accordance with the traditions of your ancestors in the Farindian Royal Guard, you may now paint a white chevron on the left shoulder of your armor.” The king smiled and looked behind Varik. “Karvil?” Karvil stepped forward with a small pot in his hand, and the king took it. He carefully painted a chevron on Varik’s shoulder, then handed the paint back to Karvil. 

    Now Lord General Zel’Kordil stepped up to the king’s side. “Varik Kel’Horval, it is the tradition of the Evandian Royal Guards that any guardsman who, by his direct actions, saves a member of the royal family shall be given an officer’s commission in the Royal Guard. You are the second member of your family to earn that honor. Majors,” he said, looking behind Varik. Two Royal Guards majors stepped forward and placed the short officer’s cape on Varik’s shoulders. “Congratulations, Lieutenant Kel’Horval.”

    Varik took two deep breaths before he could finally say, “I thank you for this honor, King Kalin and Lord General Zel’Kordil.” 

    “And we thank you for the lives of our daughter-in-law and grandchildren,” King Kalin replied. 

    The general smiled and looked at the men and women behind Varik and nodded. A cheer rolled through the exercise ground as the Royal Guard honored one of their own.

     * * *

    It took three days to find Aldus Zel’Sartan. His body was found by a servant who had been sent into a storage room to find out what smelled so bad. 

    “He was strangled,” Lord General Zel’Kordil reported to the king. “I’d guess about the same time as the traitors attacked the children.” 

    King Kalin looked at the one Minister he hadn’t suspected, Adept Fel’Banan. “Can you discover anything about them?” 

    The Adept shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. The traces are there, but they are too muddled to read with any accuracy.”

    The king sat very still for a moment, then drew a deep breath. “I need a new Truth Seer.” 

    “Agreed,” General Zel’Kordil said, “but who? There are just six Truth Seers in the city.” 

    The king thought for a moment, then sighed. “I know, Marlav,” the king finally said as he shook his head slowly. “I need someone young enough to be comfortable with Marina and Stavin. And strong willed enough to hold his own. I’m not sure if Stavin is having a bad influence on Marina, or she is on him.” He grinned at his old friend. “Aldus was my father’s Truth Seer. I used to be afraid he’d scold me. He was at least as old as my father.”

    “There is only one young Truth Seer that I know of, Kalin, and she’s a wild one.” The general smiled at his old friend and shook his head. “She’s currently employed by the city magistrates.” 

    “Not Firenza Zel’Haltal?” Kalin asked as his eyes widened. 

    “Yep. The little bitch--um, undisciplined young woman, causes more trouble than she’s worth sometimes, but we’re talking about putting her in with Marina and Stavin. If anybody’s personality could stand up to those two, hers could.”

    “They call her Fire-ass, don’t they?” When the general nodded and grinned, Kalin shook his head. “Gods Above protect the kingdom. Marina, Stavin, and Fire-ass. Bring her in.” He grinned at the general. “I’ll let Marina and Shari interview her.” 

    The general grinned wider as he replied, “Yes, Your Majesty.” Then a low chuckle rumbled through his chest, and he walked away shaking his head. 

    It only took three spans to find Firenza and bring her to the palace. She was escorted by ten Royal Guardsmen, and from the look on her face they hadn’t told her why she’d been summoned. She was openly surprised when she was escorted to Princess Marina’s suite. “What’s going on? You said the king wanted to see me.” 

    “This is where we were told to bring you. Now shut up,” the leader of the guardsmen snapped. 

    Firenza drew herself up to her full height and spoke in Old Tongue as she said, “I am Firenza of the Chosen Clan of Haltal, and you will address me--”

    “I am Andel of the Chosen Clan of Fordan,” the leader of the escort snapped in the same language, “and I already know who you are, snip, so put a sock in it. I don’t know why you’re supposed to see the princesses, but this is where you’re supposed to go. Gods Below, I’ve never been around anyone who talks as much as you do. Even my sisters were quiet once in a while.” 

    Firenza gritted her teeth and glared as the guards at Marina’s door knocked. “Lady Firenza is here to see Princess Marina and Princess Sharindis.” 

    Marina’s chamberlain bowed and opened the door all the way. “She is expected. This way, Lady Zel’Haltal,” he said as he swept his arm in an arc to show the way. He escorted Firenza to the princess’ sitting room and announced her. “Lady Zel’Haltal is here, Your Highnesses.” 

    Marina and Shari both stood to greet her, and Marina said, “Welcome.”

    Firenza walked forward and stopped to bow deeply three paces from Marina. “You sent for me, Your Highness?”

    “Father did,” Marina said as she and Shari sat back down, and she waved toward a chair opposite them for Firenza, “but he asked us to interview you.” When they were all seated, Marina looked straight into Firenza’s eyes and asked, “Firenza, how would you like to be the King’s Truth Seer?” 

    “Me?” Firenza squeaked in shock. Then she sat forward and asked, “Princess Marina, what happened to Lord Aldus?” 

    Shari answered. “He was murdered, probably by the same traitors who attacked the children.” 

    “I heard about that. The Lord Ministers. But why me, Your Highness?”

    Marina leaned forward and looked her in the eye again. “Because my father thinks that your personality is strong enough to stand up to the demands of the job, and the stress of dealing with me and Stavin, Fire-ass.” 

    “What’d you call her?” Shari asked in a shocked tone as she turned toward Marina. 

    “Fire-ass,” Marina chuckled. “That’s her nickname among the magistrates.” Marina grinned at the furiously blushing young woman across from her. “You can’t see it, but her hair is about the same color as mountain fireweed, and her temperament is just as volatile. She works with the city Magistrates, and tends to spend almost as much time in front of them as she does at their sides.”

    “Your Highness, that’s not fair,” Firenza muttered. “I don’t get in that much trouble.” 

    Marina picked up a piece of parchment. “Shall I read off the list of complaints against you?”

    “Your Highness, it’s my first year away from home. Of course I got into a little mischief.”

    Marina snorted. “Mischief? You got into a fight in a bar and sent three men to the Healers, along with doing several gold crowns worth of damage to the bar. In another instance, you snuck into Lord Zel’Jaren’s estate and were caught cavorting with his son.” 

    “We’re both of age, Your Highness!” 

    Shari started giggling. “Oh, Gods Above, you are magnificent!” 

    “Princess?” Firenza asked cautiously. 

    “You’ll get along fine with Stavin. I approve if you do, Marina.” 

    “I approved before she got here.” Now Marina turned her attention to Firenza and smiled. “Firenza, you’ll be moving into the palace. And you’ll have to settle down a bit. Not entirely, because you’re going to need every bit of your independent streak to stand up to the Lord Ministers, but no more embarrassing incidents.” She wagged a finger at the younger woman. “If you want to get in a fight with someone, go practice with the Royal Guards.” Marina signaled and two servants stepped forward. “Escort the King’s Truth Seer to her suite. The Palace Chamberlain should have Lord Zel’Sartan’s goods removed by now. Firenza, you have six spans before Court. Dress up a little.” 

    “All my clothes are--”

    “Waiting for you,” Marina interrupted. “I went ahead and had your clothes and servants brought in. I didn’t have any doubts about you.”  

    Firenza bowed deeply to Marina. “I wish I was as confident as you are, Princess Marina. Princess Sharindis, I am pleased to have met you.” She bowed again to Shari, then let the servants lead her away. 

    “She sounded as nervous a virgin in a whorehouse,” Shari commented, drawing a snort of amusement from Marina. 

    “She’s nineteen, Shari. Suddenly she’s gone from being the wild-child Truth Seer for minor city magistrates to King’s Truth Seer. We just told her that she’s going to be Seeing for the king in a capital case in six spans, deciding the fate of some of the most powerful Chosen lords in the kingdom. If she wasn’t a nervous wreck, I’d be worried.” 

     * * *

    Court was assembled, and the nobles were all in an uproar as the Ministers of the King’s Council were brought before them. The identity of the new King’s Truth Seer hadn’t been announced, only that one had been appointed, and speculation about who had been chosen was the source of most of the commotion. 

    The king entered the Court room with Marina and Sharindis behind him, and the Court fell silent. It was the first time Shari had been on the dais, and this unusual event heralded more unusual events to come. 

    “My noble lords and ladies, we come together to assess the guilt or innocence of the Lord Ministers in the plot that threatened the lives of my grandchildren and Princess Sharindis. The King’s Truth Seer was also killed in this incident, and a new Truth Seer has been appointed.” The king looked to the side and Firenza, dressed in full high-court fashion, stepped out. The sound of a hurricane-force gasp rolled through the room as the young woman was recognized. 

    The king continued in a severe tone as his eyes swept the room. “I see that Lady Zel’Haltal is known to some of you. She is now the King’s Truth Seer, bound to the crown by Adept Fel’Banan, and a full member of the King’s Council. You will all accord her the proper respect due her position. Let us begin.” 

    The king shifted his attention to the lord ministers. “Fortan, let’s get you out of the way first.” Fortan Zel’Bordal stepped forward and bowed. “Fortan, did you have anything to do with the attack against the children, the murder of Aldus, or this silly-assed list of demands?” 

    “No, Your Majesty, I did not.” 

    Firenza immediately said, “He speaks the truth.” 

    “Good.” The king sighed. “Fortan you are absolved of all charges. Zelkav, you’re next.” 

    Lord General Zel’Rantal stepped forward and bowed. “Your Majesty, I had nothing to do with this or any other plot against you.” 

    Again Firenza said, “He speaks the truth.” 

    The king nodded. “Evindal, you next,” he said, and was surprised by the reaction of his Minister of Trade. 

    “Yes,” Evindal Zel’Corvis snarled. “You’re letting that girl disrupt our kingdom for the sake of her barbarian lands to the north. It cannot be allowed to continue, Kalin.” 

    Firenza was wide-eyed in shock as she said, “He speaks the truth.” 

    The king felt just as shocked. “Evindal, how could you do that? You’ve been a favored minister for years. I’ve let you and your friends in the Traders’ Guild run trade as you wanted. Now you attack babies to force my hand against you?” 

    Evindal Zel’Corvis just glared for a moment, then spoke in an angry tone as he said, “There is nothing in those lands for us. Trade is all but nonexistent in lower Farindia. Only upper Farindia was worth anything, and you let Andaria just take it.”

    The king was growing furious as he listened. “Name your accomplices.” 

    “Figure it out yourself,” the former minister spit. 

    “Remove that traitor,” the king commanded. 

    Georan Zel’Jessel stepped forward and bowed. “King Kalin, I swear I had nothing to do with this or any other plot against you.”

    Carvan Zel’Ordan was right beside him. “I also swear that I am innocent.” 

    Firenza nodded. “They both speak the truth.” 

    The rest of the ministers hurried forward to profess their innocence until only two men were left: Minister of Finance Zel’Cordas and Minister of Health Zel’Walvan. They stepped forward as one and Lord Zel’Cordas said, “Your Majesty, we were with Garrat and Evindal in the attempt to take control of the kingdom. Neither of us knew that Garrat was going to threaten the babies, but we were there when the list of demands was written. Your actions in the Farindian crisis are bankrupting the kingdom, and we felt you had to be stopped.” 

    “Your insistence on letting that girl disrupt the council was another reason for taking these actions, Kalin,” Lord Zel’Walvan said as he glared at Shari. “We decide how our ministries are run, not some slip of a barbarian from Farindia.” 

    The king said, “You are both condemned by your own words. Take them away.” The king remained silent as two more of his ministers were led away. He said, “Court is dismissed,” and turned away with Marina and Shari at his side. 

    The door closed behind them and Kalin leaned his back against the wall as he scrubbed his face with his hands. “I can’t believe Evindal was part of this. I trusted him implicitly.”

    Marina hugged her father as she said, “He was favored, but he wanted more. He wanted full control, not just an advisory role. Some people can never have enough power to be satisfied. Shari, are you all right?” 

    Shari’s voice was soft, but there was an edge of fury in it as she said, “Yes, I’m fine. I just can’t believe they would have murdered babies for power. What a bunch of honorless slugs.”

    “Dead slugs soon, Shari,” Kalin said as he put a hand on her shoulder. 

     


    Chapter 38

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE MARCHED WEST FOR six days before they encountered anyone. And those people proved to be refugees fleeing the border region. Captain Zel’Kordil’s scouts brought in the first of them. 

    “Sir, we have a prisoner,” the sergeant in charge said as he came to a stop beside his commander. 

    Captain Zel’Kordil frowned and replied, “You aren’t supposed to be taking prisoners, Sergeant.” 

    The sergeant gave his captain a helpless shrug, then came back to attention. “He wanted to be taken prisoner, sir. He thinks he’ll be protected that way.”

    “From what?”

    The prisoner was taken to the command tent, and Colonel Zel’Fordal got the answer. “There’s a war on, lords,” the man said from where he was kneeling. “The Andarians done started a war with Farindia.” 

    There were looks shared all around, and Stavin was allowed to step forward. As soon as he saw the golden armor, the prisoner bowed and put his head to the ground. “Dragon Blessed, I didn’t know you were here.” 

    “I am Prince Stavin of Evandia,” Stavin said as he stepped closer to the man. “Evandia has annexed this portion of Farindia, and Andaria has annexed the portion north of the Kahrant River. Farindia is no more.” 

    The man looked up with a desolate expression. He whispered, “Then we have no hope.” 

    “Actually,” Stavin said with a slight smile, “it was to bring hope back to these lands that made us take these actions. Where are you from?”

    “From Hastan Ford, Prince Stavin, west of Kahrant’s Pass. We fled there, but the Andarians followed us.” 

    “The border is the river,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said. “The Andarians should have stayed north of it.” 

    “They didn’t, lord.” 

    Stavin looked at Gavlin and closed his eyes for a moment before looking Gavlin straight in the eye. “I guess it’s a good thing you brought a full army with you, Colonel. I leave the decisions on how we proceed from here to you.” Then he looked down and shook his head. Damn it!

    “Thank you, Prince Stavin.” Gavlin looked around the tent. “Infantry to the front. Cavalry, left and right flanks, evenly split. Royal Guards,” he looked Dahvin in the eye, “to the rear.” 

    Dahvin bowed and touched Stavin’s shoulder. “This way, Your Highness.” 

    Stavin let Dahvin lead him to the rear of the column as the soldiers marched forward. “I was hoping that we’d get through this without any major battles,” Stavin said as he mounted his horse. 

    “I was as well,” Dahvin agreed. 

    Barvil and Karvik joined them and nodded their agreement. Karvik said, “I just hope you don’t have to become involved, Stave. I really hope we can make it through the rest of the summer without you touching that sword again.” 

    Stavin nodded his agreement; he didn’t trust his voice. Or his feelings. There was a part of him that was raging to ride forward and destroy the Andarians. A part that wanted to feel their lives slide away as his sword slid through their bodies. 

    But the rational part of his mind was still in control. For now. 

    It took two days for the Pacification Force to make contact with the Andarian Army. During that time the Evandian soldiers grew silent and grim as a steady stream of refugees fled past. Finally, at a meadow south-east of the city of Kahrant’s Pass, the armies met. 

    A man rode forward under a flag of peace and stopped. Gavlin went forward himself to speak to him. “What are you doing here?” he demanded as soon as Gavlin was in range. 

    “I was about to ask you the same question,” Gavlin replied. “Andaria was supposed to take the lands north of the Kahrant River. That’s back that way.” 

    “That’s not how our general sees it, Colonel,” the man replied in a sarcastic tone. 

    Gavlin looked the man in the eye and said, “Then perhaps your general should discuss it with Prince Stavin Dragon Blessed.” 

    The man’s complexion paled a little. “He’s here?” 

    Gavlin let a small smile cross his lips. “Prince Stavin is in command of this force.” 

    The messenger backed his horse a few steps. “I shall inform my general.” 

    “You do that,” Colonel Zel’Fordal replied, “and tell him he’s invited to join us for the evening meal.” 

    The messenger swallowed, bobbing his head in respect before turning his horse around and spurring for his lines. 

    Gavlin rode back and sent for Stavin. “Yes, Gav?” 

    “I invited their general over for the evening meal, Prince Stavin. You should be here.” He smiled slightly. “Apparently, they decided to amend the treaty without informing us.” 

    “Oh really?” Stavin asked, then smiled wickedly. “We’ll just have to see about that.” 

    Lord General Naldan Zel’Jellan, in full dress kit, and ten of his subordinates arrived at the Evandian camp several spans before sundown. They were met by Colonel Zel’Fordal. “General, welcome to the Farindian Pacification Force. Prince Stavin is waiting for you.” 

    The general dismounted, as did his officers. Two men gathered the reins, then the rest followed their general forward. “I look forward to meeting Prince Stavin,” he said as he faced Gavlin. 

    “And he is anxious to meet you, general,” Gavlin replied with a bow. He led the way to the royal tent, which Stavin had ordered erected just for the meeting. 

    Stavin did not stand when the general entered, which drew a scowl of disapproval from the general and his men, but Stavin wasn’t going to show them any deference. 

    “What are you doing in Evandian territory, General?” Stavin asked, finally looking up. 

    “Whose territory this is,” the general said with a hint of a smile, “has yet to be decided.” 

    “No, general,” Stavin said as he turned the document in front of him around for the general to see, “it hasn’t. This is a copy of the Treaty of Annexation. The border is the Kahrant River. This was agreed to by King Jallat and King Kalin. I expect you and your men to be off Evandian lands by sundown tomorrow.” 

    “No, Prince Stavin, if that is who you really are. I claim these lands for Andaria by right of conquest. I don’t care what some piece of parchment says.” 

    Stavin looked up at the general and grasped the hilt of the Sword of Zel’Hallan as he stood. The table flew away as light blazed around Stavin. “You will withdraw, or die,” Stavin growled, and the growl that underscored his words sent a chill of fear down the spines of every man present, friend and foe alike. 

    The general and his men stumbled back away from Stavin, then broke and ran for their horses. They had a lot of running to do, because their horses had broken free of their handlers and headed back to their lines when Stavin growled. 

