
        
            
                
            
        

    
    Gods Above and Below

    By Loren K. Jones

     


     


    Twilight Times Books

    Kingsport Tennessee

     


     




    Gods Above and Below

     


    This is a work of fiction. All concepts, characters and events portrayed in this book are used fictitiously and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

     


    Copyright © 2017 by Loren K. Jones. Expanded and revised from a previous electronic edition published by e-Quill Publishing, Brisbane, Australia 2010 with title “Gods Above and Below.”

     


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except brief extracts for the purpose of review, without the permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

     


    Twilight Times Books

    P O Box 3340

    Kingsport, TN 37664

    www.twilighttimesbooks.com/

     


    Revised Electronic Edition: October 2017. Author’s preferred version.

     


    Published in the United States of America

     


     


    Prelude

    REY ON THE GLIMMER, CAPITOL OF the Kingdom of Reynadia, was a city living in fear: Someone was killing innocents. Children, young adults, the weak of mind: Anyone who had never intentionally committed an evil act was in danger.

    The streets that had once been brightly lit were now dark. The markets and docks that had once been busy all day and night were deserted. No one ventured out at night anymore. Not even the thieves dared the darkness in these uncertain times. But the city’s caution was in vain: no one was safe, not even in their own beds.

    * * *

    Carandin awoke with a shriek of terror. Her mind screamed, This isn’t my room! as she looked around in desperation. This place was dark and dank, and smelled of blood, fear, and dung. She scrambled to her feet and wedged herself into a corner as her eyes desperately searched the shadows. “Who--Who’s there?” she asked in a trembling voice.

    “I am called Servallan,” a soft, feminine voice replied.

    “What do you want?” Carandin asked in a little girl’s tiny voice. There was a laugh from the darkness in reply to her question that set her neck hairs on end.

    “I have what I want,” the voice answered in a silky purr. “I have you.”

    “I’m no use to you,” Carandin whined. “I’m not a virgin.”

    Now the voice laughed loudly, sending a shiver of fear down Carandin’s spine. “The value of virginity in human sacrifices is so terribly overstated. It’s the purity of the soul, not the body, that is important.”

    Now a shadow moved and a woman came into view. She was tall and elegantly dressed in the latest Chosen society fashions. She was well proportioned, with everything in perfect symmetry. Her features were so perfect she appeared to be a living sculpture. But her apparent perfection was marred by her eyes: they were dull, dead black orbs, like