    “All right, Stavin, that’s enough,” Barvil said and Stavin rounded on him. Barvil saw his death in his prince’s eyes and stumbled back a pace, then Stavin forced himself to let go of the sword with a visible effort. 

     “Sorry, Barvil,” Stavin said as he fought to regain control of his emotions. 

    “You really need to never do that again, Stave,” Karvik said as he stepped forward. 

    “I didn’t intend to do it this time, Kar. It was like my hand wasn’t my own.” 

    “Stave, give me the sword,” Karvik commanded, and Stavin’s expression changed. He’d been frightened, but now he was all too obviously angry. 

    “By what right do you command me?” he demanded.

    “By right of friendship, under the Code of the Warrior. You know what the sword is doing to you. I won’t let it turn you into a two-legged dragon.” 

    Stavin glared at his best friend and fought down the urge to kill him. No! That’s not who I am! He clasped his arms around his chest as he closed his eyes and whispered, “Take it. Take it while you can,” as he turned his head away. 

    Karvik grabbed the sword and tore it free from Stavin’s baldric. Barvil grabbed Stavin in a hug to keep him from trying to take the sword back, and held him tightly as he struggled for a moment. Then Stavin relaxed and Barvil eased his hug. 

    Stavin was trembling as he whispered, “Get that thing away from me,” and he turned his head so he was facing Barvil’s breast plate. He didn’t want to see Karvik with the sword. He heard Karvik leave the tent, and finally broke down, shivering in terror. For one horrid moment, he could have killed Karvik. 

    “I’m not letting Kar give the sword back this time, Stavin,” Barvil murmured in a voice so soft that Stavin barely heard him. “It’s too dangerous for you.” 

    “Unless he has to,” Stavin whispered back. 

    “Stavin, are you all right?” Gavlin asked. 

    “Yes. No. I think I will be, but that sword has to be away from me. I realize that now. Colonel, advance on the Andarians in the morning if they haven’t retreated. I’d prefer to avoid a confrontation, but I want them out Evandian territory.” 

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Gavlin replied with a bow. 

    The morning sun showed the Andarian army right where they had been. “What are they waiting for?” Stavin asked. 

    Gavlin answered. “You.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “I can’t, Gav. I can’t let the sword take me.” 

    “Then don’t,” Gavlin replied. “Just step out in front of our men so the Andarians can see you. Let them know that you are really here. It’s just a guess, but I’ll bet the common soldiers are going to break at the mere sight of you, even without the sword.” 

    Stavin shook his head, but he walked forward slowly. He waited until he was sure he’d been seen, then shouted, “Soldiers of Andaria, must you all die?” There was a disturbance among the soldiers, and the sound of many men talking at once. Stavin shouted again, “Must I slaughter you like I did your friends at the Zel’Horgan?” Now men were milling about, and bugle calls rang up and down the force. 

    “There are only about two thousand of them,” Barvil said from behind his shoulder, and Stavin nodded. 

    “You are outnumbered three to one,” Stavin shouted again. “Even without the Sword of Zel’Hallan, we can slaughter you. Must you all die because your general has decided to violate our treaty?” 

    Now there was real movement among the Andarian soldiers. Shouted commands and threats could be clearly heard. The clash of swords came briefly from the left, then subsided as men moved into that area. 

    Someone shouted back, “If you want this land, then take it!” 

    Stavin turned his head slightly and said, “Kar, give me the sword.” 

    “No! Stave, it’s too risky.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “They have to be thrown back.” 

    “And they will be, but not at the cost of your life,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said as he turned and shouted, “Forward the archers!” Buglers sounded the call, their tones reaching the farthest extent of the army.

    Nearly a thousand men jogged forward with long, recurved bows in their hands. At the order of their officers, they stopped and drew, loosing a flight of arrows that sailed into the Andarian lines. The return flight from the Andarians fell short, and told the Evandian archers where to stop. Men shot arrow after arrow into the massed Andarian army until their quivers were empty. Almost nine thousand arrows had reduced the Andarian ranks by nearly half. The moans and cries of the wounded seeped across the field as their blood seeped into the soil. 

    “Forward the Ninth!” a voice bellowed, echoed by the buglers, and the Ninth Infantry Brigade charged forward at the run. Arrows from the Andarians fell among them, but few found their mark. The Andarian archers had moved to the front to return volleys, but that made them the closest targets for the Evandian archers.

    “Forward the Third!” a second voice ordered, then the remaining infantry joined the fight, running forward to reinforce the Ninth. Then a new sound joined them. 

    “Domain Farindia!” fifty voices shouted as one, and the Farindian Royal Guard rode forward and swept into the Andarian right flank. 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal shouted, “Bugler, call the Fifth!” and a bugle call rang out. A disturbance on the Andarian left flank turned into a rout as the Fifth Cavalry rode into the Andarian lines. 

    The fight raged for span after span until the Andarians started surrendering. Just a few men at first, then more and more gave up. Men threw down their weapons and fell to their knees with their hands on their heads. It took a few moments for Stavin to realize what was happening. 

    “There are no bugle calls,” he said out loud. 

    “Their buglers, and probably their officers, are dead, Prince Stavin,” Colonel Zel’Fordal said in answer. 

    “Call our men back. I don’t want a slaughter.” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “It’s too late, Prince Stavin. Their general saw to that. Don’t worry, our men won’t kill the ones who surrender. They are too well disciplined for that.”

    Stavin studied the ground at his feet. “Have any captured officers brought to me.” 

    Gavlin looked down at his prince and nodded. “Yes, Prince Stavin.” 

    It was late in the day when six men were brought before Stavin. General Zel’Jellan was among them, and he seemed surprised to see Stavin sitting at tea. “I warned you, general,” Stavin said without standing. “What did you think would happen? Did you think we wouldn’t fight for our kingdom?”

    “We took these lands! They’re ours!” the general shouted. He was dirty and unkempt, like he’d been forced to fight himself. He also looked desperate, perhaps fearing his execution. 

    “No, general. The lands north of the Kahrant River are yours. You invaded Evandia for the second time in two years. What did you expect the outcome to be?” 

    “The king will hear of this!” General Zel’Jellan shouted, and seemed shocked when Stavin laughed. 

    “He already has. Colonel Zel’Fordal used our message book to tell King Kalin what you did here. He seems quite put out by it. You and your officers are to be transported to Twin Bridges and tried as bandits. King Jallat has disavowed your actions. That will be all.” 

    “No!” 

    Colonel Zel’Fordal stepped forward and said, “Remove them.” Once the prisoners were gone, he turned to Stavin and gave him a very old fashioned look. “You, my prince, are far too talented a liar.” 

    Stavin started sniggering. “So I’ve been told.”

    “What do we do with them?” Gavlin asked. 

    “Hold them until we’re told to do otherwise. We send the real messages by courier at first light. It’s just a guess, but I think the kings’ reaction, both Kalin’s and Jallat’s, are going to be pretty close to what I just said. What is our casualty count?” 

    Now Gavlin shook his head. “One hundred nine dead, and another two hundred seven wounded.” 

    “And the Andarians?” 

    “I don’t have a casualty count yet. We have seven hundred and thirty-one prisoners. A large portion of their men broke and ran. Those that surrendered were surrounded and didn’t stand a chance.” Gavlin paused to take a breath. “Karvik is with the healers.” 

    Stavin snapped to his feet, knocking over the table and getting tea all over the maps. “How bad is he?” 

    “Not bad,” Gavlin said as he laid a hand on Stavin’s arm. “He got a sword stroke to the thigh. He’ll be out of the fight for a while, but Barvil says he’ll be fine.” Now Gavlin took a deep breath and looked Stavin in the eye. “He was using the Sword of Zel’Hallan.” 

    Stavin breathed the words, “Gods Below,” as he stared at the ground. “Did he say what his count was?” 

    “Ten,” Barvil said as he entered the tent. “I got six more. We only lost two men.”

    “So next time is Charvil’s turn again?” Stavin asked. “Who did we lose?” 

    “Hendel Kel’Carin and Davik Kel’Aniston.” 

    Stavin caught his breath. Davik was his father’s cousin, and Hendel was Barvil’s nephew. “I’m sorry, Barvil.”

    “So am I, Stavin. So am I. We’ll have the memorial in a little while. The rest of the warriors are seeing to the graves.” 

    I should have been out there! I should have taken up the sword and slaughtered—His thoughts froze as he realized what he was thinking. Is that what I’ve become?

     


    Chapter 39

    KING KALIN CALLED HIS MINISTERS TOGETHER three days after the traitors had been executed. “We have a problem, and we are going to have to solve it,” he said as he looked around the table. The four empty chairs were very conspicuous. “We are going to have to appoint new ministers of Trade, Health, Finance, and Development.” They were all in their usual formal clothing, but it was obvious in their red eyes over deep, dark bags that they had not been sleeping soundly.

    “King Kalin,” Fortan Zel’Bordal said and stood when the king nodded, “I would nominate Healer Adept Kel’Sarin as Minster of Health.” There was an immediate murmur of shock from the rest of the ministers, but he continued. “Adept Kel’Sarin is--”

    “Unacceptable,” Minister of the Interior Zel’Jessel snapped. He stood and glared at Fortan through narrowed eyes. “He’s of a Cat Clan. Only Chosen men can serve on the King’s Council of Ministers.” 

    Adept Fel’Banan looked at him and asked, “Only Chosen men, Lord Zel’Jessel?”

    “Only men?” Firenza asked hotly, and her tone was a good indication of how angry she was. 

    “Lady Firenza has a definite point, Lord Georan,” King Kalin said with a hint of a smile for the young woman. “I’m also certain that Queen Marina will have something to say about that when her turn comes.” He grinned and winked at Marina. 

    “As will Stavin and I,” Shari said, drawing everyone’s attention. 

    The ministers all sat back and considered what the royal family had just said. Lord Fortan again bowed to the king and said, “I stand by my nomination.”

    “Very well. Are there any other nominations for Health?” When no one else spoke, he nodded. “Adept Kel’Sarin it is. We’ll inform him later. Does anyone have a nomination for Finance?”

    Marina spoke before anyone else could. “Since we’re going to consider women as well as men, I nominate Lady Elissa Zel’Novar. She was Lord Zel’Cordas’ secretary, and was responsible for a lot of the work he took credit for.”

    “That’s ridiculous,” Lord Zel’Justel, Minister of Mines, muttered. 

    “No it isn’t, and you know it, Avellin,” Minister of Sheriffs Zel’Lothal said in a tired tone. “We all have subordinates who do most of our work. I do, and I know for a fact that you do as well.” 

    King Kalin chuckled. “We may be doing ourselves a huge favor by bringing in the ladies. At least they’ll use more temperate language than some of you are wont to do. Very well, Lady Zel’Novar is the new Minister of Finance. Development?” 

    Lord Zel’Cerran of Roads stood and bowed. “I don’t know if he’d be right for the Council, but I would nominate a brilliant young civil engineer named Steffal Zel’Aldar. I’ve worked with him many times in the past when I needed a design for a new road or bridge. As I said, he’s brilliant, he’s young, and he’s very energetic. Given the amount of work the new territory is going to require, he may be perfect for that job. If we, I mean you, King Kalin, make him Minister of Development, we probably wouldn’t see much of him, but he’d do a magnificent job.” 

    The king nodded. “Arrange a meeting where we can interview him. That just leaves Trade, but I have someone in mind for that post. I have to discuss it with him first, so I’ll just keep the name to myself. Now, on to business.” 

    The King’s Council of Ministers got on with their task of running the kingdom under King Kalin’s watchful eye, but all of them were wondering the same thing: Who does Kalin have in mind for Trade?

     


    Chapter 40

    THERE WERE SO MANY GRAVES. So very many, but Stavin’s attention was focused on two. Hendel and Davik’s graves were side by side, yet set apart from the rest by a few paces. Barvil spoke the ritual phrases, but the roaring in Stavin’s ears kept him from hearing them. 

    This was the part that was always left out of the songs. This was the part of the battle that no one ever wanted to remember. 

    The Andarian prisoners, including Lord General Zel’Jellan and his officers, had been made to dig graves for their own dead and those of Evandia as well. The final count was one hundred and nine Evandian dead, nine hundred and fifty-one Andarian dead, and two Royal Guardsmen of Kel’Kavin.

    Stavin waited until the ceremony was complete before walking over to look up into the general’s eyes. He whispered, “You’re such an ass. All you had to do was obey your king and the treaty he signed.” He walked away before the general could answer. 

    Dahvin and Gavlin caught up to him and guided him to the command tent. “Our job is going to be harder now,” Gavlin said as soon as they sat down. 

    “How so?” Stavin asked. 

    “I’ve been questioning the officers,” Gavlin continued, “and they have been on this side of the river for quite a while. General Zel’Jellan was waging a terror campaign, chasing as many people away from their homes as possible. Now we’ve got to convince those same people that we’re not like the Andarians and that becoming Evandians is a good idea. I expect a lot more harassment from the locals during our march from this point forward.” 

    Stavin put his head down on the table. He didn’t look up as he said, “We need a way to send messages out ahead of us. We have to tell the people that we’re not the same army.” 

    “That’s going to be hard to do,” Gavlin said as he looked at the top of Stavin’s head. 

    “We could make a big show of it,” Dahvin said. “We could make a lot of noise. Have the buglers announce our arrival as a liberating army.” 

    Gavlin spoke in a sad tone as he said, “I don’t know if that would help.”

    “Couldn’t hurt,” Dahvin countered. 

    Stavin raised his head and said, “Anything’s better than marching in and reconquering the lands that the Andarians just conquered. Anything’s better than slaughtering our own people.” 

    By this time, Barvil had joined them and said, “The Farindian Royal Guards again, Stavin?” 

    “I think so, Barvil,” Stavin replied as he looked up. “I think that might work. How is Kar?” 

    “He’s bitching at the Healers for making him stay in bed.” Barvil grinned. “He’s got sixty-three kills now. He swears there was another, but we didn’t find him. He’ll just have to wait until the next time to hollow out his stars.” 

    Stavin smiled and stood, bowing slightly to the officers before leaving the tent. He made his way to the Healer’s area and wandered among the wounded. He was aware of Dahvin and a dozen Royal Guardsmen behind him, but his attention was on the men being treated. 

    He finally found Karvik and said, “Just had to try and beat my record for the most men killed in a single battle, didn’t you?” 

    “Well, somebody’s got to do it,” Karvik answered in a smart-mouth tone. 

    Stavin eased down on the edge of Karvik’s cot. “Barvil said you used the sword. Why did you risk that?” 

    Karvik looked embarrassed for a moment, then admitted, “Mine got knocked from my hand. It was all I had.” 

    “But why did you have it at all?” 

    Karvik took a deep breath and sighed. “I didn’t feel safe leaving it in my tent. If we lost--” He shrugged. “As it turns out, it’s just like your ‘Tongue. It cut through steel and flesh easily, but other than that it was just a sword. A really nice sword, but still--” He shrugged again. “I guess it takes the combination of the two gifts together to create the power you feel.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Well, hang onto it. Gav thinks things just got worse for us, and I’m afraid he’s right.” 

    “Dad said the same thing.” 

    A search of the Andarian camp provided little information. Their maps were no more detailed than the one Stavin had copied. The one thing they did provide was food, and men to prepare it. Gavlin had the Andarian cooks and servitors tend to their imprisoned companions. All of their baggage was present, and they were well supplied. According to the officers, they had been stealing all the food they could from the countryside as they conquered it. 

    The Pacification Force stayed where they were for five days to let the wounded heal. During that time, Stavin had anyone who was found near the camp brought to him. They all received the same message: He, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, was there to bring order to the south, and welcome them into Evandia. He offered the destroyed Andarian army as proof, and then let the people go on their way. 

    It wasn’t long before delegations from the surrounding area came looking for Stavin. Or, more commonly, for the Dragon Blessed. He bore the strain well, and soon even began enjoying it, except when the people expected miracles from him. For those individuals, all he could do was disappoint them. He couldn’t heal the sick, but he asked the Army Healers to do what they could. He couldn’t make the blind see, or the lame walk. He couldn’t raise the dead. Soon, Barvil and Dahvin started turning such people away. Their requests were just too much for Stavin to bear.

    When it was safe to move the worst of the wounded soldiers, Gavlin ordered the force onward to the northeast. It took three more days to reach Kahrant’s Pass. They were met well short of the city by a group of men, and every one of them wore the vest of a Master Trader. 

    The leader was an older man with a fringe of white hair around a well-tanned bald head. He stood his ground as Gavlin rode up to him. “I am Senior Master Trader Walkil Fel’Sarral, Grand Master of the Kahrant’s Pass Traders’ Guild. What do you want in return for not sacking our city?” 

    The question caught Gavlin off guard and he stammered for a moment. “We-We-We aren’t here to sack your city, good Master Trader. The south of Farindia, from Kahrant’s Pass along the Kahrant River across to Haltar, has been annexed by Evandia. We’re here to establish order and welcome the people into our kingdom.” 

    “That’s not what we’ve been hearing from the west!” one of the other traders shouted. 

    “That was the Andarian Army,” Gavlin replied, focusing his attention on the man who had spoken. “We defeated them eight days ago.” 

    “So why are you here?” another man shouted. 

    “This is the northern border of Evandia now. We are here to inform the people of the annexation.” He paused and shook his head. “The Andarians have the north side of the river. That’s the new border. The army that was terrorizing the people along the border was in violation of our treaty with Andaria.” 

    “So what do you want?” Grand Master Fel’Sarral asked in a suspicious tone.

    “Peace. We just want peace.”

    Stavin rode forward with Barvil and Karvik at his side, and all of the Royal guards at his back. “Goodmen,” he said as he stopped beside Gavlin, “I am Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, adopted by King Kalin. The city of Kahrant’s Pass is mostly north of the river and now Andarian territory. We demand nothing from you. We have no right. We would like to purchase some supplies, though.” 

    “Purchase?” Master Fel’Sarral asked, suddenly very interested. 

    “Purchase,” Stavin confirmed. 

    “Prince Stavin, such a purchase would require a Master Trader,” Master Fel’Sarral answered carefully. 

    “I can see to that,” Stavin answered. “I brought my vest.” 

    “Your vest, Prince Stavin?” Master Fel’Sarral asked in an incredulous tone. 

    Stavin smiled. “The only other time I’ve been to your city, I came as Master Trader Stavin Kel’Aniston, owner and founder of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston. I bought the Kavinston supplies two years ago from House Zel’Vandar.” 

    “You!” one of the traders shouted and started forward, pointing a wavering finger at Stavin as he stamped forward. He only took a few steps before he was interrupted.

    Barvil shouted back, “Stand your ground, Bel’Serva!” The man looked at Barvil in shock, then turned tail and ran. He didn’t get far. Barvil rode him down, then circled back and stopped. “The Elders of Kavinston would like a word with you, Trader Bel’Serva.” 

    “You can’t touch me!” the Master Trader shouted as he scrambled to his feet. 

    “Warmaster,” Stavin said loudly, and the trader turned toward him with a panicked expression on his face, “leave him alive. Let the Traders deal with him.” 

    Turning his attention back to the Grand Master, Stavin bowed his head slightly. “Trader Bel’Serva cheated the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin by doubling the price of our supplies. That’s why we buy from Aravad now.” He paused as the Traders reacted to that news. Several of them were glaring at Trader Bel’Serva in undisguised rage. “Deal with him, or I’ll allow the Warmaster to deal with him as he would with any common bandit.” 

    All of the Traders were glaring at Trader Bel’Serva now and the Grand Master bowed to Stavin before saying, “We shall, Your Highness. Now, as to these supplies you want.” Once the subject turned to Trade, everything else was forgotten. 

    Stavin purchased enough to overload the Evandian supply wagons, and the excess was put in the Andarian wagons. If the Kahrant’s Pass Traders thought it was odd that an Evandian prince could bargain like an Aravadian Trader, they kept their opinions strictly to themselves. 

    Barvil didn’t. He slapped Stavin’s shoulder and said, “Kethlan would be proud of you, Stavin. And that worries me.” Then Karvik started laughing, and the Farindian Pacification Force moved on. 

     


    Chapter 41

     KIMMEL ZEL’DEVERY HAD FLED SOUTH TOWARD Evandia. He’d taken a good supply of food, as well as his personal weapons and clothes, including a spare blouse that still had his rank on it. Damn him to Eshokanal’s hell anyway. He’s not so special. Not even born Chosen.

    After ten days in the wilderness, he reached the ruins of a deserted town. He wandered through the tumbled remains of buildings, looking around curiously. This is odd. Why didn’t they rebuild? He walked with what he thought of as caution, but he never saw the three men who jumped him until it was too late.

    “What do you make of him, Vardin?” a man asked.

    “I done seen that uniform afore. He’s one of them Gods cursed Evandians,” a different voice answered. 

    “I am Major Kimmel Zel’Devery!” Kimmel hissed. “Release me!”

    All three men laughed. “Why would we be doin’ that?” one demanded. 

    “You don’t know what’s coming. Prince Stavin has gone mad with power. He’s using the dragon sword to slaughter everyone who opposes him.” Kimmel struggled against the ropes that held his hands behind his back. 

    “Maybe we should take him to the Masters,” one of them said as he looked at the others.

    “Yes! Yes, take me to your master,” Kimmel agreed, misunderstanding what they meant. 

    “I gots a better idea,” the man called Vardin said, then he grinned at Kimmel. The other men grinned as well, and Kimmel found himself being roughly stripped to the skin. 

    The third man said, “Look at that! Ifn it weren’t fer the gray hair, I’d say he was just a boy.”

    The man who had spoken first chuckled. “Good. Old Master Jallan likes boys.”

    “You can’t do this to—“ Kimmel fell silent when one of the men kicked him in the back of the head, knocking him unconscious. 

    The men picked him up, along with his things, and headed toward Trade Town. They arrived after dark and went to the Grand Master’s home. A servant brought his master to the door, and he looked at the man laying limp on his porch. 

    “Why have you brought that to me?” he asked. 

    “Master Jallan, he said he was an Evandian officer. When we saw what a pretty boy he was, we thought all the better.” 

    Senior Master Trader Jallan bent over and grabbed the man by the hair. “So you brought me a dead body?” he asked.

    “Dead?” Vardin asked as he knelt and checked to see if the pretty-boy was breathing. “Damn you, Charlet, ya kicked him too hard!” 

    “Get that off my property, you fools. Whatever value he had died with him.” Master Jallan turned and walked away, and the servant closed the door.

    “What now?” Vardin asked. 

    “We still has his stuff. That’ll be worth something. We’ll toss that,” he waved to the body, “in the midden heap with the rest of the trash.”

    Five spans later the body of Major Kimmel Baltistan Jumar Zel’Devery was unceremoniously tossed into the ravine that served Trade Town as a trash dump. A cart of refuse from the town was dumped over him less than a span later. 

     * * *

    At Stavin’s suggestion, Gavlin headed west along the river. It wasn’t hard to tell where the Andarian Army had passed. Burned houses and towns marked their path quite well. 

    “What were they thinking?” Stavin wondered out loud. 

    “They were conquering their new territory, like some of my less experienced officers thought we were going to do,” Gavlin answered. 

    “Idiots,” Dahvin muttered. “The mistakes of the past returned to mess up the future.” 

    “Exactly,” Gavlin agreed. 

    The warriors were sent ahead of the main army in Farindian Royal Guard colors, and that helped a little. The news that they had defeated the Andarian Army helped more. People crept out of their hiding places as the fabled Old Guard proclaimed them safe. The idea that they were now part of Evandia didn’t sit well with some, but after their experiences, most of them decided that it was better than being taken by Andaria.

    The procession took twenty-nine days to traverse the northern border. It was slow going, but there was little resistance. The Andarians had slaughtered most of the men who might have fought back. 

    Finally, at the town of Haltar on the Andarian border, Stavin made a decision. “Gav,” he said as they ate that night, “in the morning, release all of the prisoners except the officers. Let them go over into Andaria.” 

    “That isn’t a good idea,” Dahvin replied. “They are our enemy.” 

    “No.” Stavin said as he shook his head. “Andaria isn’t our enemy. At least, I don’t want them to be our enemy. Tomorrow, I want to ride over to the Andarian border post and speak to their commander.” Gavlin and Dahvin both immediately started to object, but Stavin raise his hand. “Karvik and Barvil will be at my side. The sword will be within reach if I need it. But we don’t need the extra burden of guarding the prisoners until something can be negotiated. Just let the common soldiers go. Without their weapons or baggage. Let the garrison in Haltar feed them.” 

    “The Royal Guards will be at your back, Stavin,” Dahvin said in a firm tone, and Stavin nodded. 

    “I have no problem with that.” 

    The sun had hardly risen when Stavin, his armor gleaming in the early light, and his guards rode forward to the border station. “I would like to speak to the commander of your garrison,” he told the sergeant in charge. 

    “Oh, would you? And who might you be?” 

    “I am Prince Stavin of Evandia.” That got his attention. “Send for your commander.” 

    The sergeant was staring at Stavin with wide eyes, and waving for someone behind him to do something. A rider was soon spurring his horse up the hill to the old fort, and it wasn’t long before a dozen officers in dress uniforms arrived. 

    “I am Colonel Zel’Bartal,” the leader said as he approached Stavin. “What can I do for you, Prince Stavin?” 

    “You can take a bunch of your soldiers off my hands,” Stavin replied. “It seems that your General Zel’Jellan can’t read a map and raided the Evandian side of the border all the way to Kahrant’s Pass. We had to kill most of them, and I’m tired of feeding the rest.” 

    “You did what!?” the colonel shouted angrily. 

    “We defeated General Zel’Jellan’s force on our side of the river,” Stavin repeated. “Any more border incursions of this type will be met harshly.”

    “That’s an act of war!”

    “Yes, it is,” Stavin replied, “but I believe I can convince King Kalin not to attack Andaria in retaliation for this--incident.” 

    The colonel blinked a few times, then said, “You committed an act of war against us!” 

    “No, Colonel. General Zel’Jellan attacked Evandia.” Stavin looked the man in the eye and continued softly, “I have six thousand men at my back, Colonel. If you want a war between Evandia and Andaria, I’ll give it to you right here, right now. But beware. The Sword of Zel’Hallan is right behind me, and I won’t hesitate to use its power against you.” 

    The colonel swallowed convulsively and backed his horse up a step. His eyes were focused on the sword at Karvik’s side. He finally looked back at Stavin and said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin. Send General Zel’Jellan and his men over.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “The general stays with us, along with his officers. He’ll face charges later, once King Kalin and King Jallat decide what to do about him.” He raised his hand and Gavlin shouted the order for the prisoners to start marching. 

    The common soldiers marched past Stavin into their homeland, and Stavin stared the colonel in the eye until the last of them were past. “See to your men, Colonel. Evandia desires peace, but we’ll enforce it with steel if we have to.” Then he turned his horse back toward their camp and led the way at a walk.

    “You took a big risk doing that, Stavin,” Barvil said as they rode away. 

    Stavin nodded. “I know. But it should be worth it. Andaria is a bully, and if there’s one thing I know how to deal with, it’s bullies. You have to show them that you’re not afraid of them.” 

    “That didn’t always work out that well for you, Stave,” Karvik said in a sour tone. “You usually got your butt kicked.” 

    “Yes, but I didn’t have six thousand butt kickers on my side then. Or the threat of that sword. Let’s face it, Kar, that threat is the more persuasive of the two arguments. King Jallat doesn’t want me marching into his palace again.” 

    “And we don’t either. If you did, you’d be truly lost,” Karvik pointed out. 

    “I know that,” Stavin murmured, “and you know that, but King Jallat doesn’t know that.” 

    Gavlin gave orders to move out almost immediately. “I want to put some dragons between us and that garrison. We probably just tripled their strength.” 

    “With nothing more than a few eating knives to fight with,” Karvik reminded him. 

    “And a few hundred swords and spears from their armory. A typical Evandian fortress has three times as many weapons as men.” Gavlin shook his head slowly. “Prince Stavin is correct that they are probably not going to want to go to war over this. Not with us still in possession of General Zel’Jellan. But I don’t believe in probabilities. I believe in certainties, and they are certainly going to ask for guidance before they do anything.”

    “And that gives us time to move out of their area,” Dahvin said.

    The Pacification Force marched on, traveling south along the Andarian border. There were few towns in this part of old Farindia. There was little arable land to support them. They passed the ruins of an old city in one fertile valley they traversed, and saw a few scattered farmsteads, but no people. It seemed that the people were fleeing in front of the army. 

    Stavin shook his head sadly. This part of Farindia used to be well populated. Now just a few people are left, and we’re scaring them away. Gods Above, I hope this works. I hope this can become a thriving part of Evandia. 

     


    Chapter 42

    TEN DAYS AFTER LEAVING HALTAR, THE Pacification Force entered the Zel’Dorvan valley. This was one of the most fertile of the western valleys. It had once been a shallow lake, and the dry lake bed provided deep, rich topsoil for farming. It was also one of the few places in southern Farindia that had maintained a large population. More than twenty thousand souls called the valley home, and the city of Zel’Dorvan was its center. 

    A force of a few thousand men was arrayed across the road about thirty dragon-lengths north of the city of Zel’Dorvan. Gavlin stopped his troops and let Barvil and the Royal Guards ride forward. 

    When he reached a comfortable distance from the ragged army of farmers and shop keepers, Barvil stopped and shouted, “Send out a representative to negotiate.” 

    A group of ten men rode forward soon afterward and stopped about five paces away from Barvil. “Who are you?” the leader asked as he looked at the Farindian Royal Guards tabards the warriors wore. He was an older man, and seemed confused. And curious.

    Barvil bowed slightly before saying, “I am Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin of the Royal Guard, from Kavinston in the Kel’Kavin Valley.” 

    The men looked even more nervous once they heard Barvil’s name. And rank. “Why have you brought an army to our valley, Warmaster?” the leader asked as some of the men with him eased back.

    “Evandia has entered into a treaty with Andaria to annex Farindia. This portion of the old kingdom is now part of Evandia. Our force is here to bring law back to our home.” 

    “By slaughtering everyone in your path!” a man shouted from the back of the group. 

    Barvil shook his head. “No, that was an Andarian general with delusions of conquest. We defeated his army and captured them, then sent the common soldiers home. The general will face charges in Twin Bridges. Prince Stavin Dragon Blessed is leading this force to welcome our countrymen into Evandia.” 

    “Your countrymen?” a different voice shouted. 

    “Our countrymen,” Barvil repeated. “Prince Stavin is one of the old Guard from Kel’Kavin. He was adopted by King Kalin over a year ago when he defeated the Andarian Army in Evandia. Now he is here with us to bring these lands into the kingdom.” 

    “What if we don’t want to be annexed?” 

    Barvil raised both hands to shoulder level in an armored shrug. “There really isn’t that much you can do about it.”

    “We can fight you!”

    Barvil shook his head. “No, you really can’t. You can die, certainly, but there are over six thousand Evandian Army troops behind me, and fifty warriors of the old Royal Guard right in front of you.”

    “What right does Evandia have to annex us at all?” the leader asked in an aggressive tone. 

    “They annexed us because we, the Royal Guards, asked them to,” Barvil replied. 

    The men fell silent. 

    “The last of the old royal bloodline lives on in Kel’Kavin, but we couldn’t reestablish the Kingdom of Farindia ourselves. We needed King Kalin’s help to do it. And his gold,” Barvil admitted with a slight smile. “Kingdoms are expensive.” 

    The leader rode forward alone until he was just a pace from Barvil. “We’ve been an independent city for nearly two hundred years. This is our land. What makes you think you can take it away without a fight?” 

    Barvil shook his head. “We don’t want to take away your land. We are here to affirm your rights, not trample them. Evandian officials will be entering these lands soon to establish the rights of the people. They will be issuing deeds and titles to the people for what they have, so no one can take it away from them. The rule of law, not the whims of warlords and Traders, will once again control Farindia.” 

    “But it won’t be Farindia,” the man whispered as he looked at his horse’s ears. 

    “No, but it really hasn’t been Farindia since the revolt,” Barvil replied softly. “We lost our kingdom then. Now we’re just trying to build a new kingdom with Evandia’s help.” 

    The man took a deep breath and nodded. “I am Mayor Esten Kel’Horval of Zel’Dorvan.”

    Barvil looked at the man curiously. “Kel’Horval?” he asked as he titled his head to the side. 

    “Yes. One of my ancestors was a royal guard who retired here. He led the men of Zel’Dorvan in the defense of our city during the revolt, and we’ve been what passes for the nobility in this town since the fall.” 

    “You had other relatives in Kel’Kavin,” Barvil said with a slight smile. “One of them is Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval, my cousin--and Prince Stavin’s father-in-law.” 

    “What?” 

    Barvil smiled. “Stavin Kel’Aniston married Sharindis Kel’Horval five years ago, long before King Kalin adopted him. Once the annexation is accomplished, you might want to visit Kel’Kavin and see who you’re related to. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.” 

    “I had no idea that any of the family survived after the revolt,” he said in a stunned tone. “I thought we were the last of our line.” 

    “Not by a wide margin,” Barvil replied with a grin. “In fact, a cousin of yours is with this force.” Barvil turned and shouted, “Kahndar, front and center!” 

    Kahndar rode around the guards to join his leader and came to attention in the saddle. “Yes, Warmaster?” 

    “Kahndar Kel’Horval, let me introduce Mayor Esten Kel’Horval.”

    Kahn looked the mayor in the eye and smiled. “I am pleased to meet you, Mayor.” 

    “And I you, Warleader,” the mayor replied. 

    Barvil said, “Kahn, go get your brother-in-law, but don’t tell him what’s going on. I want to see the look on his face when he meets the mayor.” Kahndar laughed and bowed, then rode away while Barvil remained where he was. When Stavin and the officers joined them, Barvil introduced the mayor. Stavin’s reaction was as amusing as it was predictable. 

    “You’re related to my wife!” he all but shouted as a wide smile crossed his face. 

    “It would appear so, Prince Stavin,” the mayor replied with a deep bow. 

    Stavin grinned at Barvil and said, “I can’t wait to see Charvil’s face when he hears this.” 

    “It should be amusing,” Barvil agreed. “Mayor Kel’Horval, if you would care to lead the way, perhaps we can discuss this in a more comfortable setting.” 

    “Of course, Warmaster. Of course.” The mayor signaled the men behind him, and shouted orders soon dispersed the people back to their interrupted lives. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to the city hall and we can meet with the rest of the city council. I’m afraid I’m the only member of a Warrior Clan on the council. We actually have few people from Warrior or Revered clans. No Chosen at all.” 

    “We’ll see to that later,” Stavin said, and the mayor fixed him with an intense stare.

    “You intend to send Chosen families up here to take over, Prince Stavin?” he asked. 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, we intend to elevate worthy clans to Chosen status to continue as they have. You and probably most of your council will be among them.” 

    The mayor was silent for a few moments, then bowed his head. “That is an honor we never would have taken for ourselves, Prince Stavin.” 

    Now it was Stavin’s turn to bow in his saddle. “It is an honor you have earned, Mayor Kel’Horval.”

    “Prince Stavin,” the mayor said as he looked into Stavin’s eyes once again, “please have your army camp outside the city. There is no way we could accommodate them. And if they can, try not to ruin any crops. Times are tough enough as they are.” 

    Stavin nodded, then looked at Dahvin. “Captain Zel’Fordal, please instruct the colonel to set camp where they can with as little damage as possible.” He looked around and frowned. “The road margin is probably the only place that isn’t cultivated.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Dahvin replied, then he bowed and turned his horse back toward the main force. 

    Stavin turned back to the mayor and nodded. “If you’d care to lead on?” he said, indicating the road back toward town. The mayor turned his horse and led the Royal Guards forward. All but Dahvin had remained with Stavin.

    Stavin was grinning widely as he followed the mayor. Shari is going to be so excited by this! So are Charvil and Nahrana.

     


    Chapter 43

    THE PEOPLE OF ZEL’DORVAN MET THEM cautiously. Their history for the past two hundred years had been shaped by armies of bandits and mercenaries, each worse than the last, and demanding more. Now an army ten times the size of any they had ever seen was camped on their doorstep. 

    The mayor led them through town to the ancient city center. Many of these buildings were more than eight hundred years old—and looked it. The building that had been the town hall since Zel’Dorvan’s founding in Imperial times was still an impressive edifice. Three stories tall, it was more than a dragon wide, and the stonework of the facade was splendidly done. They all dismounted, but Barvil sent twenty men ahead of Stavin and the mayor. At Stavin’s questioning glance, Barvil explained, “I don’t want to have to make any excuses to your father. Or your wife.” 

    Stavin’s mouth quirked up. “I suspect it’s Shari you’re more worried about. The king would only kill you.” Barvil didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. They all knew the truth.

    The guardsmen surrounded Stavin, and the people of Zel’Dorvan melted away before them like frost before the sun. Not even the men who served as city guards dared face the ancient, nearly legendary Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin.

    The mayor guided them to a set of doors with a brass plaque that proudly proclaimed it to be the City Council Chamber. The room beyond the doors was an almost exact duplicate of the King’s Council Chamber in Twin Bridges, and Stavin didn’t bother to suppress his grin. The room was filled with the same long, oval table that he was used to, and the chairs were all the same, with one exception. The chair in the center of the far side was larger and more ornate than the others. Stavin walked to the chair in the center of the near side and remained standing as the mayor and his council sorted themselves out. He was mildly amused when three additional chairs had to be brought in to accommodate everyone. Apparently not every councilman attended every meeting.

    The mayor stared at Stavin nervously, with his eyes darting to the chair at Stavin’s side. Stavin smiled and nodded his head deeply, then sat. Once he was seated, the rest of the councilors sat as well. Barvil and Karvik, as always, were shoulder-to-shoulder behind Stavin, and the rest of the royal guards filled the space between them and the door. 

    “Gentlemen,” Stavin began, looking around the room, “for the benefit of those of you who haven’t been informed, I am Prince Stavin Zel’Andral of Evandia. There are an arm-full of titles that go with that, but let’s dispense with them for now. Evandia and Andaria have, at the request of the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin, entered into an agreement to annex the old kingdom of Farindia and bring order once again to these lands.” 

    One of the councilors began to interrupt, but Stavin raised his hand to forestall any questions. “I hope to cover all of your questions, so please be patient. We took this action because we are tired of our homeland being the haunt and breeding ground of outlaws and bandits. For two hundred and some years, we have kept to ourselves and let Farindia be controlled by the Traders’ Guild and warlords who could weld together a sufficient force to control an area. 

    “Our right to take this action is the right of blood. We of Kel’Kavin carry the old royal bloodlines. Warleader Karvik Kel’Carin,” he raised his hand to indicate the towering figure at his shoulder, “carries nearly half royal blood. As far as we know, no other person can claim such heritage.” 

    When Stavin paused, one of the councilors stood and bowed respectfully, then asked, “What of our control of this valley, Prince Stavin? We have seen to the needs of our people without the help or hindrance of a king since the revolt. Are we to be supplanted by Chosen lords who have never set foot here before?” 

    “No,” Stavin replied, “and I was about to get to that. Take your seat, if you would.” Stavin nodded toward the man’s chair and waited until he was seated again before continuing. “Evandian officials will be entering these lands soon to issue official titles to land and property. Once the issues of the people are seen to, worthy individuals such as your mayor and probably the rest of you on this council will be elevated to Chosen status to once again establish a proper hierarchy in these lands.” The room was silent as the men around him considered that pronouncement. Chosen was a term that wasn’t taken lightly. 

    The mayor stood and bowed deeply to Stavin before asking, “What of the Guilds, Prince Stavin? Much of the control in Zel’Dorvan is held by the assorted Guild Halls.” 

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “As it is just about everywhere, Mayor Kel’Horval. The Evandian Guilds will be taking over, but King Kalin and his ministers are doing all they can to make it as painless as possible. The existing Guilds will be absorbed, not supplanted, in every instance that can be managed, but in the end the Evandian Guilds will be in charge.” Stavin smiled and shrugged. “Before the fall of the Empire of Luxand, they were all part of the same Mother Guilds anyway.” 

    The mayor sat and another, younger man stood, then bowed. Stavin noted his Master Trader’s vest immediately. “Prince Stavin, what of Trade?” he asked. 

    Stavin nodded, and a slight smile curved his lips. “Trade will continue as well as it can. Trade with Andaria will remain as it has been, with the addition of the Farindian territory north of the Kahrant River. Trade with Kavadia will be slightly more difficult, but we are negotiating with the Aravad Traders’ Council for a reduction in taxes for favored traders coming into Evandia. It is the trade going to and from the south of Evandia that will benefit. Since you are already in Evandia, there will be no taxes going south.” 

    “But most of our goods go north into the heartland, and we purchase a lot from there as well,” the Trader said. 

    “Your Highness,” Captain Zel’Tarlin interrupted. When Stavin and the rest of the councilors looked at him, he continued. “Remember your manners, gentlemen.” 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side slightly. “Indeed, Captain Zel’Tarlin, though you know I’m not a stickler about it.” He looked at the councilors and let the corner of his mouth lift in a half grin. “Haven’t been a prince all that long. It is, however, something that all of you are going to have to get used to. King Kalin and Princess Marina can be somewhat aggressive when people forget their place.” 

    The man who had spoken stood again and bowed deeply. “My apologies, Prince Stavin.” 

    “Accepted and forgiven.” Stavin looked around the room and smiled. “Zel’Dorvan is one of the few heavily populated valleys in this part of Farindia. It’s to be hoped that we can build a larger population once the bandits have been dealt with. There are areas where cities once stood that are now abandoned. It is our hope that those cities can be rebuilt.” 

    “Will we be allowed to expand, Prince Stavin?” a man at the end asked as he stood and bowed. He was well dressed, but Stavin could see a bit of flour in his dark hair that made Stavin think he was a baker.

    “Yes. In fact, you’ll be encouraged to expand.” He smiled when the man looked surprised and abruptly sat.

    “Will the king help, Your Highness?” another man asked from the other end of the table. This man had a shifty look to his eyes, and Stavin was instantly suspicious, so he answered cautiously.

    “Yes, in a limited fashion. Establishing order in these lands is going to deplete the king’s treasury. Until the additional funds are available, a lot of the expansions are going to be privately financed. That will require negotiating agreements with going concerns in Evandia, but the crown ministers will be monitoring those agreements. We won’t let the Evandian Guilds and Houses take advantage of you. That is a lesson from Ancient Lux that we are not going to repeat.” 

    The mayor stood and bowed to forestall any more questions. “My friends, Prince Stavin, I propose we adjourn for the day to discuss these developments and come up with an organized list of questions. We could easily spend a moon discussing this and not cover everything. Let’s get Prince Stavin and his people settled, then we can meet again to come up with a list.” The mayor paused to look around the room. “We must remember that there is an army camped outside of town, and we don’t want to keep them too long. We’ve barely enough supplies for our own people without having to feed them as well.” He looked at Stavin and seemed relieved as Stavin nodded his approval. 

    “Agreed, Mayor Kel’Horval. I can give you today and tomorrow, but we must be moving on soon afterward. There is still a lot of territory to cover before winter.” Stavin stood and the councilmen stood with him. “We’ll rejoin our comrades. When you have reached a decision, let me know.” With that, Stavin bowed his head, then turned to go the Royal Guards moving with him. 

    “Prince Stavin,” one of the councilors said to draw his attention, “Zel’Dorvan boasts several fine inns. You needn’t sleep in your tent.” 

    Stavin turned back and smiled, but shook his head. “I prefer to stay close to my men. It saves time if I’m needed.” Then he continued out of the room. 

    “That was rude, Stave,” Karvik muttered. 

    “Not really, Kar,” Stavin muttered back. “I got a bad feeling from someone in that room.”

    “Bad feeling?” Barvil asked softly. 

    “I don’t know how else to put it, Barvil. It was like one of them was already plotting against us. Against me. And I don’t know which of them it was.” 

    “That may be paranoia, Prince Stavin,” Captain Zel’Tarlin said from beside Karvik, “but then again, it may simply be a heightened awareness of your surroundings. You are our leader, and we are causing a major disruption in this region. The Traders’ Guild, at the very least, is going to be very angry with the changes we are bringing.” 

    “He’s right, Stavin,” Barvil murmured. 

    “And that’s another good reason to stay out with the army rather than in town at an inn. Besides, I don’t think I could handle a twelve-course feast right now. My armor’s getting tight again.” There were some sniggers at that admission, but no other objections as they mounted their horses and rode out of town. 

     


    Chapter 44

    THE ZEL’DORVAN CITY COUNCIL MET AGAIN the next morning. “Gentlemen, I call this session to order,” Mayor Kel’Horval said as he looked around the room. His friends quieted at last and he smiled slightly as he looked at their familiar faces. They looked like they hadn’t slept a wink, which was fine since he hadn’t slept either. 

    “I find myself in an awkward position,” he continued, clasping his hands on the table. “I would personally prefer to remain an independent city and not bow to King Kalin and Prince Stavin, but he made a good point yesterday: There isn’t much we can do to resist the annexation. If we called up the full draft, we could field five thousand men. He has six thousand soldiers at his back. All we would accomplish is to get our men slaughtered. Evandia would still take Zel’Dorvan.”

    “But what option does that leave us, Esten?” 

    “We bow gracefully to the inevitable,” another councilor said, “and plan our lives accordingly. I’d rather bow and scrape to some Evandian than to an Andarian, anyway. Arrogant bastards. But you heard the same thing I did yesterday. They intend to elevate us to Chosen status and leave us in charge.”

    “And our holdings intact,” another councilor said. “There is something to be said for being allowed to keep what is ours.”

    The mayor held his hand up for silence. “I call for a vote. Do we accept the annexation fully, or do we lie and plan our revolt?” 

    The man to the mayor’s right spoke next. “I prefer peace and prosperity. If it means paying taxes to the Evandian crown rather than some bandit king in the hills, so be it. At least the Evandian crown is more likely to keep their word. I vote to accept.”

    The next man simply nodded, as did the next two, but the fourth man spoke. He was the Master Trader. “This man, this Prince Stavin, is known to the Traders’ Guild. He founded a House in Evandia under the name Kel’Aniston, and defied their officials rather spectacularly. He’s also a member of the Aravad Traders’ Council.” He let that pronouncement sit for a moment. “He may be young, but he’s shown himself to be as canny as any Trader in Farindia. It would be a mistake to underestimate him. However, I see no recourse. At least he’s leaving us to run our own affairs instead of imposing lords on us. I vote, reluctantly, to accept.” 

    One by one, the members of the council voted. Only five voted to resist the annexation, and they were the five eldest councilors. By a vote of ten to five, the motion carried. 

    “Very well,” the mayor said as he looked around, “let’s discuss what we want to ask Prince Stavin.” The room erupted into a babble of voices, until he had to slap the table several times to restore order. “That’s enough of that,” he snapped. “One at a time.” 

    The man at the mayor’s right went first. “Who will determine the ownership of land?” 

    The next man asked, “Will we have a detachment of soldiers to guard the city?” 

    Down the line they asked, “Will the crown take over tending the roads?”

    “Will water rights be retained?”

    “Will my mill still be mine?” 

    On and on the councilors asked the same basic question: “Will I be able to keep what I’ve taken?” After half the day had passed, the mayor called the room to order once again. “I have our list of questions for Prince Stavin. I propose that I go alone to ask him. The Guardsmen at his back seemed somewhat distrustful. The fact that I am from an old Guard family seemed to make a difference yesterday, and they claim I’m distantly related to Prince Stavin’s wife. That may help.” 

    There were whispered discussions all around, and finally the council agreed to send the mayor alone. That way if the prince got mad, only the mayor would suffer. 

    Mayor Kel’Horval rode out to the army camp alone and was passed to the center, where the Royal Guards took his horse and searched him before allowing him to go near Prince Stavin. Stavin and the rest of his senior staff were discussing their next destination when the mayor arrived. 

    “Prince Stavin, as agreed, I have a list of question from my colleagues.” 

    Stavin silently held out his hand, and the mayor handed over the parchment. Stavin read the list, chuckling occasionally, then began writing answers. “For the most part, Mayor Kel’Horval,” he said without looking up, “the answer is yes. However, Do I have the right to annex my neighbor’s fields as a Chosen lord, gets a resounding no. Nor does anyone have the right to collect taxes except the crown. You and your council will be the crown’s tax collectors, and part of that money will remain here for road, bridge, and aqueduct maintenance, but anyone caught feathering their own nest with tax money will be swiftly and severely punished.”

    The mayor nodded. “That is about what I expected you to say, Prince Stavin. Some of my colleagues have some odd ideas about what it means to be Chosen.” 

    “A lot of people do,” Barvil said from the side. 

    Stavin finished writing his answers on the parchment, then signed his name, and all of his titles. When the mayor saw what he’d written, he had to smile. “An arm full of titles indeed, Prince Stavin. I shall present this to my colleagues in the morning. Will you be moving on then?” 

    Stavin nodded, turning the gesture into an approximation of a bow. “Yes. It’s too late to start today, so we’ll be leaving after the morning meal. Watch for Magistrates to start arriving in a moon or so. They will be issuing the deeds and titles. Until then, I leave you and your council to continue the fine job you’ve done.” 

    The mayor bowed deeply as a smile crossed his face, then two guardsmen led him away. Stavin’s smiled faded immediately. “It’s about what I expected. They are all grasping for every scrap they can manage.” 

    “They have been the king, council, magistrates, and sheriffs since the revolt, Your Highness,” Gavlin pointed out. “Their word has been law in Zel’Dorvan and this valley for two hundred and some odd years. It would be a bit much to expect them to simply say, Sure, you go ahead and take over and we’ll happily follow you. Every man on that council is a powerful man, and they aren’t going to like giving up that power. If our force was less overwhelming, they might have fought us.” 

    Stavin stared at nothing as he answered, “And we would have slaughtered more of our own people.” 

    The army moved on in the morning, marching through the center of town because that’s where the road led. They weren’t cheered by the people, but there was little overt hostility either. Mostly the shutters were just closed and barred, and only occasional chamber pots were emptied as the soldiers marched by. 

    The Pacification Force left Zel’Dorvan and its valley behind at last. The road that would lead them into Farindia and to the old Skykon Trade Town was just two day’s march ahead of them. 

    When they were well clear of the city, Stavin looked at Karvik and grinned. “We shouldn’t have to fight anymore. Trade Town is the last major population center between here and the old border. It’ll be good to get home to Shari and the kids.”

     


    Chapter 45

     THE CROSSROADS TO SKYKON WAS MARKED by an old Imperial Army fort, and ten thousand Andarian Army troops. Scouts from the Fifth Cavalry raced their horses back to the main force to report. “Sir,” a sergeant said as he dismounted, “there’s a full Andarian army waiting for us. They hold the crossroads.” 

    Gavlin received the news calmly. “All commands begin deployment. If they want a battle, I’ll give them one.” 

    “Gav, let me talk to them first,” Stavin said, drawing the colonel’s gaze. “They may just want Zel’Jellan and his men.”

    “That’s a risk we can’t afford to take, Prince Stavin.” Gavlin was visibly tense, leaning forward in his saddle and his eyes had narrowed till he was almost squinting. 

    “It’s a risk we can’t afford not to take, Gav,” Stavin replied. “I won’t throw away hundreds of lives just to keep that ass. Let King Jallat deal with him if he wants to.” 

    Gavlin ground his teeth in frustration, but finally nodded. “As you wish, Prince Stavin, but for the love of the Gods Above, and the life of every man around you, keep Karvik and that sword close at hand.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I will.” But I hope it doesn’t get that far. A span later he and Karvik, backed by Barvil and nine senior Warleaders, rode forward. They stopped in a clear spot five dragons from the Andarians. It wasn’t long before a delegation rode out to meet them. 

    “Prince Stavin,” a young man in brightly shining armor with the Andarian Royal Signet in the center of his breast-plate said as they approached, “I am Prince Jeffan.”

    Stavin was surprised by the simple, straightforward introduction. But it made sense, though. Only a member of the Royal Family could bear the Signet. “I am pleased to meet you, Prince Jeffan. If you don’t mind my asking, why have you brought an army into Evandian territory? That hasn’t ended well for you in the past.” 

    There was a stir among the men around the prince, but he held his hand up to quiet them. “No, it hasn’t, but my father and I thought it was necessary to impress upon you the urgent nature of this encounter. You have some of our people prisoner. We want them back.” 

    “If you are referring to Lord General Zel’Jellan, you can have him. I had intended to take him to Twin Bridges for trial, but I’m growing tired of his bitching. I didn’t know any grown man could whine that much.” 

    Again, there was a disturbance among the Andarians, but the prince held them in check. “Lord General Zel’Jellan is my father-in-law, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin looked him in the eye, then bowed deeply. “I regret any insult to you, Prince Jeffan. However, your father-in-law invaded Evandia’s new territory and waged a slash-and-burn campaign across much of the northern border region. He and his men murdered dozens, perhaps hundreds, of Evandian citizens. My father cannot ignore such a breach. Not so close to the signing of the treaty that was violated.”

    Prince Jeffan looked Stavin in the eye, then nodded. “The general’s commission has been revoked by my father. He will never again wear Andaria’s uniform. But I ask you for my wife’s father.” 

    “He is yours. Warmaster, send for the prisoners.” Stavin didn’t turn as Barvil detailed one man to go get them. 

    A different man rode his horse forward and stared at Stavin. “You have something of mine as well, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin looked at the man, but couldn’t place him. “Do I? What is that?”

    “My father’s sword.” 

    Stavin felt his breath catch in his throat as his head fell. He looked back up and stared into the man’s eyes as he asked, “You are the Heir of Zel’Hallan?” 

    “I am Ambrin, eldest son of Shovar, Lord of Zel’Hallan.” He was taller than Shovar had been, but he had his father’s piercing gaze.

    “Stavi?” a young girl’s voice said, and he looked down to see Amarna standing beside the horses. She’d grown, the three years changing her far more than him. At six, or possibly even seven years of age, she was almost as tall as he was. But she didn’t look happy to see him. He dismissed that as the circumstances.

    Stavin smiled and dismounted. “Hello, Amarna,” he said as he stepped forward and removed his helmet. He felt a smile wide enough to hurt his face stretching his lips, but he didn’t care. 

    When they were a pace apart she slapped his face and screamed, “You killed my grandfather!” in Old Tongue and a second slap followed the first. 

    “No! Amarna, I didn’t! We didn’t fight! It was--”

    She screamed, “Liar! You killed my grandfather!” as she continued to slap at him with both hands. Stavin finally fell to his knees and had to protect his head with his arms as she continued to scream and slap him. When the blows stopped, he looked up to see her father holding her as she cried. 

    “I didn’t,” he whispered. “Shovar yielded. It was his own general who killed him.” 

    “I want my father’s sword,” the young lord snarled. 

    “Kar, give it to him,” Stavin commanded. When Karvik looked at him with wide eyes, he snapped, “Now, Kar.” 

    Karvik stepped forward and removed the sword from his baldric, then held it out on both hands by the center of the scabbard. Ambrin Zel’Hallan took the sword with all due ceremony, then drew it. 

    Turning to Stavin, he said, “For the life of my daughter, I give you yours. Never again let our paths cross, Stavin Zel’Andral, or we shall see what happens when Dragon Gifts fight.” Then, as a last reminder, he reached out with the tip of the sword and cut Stavin’s cheek. 

    As soon as Stavin’s blood touched the blade, the sword ignited and light engulfed it and Ambrin—and because she was still hugging her father, Amarna as well. Stavin screamed “No!” as the magic burned in front of him and didn’t stop until the sword fell to the ground. Of Ambrin and Amarna, there was no trace. Then all was silence except for the sound of Stavin weeping where he knelt.

    Barvil and the rest of his men moved forward to surround Stavin. “Prince Jeffan,” Barvil said, drawing the prince’s attention, “I think you should take your people home. Kar, pick up that damn sword before someone else gets hurt.” Looking at the prince again, he continued. “We rescued Amarna and the others three years ago, and I feel her loss no less than Prince Stavin.” Barvil stepped forward to look the young prince in the eye. “Prince Jeffan, tell your father about this. Pitting Dragon Gifts against one another is lethal. The greater of the gifts consumes the lesser.”

    The prince was staring at Barvil with a bewildered expression on his face, then bowed his head. “I will do as you ask, Warmaster. As soon as I have my father-in-law.” 

    In a matter of moments, the prisoners were brought forward. The general surged forward, almost shouting, “Prince Jeff, you must attack these--”

    “Be quiet,” Prince Jeffan snapped, silencing the general. “You are relieved of command and dismissed from the Army, Naldan. If it weren’t for Betha, you’d be facing a headsman.”

    “But, Prince Jeff, I was only doing--”

    “You violated a treaty that was only a few moons old!” the prince screamed. “We have more trouble than we can handle north of the river, and you went to war with Evandia to make more!? You wait until my father gets hold of you. I don’t know what was in that empty head of yours.” 

    The prince turned to Barvil and nodded. “We will be out of Evandia by sunset tomorrow.” He shifted his gaze to where Stavin still knelt. “Prince Stavin, I--” He bit his lips and shook his head, then mounted his horse and rode away. 

    Barvil looked at his men. “Have Stavin’s tent brought up here and set it up. Tell Colonel Zel’Fordal that the Andarians are withdrawing and will be gone tomorrow.” He looked at his prince and son, but wasn’t surprised by what he saw. Karvik was standing so close to Stavin that his leg was almost touching his friend. Almost, but not quite. He shook his head, then said, “Kar, get that sword away from him. Go scrounge a new scabbard for it.” When Karvik had gone, Barvil knelt beside Stavin. He grasped Stavin’s wrists and said, “Let me see.”

    Stavin pulled his hands away from his face, but there was no blood. No cut marred his cheek. In the place where the Sword of Zel’Hallan had cut him, a patch of metallic gold glittered in the sun.

     


    Chapter 46

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE WATCHED IN SILENCE as the Andarian Army withdrew early the next morning. Prince Jeffan sent one last message over to Stavin, written out on a slip of parchment. “Prince Stavin, it is my hope that we shall one day share a bond of friendship. Until that day I say this: I am not your enemy. Jeff.”

    Stavin nodded, but didn’t make eye contact with the messenger. “Tell your prince I also hope for a more cordial future. You may go.” The messenger bowed deeply, then mounted his horse and rode away. When the Andarians had marched beyond a curve in the road, Stavin gave his instructions. “Gav, have that fortress investigated. Make sure no one was left behind. We’ll camp here another day.” 

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” Colonel Zel’Fordal replied, then began sending out his men. 

    Dahvin stepped up beside Stavin and laid a hand on his shoulder. “It wasn’t your fault, Stave. No one could have anticipated what would happen when your blood touched the sword.” 

    “No, Dahvin, it was my fault. I should have given the sword back last year, but I let my greed, my own desire for the power it represented, overwhelm me.” 

    “And what then?” Barvil asked. “He would have cut you just the same.” 

    “I know,” Stavin whispered as he continued to stare at the distant fortress, “but it would have been different. There wouldn’t have been so much of the Dragon Magic in me. He could have left a scar as honor demanded, and that would have been that. And Amarna wouldn’t have been there.”

    “Yes, she would have, Stave,” Karvik said from his father’s side.

    “But she wouldn’t have died,” Stavin whispered. Now he turned so the rest of the men could see the tears running down his face. “She wouldn’t have died hating me.” 

    No one had an answer for that.

    Stavin turned to gaze at the fortress once again. The map said it was Fort Zel’Nalvar. The town of Zel’Nalvar Crossings had once thrived next to it, farming and living off the trade that flowed up the road Stavin had come down, and through Farindia from Andaria to Kavadia. Now only scattered foundations marked the ruins of the town, and the gates of the fortress stood open to the road. 

    A ten-man search party was sent through the fortress, but no people were found. It was evident that someone had been living in the fort, inhabiting several upper rooms of the keep and farming the inner courtyard. The best guess anyone could make was that the inhabitants had fled in front of the Andarian Army. 

    Stavin received the report at the same time as Gavlin. When Gav had dismissed the searchers, Stavin spoke. “Leave the fort open, Gav, but leave a note that the people have to find somewhere else to live. The Evandian Army will be returning with an occupying force soon enough.” 

    “I had thought to leave a hundred men and one of the Andarian supply wagons here, Prince Stavin,” Gavlin said as he faced his prince. 

    “Why bother?”

    Gavlin smiled slightly. “Because Fort Zel’Nalvar is an Evandian Army fort now. Lord General Zel’Rantal is going to want to garrison it.” He shrugged and let a wry expression cross his face. “They can also see about repairing it a little before a full garrison arrives. At least enough to close the gates.” 

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “Do as you think best, Gav. Give them instructions to let whoever is living there retrieve their things. There is no reason to dispossess these people. Also, offer the people the opportunity to settle here if they want to.” 

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” Gavlin replied with a deep bow, then began giving orders. One of the Andarian wagons was brought forward and parked in the fort courtyard, though they did make an effort to not destroy the crops. Colonel Zel’Fordal left one of his young lieutenants in charge with a simple admonition: Keep the peace. Then the army marched on, turning toward Skykon. 

    It was a fourteen-day march from Fort Zel’Nalvar to Skykon, and the weather turned nasty on the ninth day. Rain fell in sheets and Stavin nodded when Gavlin brought up the subject of stopping. “I hate riding in the rain, and I can’t even imagine what it’s like for the infantry. Choose some high ground, Gav. This looks like a bad one.” 

    Gavlin bowed, then began shouting orders. Hardan and Dahvin were also giving orders, and Stavin’s big tent was set up. At Stavin’s questioning glance, Dahvin explained, “You might want to sleep in your tent, Prince Stavin, but that big one will make excellent storage for our gear.” 

    Stavin had to laugh at that. It felt good. He hadn’t laughed since Amarna—

    The laugh died in the back of his mind, tripping over the body of a child. 

    He and Karvik set their tents, then he climbed in and laid down with his eyes closed. For an instant, for one glorious moment, he had forgotten about the death of Amarna and her father. Now the guilt again tore into his soul.

    Those two deaths troubled him the way none of the others had, even Lord Zel’Hestel. And it really hadn’t been his fault. But at night, when he was alone in his mind, he thought that maybe it had been. He should have warned Ambrin not to let the gifts touch, but he knew the young lord wouldn’t have believed him. He should have dived into the boil of light and saved Amarna, but he was too hurt to think of it. He should have done something, but he’d just knelt and cried as father and daughter burned. 

    He touched the spot of gold on his cheek. It was warm and flexible, like plain old skin, but the texture was wrong. It was smooth, like his armor. It was yet another manifestation of the dragon’s power, and it frightened him. My blood is magical now. 

    The foot of his tent opened and Karvik crawled in beside him. “Scoot over,” Karvik said as he wormed his way up beside Stavin, dragging his gear. 

    “What are you doing?” 

    “My tent has a hole in it. Besides, I have this,” Karvik replied, pulling an earthenware jar from his kit. 

    Stavin’s curiosity was piqued. “What’s that?” 

    Karvik grinned and opened the jar. “Marmalade.” 

    Stavin’s eyes opened wide. “Where did you get that?” he asked in a breathy whisper as he stared at the jar. 

    “Home. Mom made it.” 

    Stavin’s eyebrows rose even farther. Sahrena Kel’Carin’s skill at making jams, jellies, and preserves was legendary. He looked at the jar and his friend and said, “It’s nice to share.” 

    Karvik laughed and offered the jar to Stavin first, just like old times. Stavin took a finger full and stuck it in his mouth. He sighed, “Oh, Gods Above, that’s good.” Karvik grinned and grabbed some for himself. 

    In the next tent, Barvil lay on his back and smiled. It had taken some wheedling from both Karvik and himself to get Sahrena to part with the preserves. She knew all about her son’s sweet tooth, and she knew her prince’s sweet tooth as well. 

    Then all he’d had to do was rub a hole in Karvik’s tent and wait. 

     


    Chapter 47

    THE RAIN FELL FOR TWO DAYS. The Pacification Force stayed in their tents and did anything they could to relieve the boredom. Stavin and Karvik played at flip-stones for span upon span, and by the end of the first day Stavin was thoroughly convinced that his best friend in the whole world was a miserable cheat. 

    “No one can be that lucky,” Stavin muttered as Karvik beat him yet again. 

    “It isn’t luck, Stave, it’s skill.” 

    “My soggy feet it’s skill. No one can play that good consistently.” 

    Karvik chuckled. “And before this I would have sworn no one could play that bad consistently. Where is that finely-honed intellect you used to brag about?”

    Stavin sighed and rolled over onto his back. “Drown. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Kar. It’s like all the subtlety has faded away, leaving nothing behind but a brute.”

    Karvik studied him for a moment before answering. “Like you want to ride ahead and bull through any opposition to the annexation?”

    “Yes.” 

    Karvik reached over and turned Stavin’s face toward him. “Do you remember the last time you started dreaming of conquest?” he asked as he looked into his friend’s eyes.

    “When I--Oh, Gods Be--The amulets.” 

    Karvik nodded. “It’s not as strong, and certainly friendlier, but it’s the same thing. The sword and your armor are working together, trying to get you to pick it up again.” 

    “I am not going to take off my armor out here, Kar.” 

    “Agreed,” Karvik said in all seriousness, “but you can do something about the sword.” 

    “What? I can’t risk sending it to Andaria for the next heir of Zel’Hallan.”

    “Kel’Kavin is closer,” Karvik pointed out. “We’re five days from Trade Town and it’s six days to Kel’Kavin from there. Send a detail north to put the sword in the royal suite or armory. Have Charvil take care of it.” 

    “But what if I need it again?” Stavin asked, then looked at Karvik. “What if you need it?” 

    Karvik chuckled. “I got a really good sword from the Andarian war booty. Looked kind of familiar, like it used to be mine.” He grinned at Stavin’s puzzled expression. “When the Andarian weapons were collected, they found my sword and collected it as well. I’ve just been wearing the Sword of Zel’Hallan because I didn’t want it out of my sight. And it is a magnificent sword, even without magic.” 

    “And you’d give it up?” Stavin asked. 

    Karvik looked him straight in the eye as he answered. “In a heartbeat. Oh, I admit that I’d love to go into battle with it in my hand again, but not at the cost it exacts. I’d prefer to have you at my side and my old sword in my hand than you lost to the magic.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and sighed. “Thank you, Kar.” 

    The morning dawned brisk and clear, and the Pacification Force prepared to move on. “Oh, Gods Below, it’s freezing out here,” Karvik complained as he and Stavin saw to their gear. 

    Stavin looked at him and shrugged. His armor was, as always, keeping him relatively comfortable. “It’ll warm up soon,” he offered as Karvik continued to grumble. 

    Barvil joined them with a steaming hot cup of kava in his hands. “Get it while it’s hot. Gav wants to get moving as soon as possible.” Stavin and Karvik both nodded their agreement and went to the cook tent. Once they were taken care of, Barvil continued. “I’m putting the Royal Guards out front, Stavin. You’ll be right behind them with Dahvin and his twenty men around you, but I want those tabards visible. Same reasoning as down south.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, Warmaster.”

    Barvil grinned slightly at that. “The last place we’re likely to receive any serious opposition is Trade Town. When they see it’s us, they should think twice about resisting. If anyone in Farindia knows what we’re really like, it’s the Traders.” 

    Stavin and Karvik nodded their agreement. “Barvil,” Stavin said as he stepped closer, “once we’re sure of Trade Town, I’m going to send the sword north to Kavinston. Get Charvil to stow it away someplace safe.” 

    Barvil looked between his prince and son for a moment. “Are you sure you want to do that?” 

    “No,” Stavin answered softly. “I want to take up the sword and slaughter everyone who opposes us--me. That’s why it has to go. It’s like the amulets. So long as it’s here, I’m going to want to use it.” 

    Barvil was nodding. “Not a word to anyone else. Except Kahndar. We’ll send him and ten men home after Trade Town. Urgent messages for the Elders’ Council. I’ll think of something.” 

    Stavin and Karvik both came to attention, then bowed. They said, “Yes, Warmaster,” in unison, and it was all Barvil could do not to laugh out loud at their behavior. 

    Dahvin wasn’t as restrained. “Oh, Gods Above, you two are just too much,” he chuckled and offered Barvil a slight bow. “We’re ready, Warmaster.” 

    Barvil bowed in return. “Very well, Captain Zel’Fordal. Form your men up around these two and I’ll have Darak and Hardan lead the Warriors ahead.” 

    The force moved out at the marching pace of the infantry, and headed down the road toward Trade Town. It was just five days away. 

     


    Chapter 48

    THE FIRST INDICATION THAT THEY WERE going to face serious resistance came late on the fourth day. The force was just stopping for the evening when a shower of arrows fell among the leading guardsmen. None of them came anywhere near Stavin, but a dozen warriors fell from their horses. The rest broke ranks and rode into the forest. 

    “Kar, get Stavin to the rear,” Dahvin shouted as he and the rest of the Royal Guardsmen surrounded their prince. 

    Karvik and Stavin turned their horses around at once and rode back down the line at a canter as the Fifth Cavalry rode forward to aid the Warriors. Close on their heels jogged a thousand infantrymen, running forward to place a barrier between their prince and any attackers. 

    Gavlin soon joined them. “Only one dead. I don’t know him. Kahn got an arrow through the right thigh. The rest of the injuries are minor.”

    “Good. Any sign of the attackers?” 

    Gavlin was silent for a moment. “Mercenaries. Not very good ones, though. The Warriors accounted for seven dead and had one prisoner. None of my men made contact at all.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Please keep me informed. I knew the Traders wouldn’t give up without a fight.” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “No, I suppose not.” 

    Camp was set and the evening meal served before Barvil joined them. “We have a problem,” he said simply as he sat down to eat. 

    “What is it, Warmaster?” Stavin asked as he took a bite of bread. 

    “According to the prisoner, the Traders’ Guild has hired the Kel’Portan Guards. All of them.” 

    Karvik asked, “How many are there, Dad?”

    “Five hundred as far as the man knew.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Do they know what this is going to mean for them? King Kalin almost disbanded them last time. What can they think to accomplish?” 

    Barvil looked Stavin in the eye and said, “The Traders think killing you will stop the annexation.” 

    Gavlin shook his head. “Killing Stavin wouldn’t change anything. King Kalin would order Trade Town leveled, and then he’d order the total slaughter of the Kel’Portan Guards and the enslavement of their families. As good as they are, they would still lose. The Army can and would field sixty thousand men against them if that’s what it took.”

    “Unless they moved their base of operations out of Evandia,” Dahvin pointed out.

    Barvil shook his head. “There is also bad blood between Stavin and the Kel’Portan Guards. He’s killed seven of them over the years.” 

    “Seven?” Stavin asked, as his eyebrows drew down in concentration. “I only remember four our second season.” 

    “And three the first. Your first three kills were Kel’Portan Guards, Stavin.” 

    Stavin and Karvik were both staring at Barvil. “The first three?” Stavin asked in a stunned whisper. That can’t be right.

     “Yes. I didn’t mention it then because it wouldn’t have meant anything to you, but those four men we faced were Kel’Portan Guards. That’s why I was so shocked by how quickly you dealt with them.”

    Stavin was silent for a moment. “Colonel Zel’Fordal,” he finally said, “arrange for a messenger to be sent to Trade Town. I’m going to offer them a choice of surrender or be killed.”

    “That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Dahvin asked. 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, it’s realistic. The Kel’Portan Guards are almost as good as the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin, and there are five hundred of them to our fifty. You and your men place the odds in our favor, but not by very much. I will not send thousands of our men forward to die in a useless battle. If we have to fight for Trade Town, I want it destroyed.” 

     * * *

    Darak took the message to Trade Town himself. He rode under a flag of peace, and was allowed to pass unhindered to the Traders’ Guild. He was met by all three members of the Traders’ Council in their full formal regalia. 

    Darak looked at the Traders and remained silent until the fat man in the center demanded, “What do you want?” 

    Darak focused his eyes on the man and said, “Peace.”

    “You have a strange way of showing it,” a thin, rat-faced man snapped. “You invaded our kingdom with an army.” 

    Darak shook his head. “No, Trader. Farindia is no longer a kingdom. It hasn’t been for a long time. We requested that Evandia annex this portion of Farindia. Our force is here to make this as orderly a transition as possible.” 

    The third man spoke now, leaning forward with both hands on the table to glare at Darak. “You Kavinston warriors had no right to do that.” 

    “We have the right of blood. The old Royal Blood flows through our veins.”

    “Faugh!” the man in the middle spat. “You have nothing but some old memories. The Traders’ Guild controls Farindia, and we say what will happen to it.” 

    Darak looked him in the eye and said, “Prince Stavin feels otherwise.” 

    “He’s facing more than he can handle this time,” the man to the right said with a satisfied smile. He leaned back a little, as if puffing his chest out, but the effort was wasted. 

    “You mean the Kel’Portan Guards?” Darak asked and was pleased to see the shock on the Traders’ faces. “We know about them. We have six thousand men at our backs. As good as the Kel’Portan Guards are, they aren’t that good. And even if you succeeded, King Kalin would simply send more soldiers up here. Evandia can field sixty thousand men, and you are already fielding all the men you can muster. Prince Stavin is offering you this bargain: Surrender, or die. He’s in no mood to play games with you. If you haven’t surrendered by mid day tomorrow, Trade Town will be destroyed.” 

    “He wouldn’t dare!” the man to the left shouted. 

    “He doesn’t like you,” Darak said in a matter of fact tone. “He hasn’t liked you for several years. And this has been a rough campaign. If you don’t surrender, he’ll simply take up the Sword of Zel’Hallan and slaughter everyone.” 

    “The Sword of Zel’Hallan is back in Andaria,” the man on the right said. 

    “No,” Darak answered softly. “The Heir of Zel’Hallan cut Prince Stavin’s cheek with the sword when he returned it. The dragon magic flared, and when it faded all that was left was the sword.” 

    “I don’t believe you,” the man in the center snapped as his chin rose. 

    “Then believe when Stavin Dragon Blessed takes up the sword and slaughters your army of mercenaries. I have delivered his message. Now it’s time for me to go.” 

    Darak turned away and was reaching for the door when three crossbow bolts pierced his back. He stumbled and turned to look back at the Traders in shock. They had shot him in the back, and violated the flag of peace. Honorless slugs-- His knees buckled and he pitched forward onto his face, already dead. 

    “Tie that body to its horse and send it back where it came from,” Senior Master Trader Jallan said to his subordinates in a tone that expressed his satisfaction at the outcome. “That will be our answer to Prince Stavin.” 

     


    Chapter 49

    WHEN DARAK’S HORSE RETURNED TO THE Pacification Force, Stavin and Barvil were sent for along with Gavlin and Dahvin. “They murdered him,” Stavin said as he looked up at Darak’s lifeless face. And the crossbow bolts that pinned the flag of peace to his body. Turning, he held out his hand and growled, “Give me that sword.” 

    “Stavin, no!” Karvik cried out. “It’s too dangerous.” 

    “Give it to him, Kar,” Barvil said softly as he looked at Darak’s body. 

    “Dad, you know what it’ll do!” Karvik argued. 

    “Yes, and so do you,” Barvil said as he looked his son in the eyes. “And so does he. But this can’t be allowed to go unpunished.” 

    “Colonel,” Stavin said as he put his helmet on, “follow as well as you can. Trade Town is to be leveled and burnt. But try to let the common people flee with their lives.” 

    Gavlin bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin took the sword from Karvik and hooked it to his baldric. “Clear a path,” he commanded, then grasped the hilt and drew the blade. Light once again engulfed him as he walked forward. When he was in front of his army, he bellowed, “Traders of Trade Town,” and his voice rolled across the valley that held Skykon and the Trade Town, “I am Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral. You violated the sanctity of the flag of peace! You stand condemned by your own actions. Flee if you wish, or stay and die. Trade Town shall no longer stand by nightfall.” 

    The wind carried sound from down in the valley. He heard people shouting in panic. He heard women screaming in grief. He heard the terror his announcement had engendered, and reveled in the feeling it evoked in him. Then movement closer to their lines drew his attention, and he became the hunter. He ran, blowing across the intervening distance like the wind, and the sword in his hand cleaved through a tree and the man hiding behind it. 

    “Will you all die?” Stavin asked in the dragon’s voice, and saw many men break cover to run away. But he sensed others remaining where they were, so he attacked. Arrows burst into flame before they reached him. Slung stones, war-hammers, javelins, and throwing axes shattered against the nimbus of magic that surrounded him, but had no effect. Stavin hardly noticed. The magic made him invulnerable to attack. Or concern.

    Stavin didn’t keep count of the men he killed. He just ran, cutting men in half as he passed, until he reached the edge of Trade Town proper. Wagons and carts were loaded with as much as they could hold, and often more on top of that. Stavin ran through the fleeing people, knocking many from their feet, but never drawing blood with the sword. 

    At last he stood in front of the Farindian Traders’ Guild, and the joy of destruction coursed through his veins. His off hand was clenching into a fist, then relaxing, only to clench again moments later. Rage and the desire for greater destruction burned through his blood, and he roared like a dragon as he attacked the building. 

    Timbers were cut through, leading to the collapse of parts of the building. Walls and corner posts split like dry twigs, then splintered as they twisted and fell. Then Stavin kicked over a lamp and set the place on fire. 

    There was movement from the side of one room, and Stavin investigated as his remaining human part fought to control the dragon within. He looked at a fat man he felt he should know, and said, “You are condemned.” Then, as Senior Master Trader Jallan Bel’Terstan begged for his life, Stavin calmly beheaded him. 

    Karvik and Barvil, along with thirty valley warriors, finally caught up with him. He was standing calmly in the center of the burning Traders’ Guild building, untouched by the flames that were licking at the timbers all around him. 

    Karvik shouted, “Stavin, you need to come out of there and let go of the sword,” as he cautiously approached his prince and friend. 

    “It’s not yet time,” Stavin said in an echoing voice. 

    “Yes, Stavin, it is,” Barvil said as he looked at Stavin. 

    “They must be destroyed,” Stavin said in that terrifying, echoing voice. 

    “No, Stavin. That would be dishonorable,” Barvil said. As he looked around, he shook his head in sorrow. 

    “They must be destroyed,” Stavin said again as he left the burning building.

    Karvik looked at Stavin for a moment, then walked right up to him and held out his hand. “Stave, give me the sword.” 

    Stavin’s anger and desire for destruction flared, and he almost stuck Karvik down, but some tiny bit of sanity prevailed, and he sheathed the sword. The light went out like a snuffed candle, and he crossed his arms. 

    He whispered, “It was so easy,” as he closed his eyes so he wouldn’t see Karvik take the sword. 

    Karvik took the sword from Stavin’s side, and stepped back. “Look at me, Stave,” he commanded, and his friend and prince obeyed. He whispered, “Gods Below,” when he saw Stavin’s eyes. “It’s a good thing Shari can’t see what has happened to you.” 

    Barvil moved closer to his son and hissed in surprise. Stavin’s eyes no longer had flecks of gold in them. The entire iris of both eyes was now solid gold, glinting in the sun like part of his armor. 

    There was still sporadic fighting behind them and around the town, but Gavlin had committed all six thousand of his troops. For the common mercenaries, men who were little better than bandits themselves, it was a sight that turned their bowels to water and their feet to wings. Hundreds of them fled away from the Army, headed to Kavadia or Coravia or anywhere that the Evandian Army wasn’t. Even the vaunted Kel’Portan Guards threw down their weapons and fell to their knees in surrender when faced with twelve-to-one odds. They were disarmed and tied, but Gavlin had ordered that anyone who surrendered was to be granted quarter.

    It was nightfall before Gavlin approached Stavin. “We’re ready to torch the town, Your Highness.”

    Stavin was staring intently into the flames of his fire and whispered, “No.” 

    “No?” Gavlin asked cautiously. He’d seen what had happened to Stavin, and was more than a little shaken by it.

    “No. I made that decision in haste and anger, Gav. Locate everything that belonged to the Traders’ Guild and their officials and burn it, but leave the common people their homes and shops. I wasn’t sent here to create refugees. I was sent here to bring these people into Evandia.” 

    “Gods Above I’m glad you said that,” Gavlin said as he sagged in relief. 

    Stavin sighed and said, “I’m glad I said it too.” Then he walked away with his guardsmen in close attendance. He went to Barvil and bowed his head. “You have to send it away. I want it so badly.”

    Barvil looked at him and moved closer, putting a comforting arm around his slender shoulders. “Kahn and a bunch of the walking-wounded took the sword north several spans ago. They will be staying in Kavinston.”

    Stavin simply nodded his acknowledgement of Barvil’s statement, then moved away toward where Karvik had set up their tent. He found Kar sitting in front of the tent with his armor in his lap and a pot of paint beside him. Stavin chuckled and asked, “Got one?” 

    “Got two,” Karvik replied. “Warleader Third, Stave.” 

    “Congratulations,” Stavin said as he slapped Karvik’s shoulder. “Your dad said Kahn already took the sword north. You know, just knowing that it’s out of reach makes me feel better. More human.” 

    Karvik looked at him and shook his head. “You scared me today, Stave. I thought you were lost.” 

    “I was. For a moment today, I was a dragon.” He chuckled. “I was trying to figure out why I couldn’t breathe fire.” 

    “You had better be making that up,” Karvik said as he looked at Stavin through narrowed eyelids. 

    “Partially,” Stavin admitted. “But not entirely.” 

    Karvik was looking at his friend with wide eyes. “You’re scaring me, Stave.” 

    “I scared myself. For a moment I let the magic take control, and in that moment I felt more alive than I’ve ever felt before. But I wasn’t me. I was something else, something terrifying and powerful and--and female.” 

    Karvik snorted. “Female?” 

    “I think the dragon on the mountain is a female,” Stavin admitted. “It’s just an impression I got when I stopped resisting the magic, and I’m not sure, but that’s how it felt.” 

    Karvik was staring at him in silence. He finally shook his head and said, “Maybe that’s why it--she--didn’t kill you in the cave. Maternal instinct.” 

    Stavin shrugged. “That makes as much sense as anything.” 

    Karvik nodded and looked at his armor with a smile. Then he looked back at Stavin. “I noticed something else.”

    “What?” Stavin asked as his head tilted to the side. 

    “You didn’t collapse, in spite of how much you used the sword. When you let go of the sword, you were still standing, almost like you are now. Maybe the exhaustion came from not embracing the power fully, like you did this time.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and shrugged. “Maybe so. But I don’t ever want to test that theory.”

     


    Chapter 50

    THE NEXT MORNING A DELEGATION OF people from Trade Town approached the army. 

    Stavin was sent for because they were asking for the Dragon Blessed. He invited Gavlin and the senior officers to join him in the command tent before allowing the people to be brought in. Dahvin and Barvil moved Stavin to the back, just to be cautious.

    Gavlin said, “Yes, good people? Why have you come seeking Prince Stavin? 

    “We, um, we wish to know your intentions, lord,” the leader asked. 

    Gavlin remained silent as he looked at the people. Three men and three women stood with their felt and leather hats in their hands, and if the gyrations they were putting their hats through were any indication, they were all very nervous. He finally looked at the leader and answered. 

    “Prince Stavin has graciously decided to leave your town standing.” He gestured to the side and Stavin was allowed to move into view. “The Traders’ Guild, however, will not. The Guild Hall has already been burnt to the ground, and the holdings of the Traders’ Guild officers will be destroyed as well, but the rest of your town will be left alone.” 

    The leader shifted his attention to Stavin, and the fear in his eyes was overwhelming. It was as if he expected Stavin to slaughter them on the spot. The man finally got up the courage to bow deeply to Stavin and say, “Thank you, Prince Stavin.” 

    “You are welcome,” Stavin replied and was amused by how surprised the man seemed. “Skykon is to be rebuilt, and you people will be needed. Trade Town will no longer exist as an enclave of the Traders’ Guild. Skykon and the Council of whatever you decide will be in charge of the whole valley. The Evandian Traders’ Guild will be taking the place of the Farindian Guild. It has already been decided that all Farindian Houses and credentialed Masters will be transferred to the Evandian Guild. Without fee or bond. They weren’t happy about that, but my father’s Minister of Trade made it clear that we would not tolerate any misbehavior from the Masters’ Council.”

    “Your pardon, Your Highness, but Skykon is, well, it’s a haunted place.” 

    Stavin shrugged. “So just change the name of Trade Town to Skykon and get on with it. You don’t have to move into the ruins.” 

    The men and women looked at each other, then bowed as one to Stavin. “As you command, Your Highness.” 

    One of the women took a step forward and bowed again. This was the best-dressed woman in group. “Your Highness, you said Trade Town was going to be destroyed. Are we going to be able to keep our homes and shops?” 

    “You can thank Warleader Third Karvik Kel’Carin for that,” Stavin said, raising his hand to indicate Karvik’s tall form at his left shoulder. “He talked me out of burning the entire town. But Trade Town no longer exists. Skykon has replaced it.” 

    The woman bowed very deeply and backed away from Stavin. Another of the men stepped forward and bowed. “Prince Stavin, who will control Tra--Skykon?”

    “Skykon will be under the control of whoever you choose as your leaders. But it won’t be any of the Guild officials. All of them, and we know who they are, are condemned as traitors for their actions here.” He sighed and shook his head. “We sent an emissary to give the Traders’ Guild a chance to surrender. Warleader Second Darak Kel’Norlan came down to offer the Traders’ Guild a chance to surrender without bloodshed. Instead, the honorless bastards shot him in the back, violating a flag of peace. No Guild official will be allowed to survive. And no one will change my mind about that.” The man gave Stavin a frightened glance, then bowed and backed away. 

    Stavin spoke when it didn’t look like there were any more questions. “We will be recruiting Chosen houses to move into these lands to bring some structure to the area. Until then, I’ll expect whoever takes charge of Skykon to establish and maintain order as well as they can. Colonel Zel’Fordal will be leaving a force of five hundred men behind when we move on. Until the proper authorities arrive from Evandia, their officer will be your lord.” 

    Gavlin spoke next. “Return to your people and tell them what you’ve learned. We will not tolerate any resistance. Any attack against our force will be dealt with swiftly and mercilessly. You may go.” All six people bowed deeply, then filed out of the tent. 

    Gavlin let a few moments pass before turning to Stavin and asking, “I’m leaving five hundred men behind?” 

    Stavin grinned sheepishly and shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time, Gav.” 

    “Maybe it is,” Gavlin agreed. “Maybe it is. But who do I leave in charge?”

    “It’ll have to be an officer,” Barvil put in from behind Stavin.

    “A Chosen lord with a good sense of organization,” Dahvin said. “Someone with sufficient rank to earn instant respect from the locals.” 

    “We’ll have to promote someone,” Gavlin said as he looked at his brother. “I need all of my officers where they are and none of the pup--I mean young lieutenants will do.” 

    Stavin looked at Gavlin and grinned. “Who do you have who is sufficiently senior to deserve a battlefield commission, and that you can do without?”

    “I have an idea, Stave,” Dahvin interrupted, drawing everyone’s attention. “Leave Gav his officers. He needs them. Promote one of the Guardsmen. They are all younger sons of powerful Chosen houses. Some of them are from very influential families. Having one in charge now might encourage others to move up here.” 

    “He has a point,” Gavlin said as he nodded to his little brother. 

    “So who?” Stavin asked. “You wouldn’t have suggested it if you didn’t have someone in mind.”

    “I think Sergeant Ferdal Zel’Vandis,” Dahvin said as he looked around. “Ferd has been a guardsman for seven years. His family is from the south and they farm several thousand dragons of land north of Zigamarad. He also has a talent for organization, and a--forceful--personality.”

    Stavin looked around the tent. When he saw agreement in everyone’s eyes, he turned back to Dahvin and said, “Bring him in.” 

    Dahvin went to the tent flap and returned almost immediately. “Prince Stavin, this is Sergeant Ferdal Merak Dahrvan Zel’Vandis.”

    The sergeant snapped to attention and said, “Sir!”

    “At ease, Lieutenant,” Stavin said and grinned at the puzzled expression on the sergeant’s face. “You are being promoted to Lieutenant of the Royal Guards, Ferd. I want you to stay here in command of five hundred infantry--”

    Gavlin interrupted, “Four hundred infantry, fifty cavalry, fifty staff. You have to have someone who can ride around the area, and someone who can cook as well.” 

    Stavin gave Gavlin a curious look, then shrugged and turned back to the lieutenant. “You’ll be in command of whatever force Colonel Zel’Fordal decides to leave behind. I don’t trust the Traders. Expect some resistance to our takeover. You will be the temporary lord of this area. Don’t slaughter the common Traders, but don’t put up with anything from them either.”

    Dahvin spoke next. “Ferd, as a Royal Guard officer you’ll carry crown authority. Just be careful about how you exercise that power. It’s a huge responsibility.” 

    Stavin had been whispering with Karvik, and Kar had slipped out of the tent. He returned moments later with a bundle in his hands and a big chipmunk grin on his face. Stavin was grinning just as hard. Karvik moved over beside Dahvin as Stavin turned back to their new lieutenant. 

    “Ferdal Merak Dahrvan Zel’Vandis, three years ago Lord General Zel’Kordil presented me with this cape and promoted me to lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard. Today, I present this cape to you and promote you to lieutenant.” He nodded, and Karvik and Dahvin placed Stavin’s Royal Guards Officer’s Cape on Ferd’s shoulders. “Congratulations, Lieutenant Zel’Vandis.” 

    Ferdal bowed deeply, then came back to attention. “You can count on me, Prince Stavin.” 

    “Good,” Stavin replied. “You’re going to have to organize this area, Ferd. We, well, I, killed off the men who ran things before. Use your staff as fully as you can, but get the people organized. You won’t be alone for very long. Magistrates should be arriving within a moon. I hope.” 

    Ferdal said, “We’ll deal with whatever comes up, Prince Stavin.” 

     


    Chapter 51

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE MOVED ON THE next morning, headed south toward the old Evandian border. Stavin sighed as he thought of all the changes that had happened since the first time he’d ridden out on this road. 

    “Home to Evandia, Stave?” Karvik asked. 

    “This is Evandia now, Kar. It’s strange to think of it that way, isn’t it?” 

    “Yes. What are your plans now?” 

    “I don’t know. There are three small villages along the road, but no more cities. Zel’Mortlan is the closest city along our route, but we’d have to detour to get there. I think we can just go back to Twin Bridges.” 

    Gavlin and Dahvin had been listening in and Gavlin said, “That sounds like a good idea to me, Stave. I’d like to return these men to their home commands before winter sets in.” 

    “And get home ourselves,” Dahvin said once his brother was through. “This going out for a whole summer while my baby is growing up without me is not my idea of fun.”

    “No, it isn’t. But this is what we,” Stavin indicated Barvil, Karvik and himself, “normally do every summer.” 

    “Not anymore,” Barvil said as he shifted in the saddle. “I think this is going to be my last expedition.” 

    Stavin and Karvik shared a look, then Stavin chuckled. “Sure it is.” 

    Barvil shook his head. “I mean it, Stavin. I’ve been feeling the saddle a little too much lately. Besides, I’m ahead of Charvil by three now.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Back to the Elders’ Council for you, then. This is probably the last time I’ll be on an expedition as well. Kalin isn’t going to let me go riding off across the kingdom anymore.” 

    Karvik was looking back and forth between his dad and friend and grinning. “Well, don’t count me out yet,” he said. “I’m still going to go on a few more expeditions.” He grinned widely at his father. “I have some catching up to do if I want to be Warmaster of the Academy.” 

    Barvil laughed out loud. “You’ve got a long way to go, Kar. But who knows, you just might make it.” 

    Behind them, Dahvin was grinning as well. “We can always use another instructor for the Royal Guard, Barvil.” 

    Barvil turned and shook his head. “Sahrena would never give up her house, even to move to the palace. No, we’re going to stay in Kavinston. It’s all we’ve ever known.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Kalin discussed this with the Council. Kel’Kavin is going to be a training facility for the Royal Guards.” He smiled at Barvil. “You’re going to be busy.”

     * * *

    The Pacification Force marched south on the trade road. They took two days to reach a spot that Stavin recognized, and he asked Gavlin to stop a little early. When Gav gave him a curious look, he explained, “This is where our first caravan stopped for the first night on the road. It’s just been five years, but it seems like a lifetime.” Gavlin bowed in the saddle, and gave his orders as Barvil and Karvik joined Stavin.

    “At least we don’t have to fetch water this time,” Karvik said with a broad smile. 

    Barvil chuckled. “You two have come so far.” 

    Stavin had been guiding them through the meadow and stopped at the edge of the river. It was full this time, with the water just three cubits below the bank. Stavin laughed and said, “It figures.” 

    Karvik agreed. “It’s always easier when someone else has to do it.” 

    The Pacification Force moved on the next morning, and it took four more days before they reached the first town. It was a small place, with barely three hundred inhabitants in normal times, but it was totally deserted. Not even a stray cat could be found among the buildings. 

    Gavlin and Stavin met with their staff. “We should have expected this,” Gavlin said as he shook his head. “Refugees from Trade Town have probably been spreading the story of us sacking and burning it. They’d have no way of knowing that we didn’t.” 

    “Lovely,” Stavin muttered. This is what I wanted to avoid.

    Karvik suggested, “Well, so long as we don’t destroy anything, the people will probably return and decide that the refugees were a bunch of liars,” and received nods from the rest. “I’d bet at least half of these people are watching from the hills.” 

    Gavlin gave orders that nothing was to be touched as they passed through, and the officers watched their men to ensure that order was obeyed. 

    It was the same story in the next town, but the third town was still inhabited. Three men met them in the middle of the road well short of the town. “Prince Stavin?” the leader shouted, and Stavin rode forward with twenty Royal Guardsmen around him. 

    “I am Prince Stavin,” he said with a slight bow in his saddle. 

    “Prince Stavin, I am Magistrate Kelval Zel’Jassan. These worthy gentlemen are Sheriffs Oscan Zel’Lastel and Wiltan Zel’Saras.” Both men bowed as they were introduced, and Stavin bowed in return. 

    “Lords,” Stavin said as he bowed in return. 

    “Prince Stavin,” Magistrate Zel’Jassan said as he stepped closer to Stavin’s horse, “we have been hearing distressing rumors from the north.” 

    “About Trade Town?” Stavin asked. 

    “Yes, Prince Stavin,” the Magistrate said, bowing again. “I mean no disrespect, Prince Stavin, but the rumors are that you put Trade Town to the torch and its inhabitants to the sword.”

    Stavin grimaced. “I threatened to do exactly that, but cooler heads prevailed.” He glanced at Karvik. “Trade Town is no more, but only because the name has been changed to Skykon. Only the traitors in the Traders’ Guild were killed and the Guild Hall burned.” 

    The magistrate took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “That is good news, Prince Stavin. For a moment, I thought that we were going to have to arrest you.” 

    “What?” Dahvin asked as he kneed his horse forward. “By what authority?”

    “The king’s,” the magistrate answered. “King Kalin ordered that anyone of any rank who committed such an atrocity was to be arrested and returned to Twin Bridges in chains.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik with raised eyebrows and said, “Thanks, Kar.” 

    “You’re welcome,” Karvik replied. 

    Stavin focused on the magistrate again. “We’ve left mostly good feelings behind us, Magistrate Zel’Jassan, though not all. There are a lot of people who are not happy about the annexation. Perhaps we should meet and confer on what has happened since our last message to Twin Bridges.” 

    “That would be a good idea, Prince Stavin. If you’d care to accompany us to--”

    “We’ll meet out here,” Dahvin said, interrupting the magistrate. “I won’t trust any town until these rumors are settled.” 

    “By what authority do you make a decision like that?” the magistrate snarled. 

    “I am Captain Dahvin Zel’Fordal of the Royal Guard. Prince Stavin is my charge, and I have full authority to make any decision I need to in order to ensure his safety. Is that clear, Magistrate Zel’Jassan?”

    “That’s, that’s, that’s--”

    “And if his authority isn’t enough for you, I am Lord Colonel Gavlin Zel’Fordal,” Gav said from slightly behind Dahvin. “You do not have sufficient rank or authority to defy either of us.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “Accept it gracefully, Magistrate Zel’Jassan. Even I can’t get my way when they gang up on me. Come to the command tent in four spans. We should be ready for you by then.” Stavin turned his horse around, leaving the sputtering magistrate in the road. Once they were out of ear-shot, he looked at Gavlin and Dahvin. He was chuckling when he said, “You two enjoyed that way too much.” 

    Gavlin chortled. “We know the Zel’Jassan family, Stave. They are a bunch of grasping, greedy, power-hungry, power-mad fools who see their family as supreme and all others, including yours, as inferior. I’ve had several of their family serve under me over the years. They all consider time in the Army to be a burden to be endured, not an honor to be embraced. Fortunately, none of them has ever risen beyond lieutenant. Civil government draws them for some reason once they complete their required service. They serve as minor administrators in most cases. As magistrates, they tend to be among the harshest, most restrictive of the lot.”

    “They love to throw their weight around,” Dahvin continued. “That bit about arresting you wouldn’t have lasted past telling Uncle Kal what happened, but he would have reveled in having arrested a prince.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Some people.” 

    The magistrate and sheriffs arrived on schedule, and were led to the command tent. Stavin sat in the center of one side of the table with Gavlin and Dahvin beside him and Barvil and Karvik behind. None of them rose when Magistrate Zel’Jassan entered. The scowl on his face was almost comical. 

    “Be seated, gentlemen,” Stavin said without looking up. “What was the last report to Twin Bridges that you were made aware of?”

    “You had just released the Andarian prisoners back to Andaria without proper authority,” Magistrate Zel’Jassan said in a tightly controlled tone. 

    “I got tired of feeding them. And I hold full crown authority, Magistrate. That’s all the authority I need.”

    “They should have been held until a negotiated settlement between the kingdoms was achieved. At least you kept their officers.” 

    Stavin raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “We gave them back as well.” 

    “That’s outrageous!” the magistrate snapped. “You should be brought up on charges.” 

    “Magistrate, I’ll remind you that I hold full crown authority. The only people who can even question my actions are King Kalin and Princess Marina.”

    “Lord Minster Zel’Roldan will have something to say about this,” the magistrate hissed. 

    “If you speak disrespectfully to Prince Stavin again, I suspect it’s you who he’ll be saying it to,” Dahvin said in a low tone. 

    “What?!” 

    Dahvin looked him straight in the eye and said, “You will address Prince Stavin with all the respect due to a member of the royal family, or your sheriffs will be escorting you back to Twin Bridges in chains. Have I made myself clear, Magistrate Zel’Jassan?”

    The magistrate sputtered and ground his teeth in frustration, but retained enough control to not actually say anything. After a moment of that, Stavin continued. 

    “We have a list of people who you will be elevating to Chosen status in Zel’Dorvan, and a few others in smaller towns. See to the issuing of titles and deeds first, but ensure that the proper paperwork to elevate these individuals is completed before you move on.” 

    The magistrate looked like he was eating something bitter for a moment, then he bowed his head. “We have run into a problem with that, Prince Stavin. Many of the people we’ve encountered have not been able to pay the title fee, and we were unable to issue titles because of that.” 

    Stavin locked his eyes on the magistrate. “There are no title fees. I was there when King Kalin issued that decree to the ministers.” 

    The magistrate’s jaw took on a stubborn set as he replied, “A fee of two silver crowns is standard for all property titles in Evandia. Land deeds are three crowns. Water rights are also three crowns.” 

    Stavin rose partially out of his chair and leaned forward. “Magistrate, let me say this one more time. There. Are. No. Title. Fees. You will return any such fees you’ve collected, and issue titles to everyone for the land they hold.”

    “You don’t have that authority,” the magistrate said.

    “I have full crown authority, and King Kalin already issued that order to Lord Minister Zel’Vorlas. You, magistrate, will obey that order.” 

    “I will not,” Magistrate Zel’Jassan said in a stuffy tone and puffed out his chest. 

    “Say the word, Colonel,” Sheriff Zel’Saras said, “and I’ll have him chained up and ready to go in a blink.” 

    The magistrate rounded on him immediately. “You insolent bastard! Don’t you dare threaten me.” 

     Sheriff Zel’Lastel looked at his counterpart and grasped the magistrate by the arms, forcing them behind his back. “Excuse us, Prince Stavin. We’ll be right back.” At Stavin’s nod, they pulled the cursing magistrate from the tent. 

    “Now what?” Stavin asked as he looked back and forth between Gavlin and Dahvin. 

    “Now that overweening fool faces charges for insubordination,” Gavlin replied calmly. “I warned him.” 

    “What about the people and their titles?” Stavin asked. “We need a magistrate up here now, not in a moon or three.” 

    Dahvin said, “Promote one of the sheriffs.” 

    “I can’t.” 

    Gavlin looked at Stavin silently for a moment. “Yes, Prince Stavin, you can. Full Crown authority, remember? Those two are both fully conversant with Evandian Law, probably more so than Kelval Zel’Jassan.”

    Stavin took a deep breath and held it for a moment before sighing mightily. “When they come back. Hand me that piece of parchment. I’ll write out the commission now and just fill in the name when we decide which of them to promote.” 

    It was nearly a span later that the two sheriffs returned. “We turned him over to your guardsmen, Prince Stavin. They’re not impressed by his exalted birth or threats of retribution.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Very well. Now, which of you wants to be the magistrate?” 

    Both sheriffs looked startled, and then looked at each other. “You’re senior, Oscan,” Wiltan pointed out. 

    “But you’re higher ranking,” Oscan replied. 

    “Flip a crown,” Karvik muttered. Both sheriffs immediately locked eyes on him. “It’s just an idea.” 

    The two men shared a look, then Oscan pulled a silver crown from his pouch. “Call it,” he said as he flipped the coin into the air. 

    “King,” Wiltan replied. The coin landed on the tent floor and everyone looked. It was crown side up. “You win, Magistrate Zel’Lastel.” 

    “If you say so,” he replied, then looked at Prince Stavin. “And if you say so, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin was already writing the name on the commission. “Fair enough. Magistrate Zel’Lastel, you heard my instructions. Return any fees that greedy fool collected, then issue titles to everyone who holds any property.”

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” Magistrate Zel’Lastel replied, “but there may be some questions back in Twin Bridges.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I’ll answer any questions King Kalin or Minister Zel’Vorlas have about this incident when we get home. If there’s a problem, I’ll deal with it.”

    The magistrate and sheriff both bowed. Oscan said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin.” 

    Gavlin looked him in the eye. “You have a long way to go. I suggest you leave in the morning.” 

    “With all due respect, Colonel, we have work to do here first. We have titles and deeds to issue, as well as about thirty crowns to return.” He smiled at Stavin and bowed, as did the sheriff, then they both left the tent. 

    “I get the impression that there was no love lost between them and Zel’Jassan,” Dahvin said as he looked at his brother. 

    “Not a bit,” Gavlin agreed. 

     


    Chapter 52

    THE PACIFICATION FORCE MOVED ON IN the morning, leaving a much-relieved populace behind them. It took nine days to reach the old border, and Stavin made a decision there. 

    “Gav, I’m releasing you to disperse your men back to their home commands. I’ll take the Royal Guards and go on to Twin Bridges.”

    “Very well, Prince Stavin,” Gavlin replied, “and I’ll have my reports ready for you to take with you.”

    They parted at first light the next day, amid grumbles about how early it was. “We’ve only got about eight days in the saddle to get home,” Stavin said as he listened to the good-natured bitching. 

    Barvil looked at him sideways. “Home, Stavin?” 

    Stavin nodded. “Home for me, at least. I’m not returning to Kel’Kavin this season. Maybe never again.” 

    Barvil nodded. “We thought that might be the case,” he said as Karvik joined him. 

    Karvik said, “Your family is down here now.” 

    “And part of it will always be in Kavinston,” Stavin acknowledged, “but Sora and Aric are staying in Twin Bridges with us. I told mom and dad as well as Aric’s family when we were home. There are others who are also staying. About ten of them.” 

    Barvil nodded. “I knew about them before we left Kavinston. They all approached the Council before we left. Aric’s skill and rank are sufficient. There won’t be any question about his fitness.” 

    The ride was a quiet one, but it felt good. After the entire summer plodding along at the speed of the infantry, they were finally riding at a reasonable speed. They even pushed their horses to a gallop once to reach a town for the night. 

    Twin Bridges finally came into view, and for Stavin and the Royal Guardsmen, it was a beautiful sight. Home. 

    Dahvin led them straight to the palace, and into the Royal Stables. “Everyone report to quarters. We’ll muster out in the morning. Late in the morning,” he added, drawing laughter from his men. 

    Stavin took his weapons and walked toward his suite with a deep feeling of anticipation. It was going to be so good to see his family again. When he arrived in the Prince’s Suite, he received a surprise. 

    “Daddy!” Karlin squealed, and ran toward him. Stavin dropped his Dragon’s Tongue in order to pick up his son, and they spent a moment just cuddling. 

    “Oh, you’ve grown so much, Karli,” he said as he nuzzled Karlin’s hair. 

    “Welcome home, Stavi,” Shari said, drawing his attention. She was sitting on the sofa with Sora and Glora, feeding the babies. 

    Stavin walked over to her still carrying Karlin and knelt. “How are you, darling?” he asked, then brushed the hair on his daughters’ heads. 

    “Fine, now that you’re here.” 

    “Where is Dahvin?” Glora asked.

    “Headed toward your suite, I suppose,” Stavin answered without looking at her.

    “Ladies,” Glora said as she stood, “I shall see you tomorrow. Maybe.” Her tone had Sora and Shari chuckling. 

    “We understand that you’ve had an eventful summer, Stavin,” Sora said, then gasped when he turned toward her. “Stavi, what happened to your eyes? And your face?” 

    “Your face?” Shari asked. 

    “It’s hard to explain,” Stavin mumbled. 

    “Take your time and use small words,” Sora commanded. 

    “I need a bath, and some more comfortable—clean—clothes first, Sora. It’s going to be a long story.” 

    Shari was sitting perfectly still. “Go bathe and change. We should be finished feeding the girls by the time you’re ready.” 

    Stavin smiled and leaned over his daughters to kiss her. “Yes, Shari.” Then he backed away and went to the bathing room. Avrin was right behind him with a stubborn expression on his face. And clean clothes in his hands.

    As soon as Stavin was gone, Shari turned to Sora. “Details.” 

    “His eyes are bright gold, like his armor, and there’s a sickle-shaped patch of gold on his cheek. It’s as shiny as a new crown.” 

    Stavin didn’t waste any time bathing. He was back out with his family in less than a span, sitting between Shari and Sora and holding the twins. “It’s the magic.” He told them everything. His feelings when he held the sword. His fear of what it was doing and had done to him. And his determination to never touch it again.

    Shari was leaning her head against his shoulder by the time he was finished. “Oh, Stavi, that’s horrible.” Sora was hugging him from the other side, giving her silent support to her baby brother.

    “I wish I’d never taken the damn thing in the first place. If I had just given it back right away, I--” He broke down and cried, leaning on Shari’s side and letting his tears fall on her dress. “I’ll never forgive myself for Amarna’s death. Never.” 

    Shari stroked Stavin’s hair as he cried. “It’s not your fault, Stavin. You couldn’t have known what would happen. You can’t keep torturing yourself about it.” 

    “I know it wasn’t,” Stavin said as he tried to get control of himself, “but it was. If I hadn’t been so greedy for that power, it never would have happened.”

    Sora reached out and caressed her little brother’s hair like she used to do when he was little. “It’s over now, Stavi. The sword is in Kel’Kavin and you’re here.”

    “And I’m staying here,” Stavin said as he turned to look at Sora. 

    “For good?” Sora asked. 

    “Yes.”

    Shari smiled and said, “Good. I couldn’t take another winter cooped up in the Royal Suite. At least Kalin and Marina let me be useful here.” 

    Stavin smiled and cupped her hand against his cheek, then kissed her palm. “I already told Barvil and Karvik that we’re not going back. I told Mom and Dad, as well as your mom and dad and Aric’s family, that we’re all staying here. Charvil wasn’t thrilled, but Nahrana just said she’ll be coming down for a visit in the summer.” 

    “What about the Academy?” Shari asked, and Stavin had to chuckle. “What?”

    “Barvil is ahead by three now. Your dad is going to have the summer free.” 

    Shari chuckled. “That’s going to make him so mad.” 

    “Maybe. But it’s our winter that we need to consider.”

    Shari shrugged. “We have council for nine of ten days. It doesn’t leave much time for anything else.” 

    Stavin kissed her palm again. “Do we have time for something else right now?” he asked in a husky tone, and Shari and Sora both laughed. 

    Shari leaned forward and kissed him. “We have time.” 

     * * *

    Kalin and Marina arrived some time later, when Stavin and Shari were once again in their sitting room. “Barvil told us most of what happened, Stavin. We had no idea that the Dragon Gifts could do that.” He paused and looked into Stavin’s eyes. “Remarkable.”

    Marina was right beside her father and shook her head slowly. “It’s a remarkable change. Has it affected your vision at all?” 

    “No,” Stavin replied with a shake of his head. “Other than the color, and the fact that I still feel like bulling through any opposition, there don’t seem to be any major changes.”

    Kalin was shaking his head now. “Karvik said you think the dragon was a female.” 

    “You didn’t tell us that,” Shari interrupted. 

    Stavin chuckled. “I had other things on my mind. But yes, I’m almost certain the dragon above Kel’Kavin is a female. When I stopped resisting the power and really let go,” he paused and raised his hands helplessly, “I don’t know. But that was the impression I got.” 

    Kalin nodded. “You’re not to ever take up that sword again, Stavin. I won’t risk losing you.” 

    “You’ll get no argument from me,” Stavin replied. 

    Kalin nodded. “We’ll see. You seem a little more independent than that. As for the Andarian incidents, I’ve exchanged several messages with Jallat about the border incursion. He’s embarrassed by his general’s actions.” 

    “Jeff told me,” Stavin said, and saw the startled look on Kalin’s face. “You should have received a message about my returning the general and his officers to Prince Jeffan. He told me then that the general had been dismissed. If he wasn’t Jeff’s father-in-law, he would have been executed. As it is, he’ll be disgraced for the rest of his life.” 

    “Yes, I got that message, but you didn’t say you and Prince Jeffan had gotten that close.” 

    Stavin smiled and shrugged. “He wants to be friends. I think part of it was seeing what happened when the sword cut me, but part of it seemed to be a real desire to not be my enemy.” 

    “It wouldn’t hurt to be friends with him.” Kalin paused and took a deep breath, as if pondering what he was about to say. “Now that Farindia is taken care of, what are your plans? Are you going back to Kavinston and your archive?”

    Stavin smiled sadly and shook his head. “No. Father, I am home to stay.” 

    A slow, delighted smile crossed Kalin’s face. “Father?”

    Stavin nodded. “You adopted me.” 

    “By home to stay,” Marina said, “I assume you’re not returning to Kavinston for the winter.” 

    “Possibly never again, Marina. Except for a visit once in a while.” He put his arm around Shari and looked up into Kalin’s face. “You told me that my home was here now, and now it is.” He smiled up at Shari’s face and rubbed his cheek against her arm. “Now that Shari and the kids are here, this is really home.” 

     * * *

    Stavin’s decision had far reaching consequences in the palace. Among them was near panic among the Lord Ministers. They had hoped, and even prayed on occasion, that Stavin and Sharindis would go home and leave them in peace. The announcement that they were staying was met with dismay. 

    Minister of Culture Zel’Vincent moaned, “This can’t be happening.” 

    “It is happening, Naran,” Lord Zel’Nielson said with a resigned sigh. “My sources tell me that he’s given orders for his personal goods to be shipped to the palace next summer.”

    “Well, at least the rest of those barbarians are going,” Minister of State Zel’Andrus said in a satisfied tone. 

    Minster of Foreign Affairs Zel’Ordan shook his head. “Not all of them. His sister and her husband are staying, as are ten of the men he brought with him. It seems that the king’s invitation is being taken up by just a few of them. Not as many as we feared, but enough to be a disruption.”

    “Kalin must be behind it,” Minister of Roads Zel’Cerran hissed. “Both of them have stated repeatedly that they want to return to their precious Archive.” 

    “That is undoubtedly one of their reasons for staying here. Our Archive is far more extensive than that of a backwoods settlement,” Lord Zel’Ordan replied.

    “A lot of good it will do them,” Lord Zel’Nielson chuckled. “They’ll be in Council with us most of the time.”

    “Must you remind me?” Lord Zel’Vincent groused. 

     


    Chapter 53

    STAVIN AND SHARI ATTENDED COUNCIL TOGETHER two days later. During that time Stavin had been working on a report for the Council on the state of affairs in the new territories. He still wanted to call it Farindia, and had to spend several grumbling spans scraping the wrong word from the parchment. Once the Council was called to order, Stavin stood. 

    “My noble Lord Councilors, and Lady Councilors as well,” he added, grinning at Firenza, “I would like to present my report on the annexation of the former Farindian territories.” At King Kalin’s nod, he began. 

    The report continued for span after span, through the mid day meal and halfway to evening. “In conclusion,” he finally said, “our new territory is in need of a great deal of help as far as roads and bridges are concerned. Waterways are in better shape, but still need a thorough survey. The people are, in general, willing to accept the annexation. There are some diehard holdouts, but not many. Lord Colonel Zel’Fordal’s tactics of minimal confrontation are to be commended. Absorbing, rather than conquering this region, minimized the impact and generation of bad feelings. The announcement that we were not sending Chosen lords in to take over, but raising the local leaders to Chosen status helped even more.” 

    “And your part, Prince Stavin?” Minister of State Zel’Andrus asked.

    Stavin looked at the minister and saw the discomfort the lord’s posture when his golden eyes fell on him. “You mean my killing everyone in my path when I held the Sword of Zel’Hallan?” he asked with his head tilted to the side. “I don’t think I did any irreparable damage as far as the common people are concerned.” He sighed and shook his head. “The Chosen along the Kavadian border might be a different story, but in the case of the Zel’Esten family at least, we are not resented too terribly much. Keeping the seven families in place is helping to keep them happy.” 

    Minister of Culture Zel’Vincent had restrained himself through the entire report, but now he just had to ask, “Now that you’ve accomplished your goal of annexing Farindia, why aren’t you going home?”

    Stavin fixed his eyes on the old minister and felt the rage boiling just below the surface of his thoughts. “I am home, Lord Naran,” Stavin said in a soft voice that still rang through the chamber. 

    Stavin addressing the Minister of Culture by his name was a shock to all of the ministers. Minister of Education Zel’Nielson glared at Stavin before saying, “It is inappropriate for you to address the Minister of Culture in that manner, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin focused on him immediately. “In what manner, Lord Carstas?” 

    The ministers were taken aback by Stavin’s action. “Why, by his given name, of course,” Lord Zel’Nielson said. “And now you address me in the same fashion.” He turned to King Kalin, but was met by a stony expression. 

    “My son is a member of the royal family, Carstas,” King Kalin said in a firm tone. “I suggest you get used to the idea that he, and his wife, are above you in all things.” Carstas Zel’Nielson closed his mouth with an audible click and sat heavily in his chair as the king continued to glare around the room. “All of you, get used to it.” 

    Stavin gave King Kalin a half-bow before turning back to the Minister of Education. “The reason we are not returning to Kavinston is that Twin Bridges is truly our home now. While we were not born here, or even in Evandia, our home is here with our family.” He smiled at Kalin and Marina, then looked around the table. “Something has been bothering me since I got here this morning. Who is missing?” 

    “We haven’t appointed a Minister of Trade yet, Stavin,” King Kalin replied, drawing Stavin’s attention. “I had someone special in mind.” 

    Stavin bowed. “Indeed, Your Majesty. If I may ask, who is it?” 

    King Kalin smiled. “Someone with an interest in trade, and experience that no other Minister of Trade has ever had. A man with a relationship with the Traders’ Guild, and with Traders in other kingdoms as well. Someone who knows the ins and outs of trade intimately.” 

    Stavin was getting impatient. “Who, Your Majesty?”

    “You.” 

    Stavin’s legs gave out and he fell into his chair. He whispered, “Me?”

    King Kalin’s grin was damn near evil as he looked at his adopted son. “You, Master Trader Stavin of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston, and the Aravadian House of Kel’Aniston as well.” He glanced around the table and saw the shock on the other minister’s faces before turning back to Stavin. “The Traders’ Guild manipulated Evindal for their own ends, and he manipulated Trade to suit them. I think I can count on you to be much less pliable.”

    Stavin grinned, then started chuckling. Even the king wasn’t prepared for how positively evil that laugh sounded. “Yes, Your Majesty, you can count on me to put the Traders’ Guild in their place and keep them there.” 

    Princess Marina put her head in her hands and said, “You’ve created a monster, Dad.” 

    “No,” Sharindis said softly, “just let one loose.” 

     * * *

    It was soon a time for tears again as the warriors prepared to leave on the long road to Kavinston and home. Shari and Varik said goodbye in private. “I’m going to miss you so much, Var,” she whispered in his ear as they hugged. 

    “I’m going to miss you too, Sis,” he whispered back. It was finally dawning on them that they were truly going to be apart for the first time since Varik’s birth, and neither of them was dealing with it well. Stavin and Sorandis gave them privacy, each having faced a goodbye like this. Karlin didn’t.

    “Unca’ Var come back nex’ summer. Come back and earn ‘nother stripe.” 

    Varik had to laugh, and he got Shari laughing as well. “I’ll be back when the expedition leads me this way, Karli.”

    “P’omise?”

    “Promise,” Varik said as he looked into the little boy’s eyes, then picked him up for a hug. “You be good and listen to Mommy and Daddy.” 

    Karlin hugged Varik as hard as he could and said, “I be good.” 

    Beside them were Karvil and Sallin, waiting their turn. Stavin looked at them and grinned. “You two make a handsome couple, Sally. I’m glad you found the happiness you deserve. But you look like palace living has gotten to you. What’s that?” he asked, nodding toward her belly. 

    Sallin cradled her stomach and revealed a grin that lit up the suite. “Not something I ate, Prince Stavin,” she replied, and everyone turned toward her and a hugely grinning Karvil. 

    Karvil said, “The Healers confirmed it three days ago, Prince Stavin. Our first child will be born in about six moons.” 

    Everyone spent a moment congratulating the happy young couple, then Varik turned and faced Stavin. He had the golden Dragon’s Tongue in his hands. “Stave, thank you for letting me use it this year. It made all the difference in the world.” He held the Dragon’s Tongue out on his open palms and bowed his head. 

    Stavin moved forward and faced Varik for a moment, then reached out and closed Varik’s hands on the haft of the weapon. “Hold onto it until you get your sword, Var.”

    Varik looked into Stavin’s eyes, then stepped back and executed a salute with the Dragon’s Tongue. “I will use it with honor.” 

    “I can ask no more or less of you, Varik Kel’Horval,” Stavin replied. 

    There was a knock at the door, and Kalin and Marina immediately entered. Everyone except Stavin and Sharindis went to their knees. King Kalin nodded and said, “Arise, my friends,” as he stepped forward. “Lieutenant Kel’Horval, don’t forget to drop by the general’s office and take your leave of him--and pick up your pay. He said you haven’t drawn your pay since you put that cape on.” 

    Varik looked at the king and stammered, “M-My pay, Your Majesty?”

    The king chuckled. “Thought you might have forgotten, if anyone bothered to mention it in the first place. You’ve been earning a silver crown every ten days, Var.” He looked at Stavin and shook his head. “So have you, but it’s not like you need the extra coin. Still, you should clear the paymaster’s account books.” 

    Stavin’s mouth fell open in shock. “I totally forgot about that. Captain Zel’Astel mentioned it when I got back two summers ago, but I--” he shook his head slowly. 

    “I thought you might have forgotten. Are all of you ready to go?” he asked. When everyone bowed or otherwise indicated they were prepared, the king said, “Follow me then,” and led the way out of the suite and down to the Royal Guards Barracks, straight to Lord General Zel’Kordil’s office. His knock was answered immediately, and the major opened the door all the way and bowed. 

    “General, I’ve brought the strays along as you asked,” the king said as he stepped to the side of the general’s desk. 

    Lord General Zel’Kordil bowed deeply and said, “Thank you, Your Majesty. Lieutenant Kel’Horval, I understand that you are returning to Kavinston to continue your training. You have almost half a year’s pay built up, and my paymaster wants your account balanced before you go.” He set a bag on the table, and pointed to a ledger book. “Sign for your fifteen crowns, Lieutenant.” 

    Varik looked at the general with wide eyes, then bowed and stepped forward. He took the quill and dipped it in the inkwell, then signed his name in Imperial Glyphs. His was the only name in the book signed with glyphs. Then he picked up the bag and bowed again before saying, “Thank you, sir.” 

    Now the general shifted his attention to Stavin. “As for you, Prince Stavin,” he said in a severe tone, “the paymaster has been after you for three and a half years.” He pulled a larger bag from the drawer of his desk. “Sign by your name. You’ve built up one hundred and twenty-seven crowns.” 

    Stavin smiled bashfully and bowed. “I forgot I was being paid, sir.” Then he stepped forward and copied Var, signing his name in Imperial Glyphs. He hefted the bag, then turned and looked at the king. “Like I need the extra coin.” 

    The king chuckled and led the way out to the stables. The rest of the warriors were waiting for them, and Stavin chuckled when he saw Karvik. An idea was bubbling up in his mind, and he nearly laughed out loud as he approached his friend. 

    Stavin said, “Kar,” loudly, and when Karvik turned toward him, he tossed him the bag, “take that to my mom, please.” 

    Karvik caught the bag with a startled grunt, then tossed it like he was trying to judge how much was in it. “What’s this?”

    “My Royal Guards pay for the past three and half years,” he replied and saw Karvik’s eyes bulge. 

    Karvik finally had to laugh. “Your mom is going to have some interesting things to say when I give her this.” 

    Stavin nodded and walked over to Karvik’s side. He laid a hand on Karvik’s arm and said, “Take care of yourself, Kar.” He glanced over his shoulder at the six greenlings and Sallin. “And take care of them as well.” Then he broke protocol and hugged Karvik, and Karvik hugged him right back.

    “Take care of yourself, Stave. I’m going to miss you, but I’ll be back when my duties allow.” 

    “Just remember one thing, Kar,” Stavin said as he stepped back. 

    “Yes, Stave?” 

    “You’re down by sixty-two,” he laughed, then ducked away as Karvik violated the Royal Guards Oath and tried to smack his prince. Everyone around them joined the laughter as their prince and his best friend clowned for their amusement. 

     


    Chapter 54

     STAVIN AND SHARINDIS SETTLED INTO THEIR new lives with little trouble. Things remained the same for three tens of days, then, on one of their rest days, there was a knock at the door to their suite. Avrin opened it and one of the guards said, “Lord Minister of Health Healer Adept Kel’Sarin craves a moment of Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis’ time.” Avrin looked over his shoulder and, at Stavin’s wave, opened the door all the way. 

    “This way please, Adept Kel’Sarin,” he said with a deep bow. 

    Healer Adept Kel’Sarin came in with another man at his shoulder. Stavin stood and bowed his head in acknowledgement when both men bowed deeply. “Yes, Healer Kel’Sarin, what can we do for you?” 

    “It may be that we can do something for you, Prince Stavin, and for Princess Sharindis.” He bowed again, then pulled the man at his side forward. “This is a colleague of mine, Healer Adept Fel’Aezar. He specializes in ailments of the eyes, and I thought he might look at Princess Sharindis.” 

    Stavin looked at Shari, then turned back to the Healers with an expression of barely restrained excitement on his face. “Our Healer couldn’t help her. Do you really think you can?” he asked anxiously. 

    Healer Fel’Aezar bowed again. “That I cannot say, Prince Stavin. I can but try.” 

    Shari stood and took a step forward, then said, “Stavi?” and held out her hand. “Stavi, if he can--?”

    Stavin looked at the Healer and bowed as deeply as he could. “Look at her eyes, Healer, and if you can Heal her, do so. Any sum you ask for shall be yours.” 

    Healer Fel’Aezar stepped forward and bowed to Sharindis. “Princess, I must place my hands over your eyes.” Shari nodded her permission and the Healer took one step closer. He placed his hands with his palms over Shari’s eyes, and his fingers wrapped around her temples, then closed his eyes. “Hmmm? Indeed?” he muttered as his head tilted from side to side, then his hands squeezed Shari’s head slightly. “There is pressure on the optic nerve, but it doesn’t seem to have atrophied very much. Let me-- Yes, I think that will do,” he said as he released her and stepped back. “Your vision should clear quickly, Princess Sharindis.” 

    Adept Kel’Sarin looked at his friend and said, “The post in Zigamarad is yours. No one would dare oppose you after this.” He smiled at his prince and princess, then led the way out of the suite. 

    Stavin watched the Healers go with a puzzled look, then swallowed to moisten his suddenly dry throat. Then he stepped forward and looked into Shari’s eyes. “Shari?” he asked softly. 

    Shari was blinking rapidly, and she cleared her throat several times. Her vision was clearing for the first time in over ten years, and as her eyes focused, she beheld a treasure: The handsome, youthful face of her husband. She cried, “Oh, Stavi, I can see you!” and surged into his arms. 

     

     

    End of Book Four

     

     

    The adventures of Stavin Kel’Aniston will continue in

    The Coravian Conflict
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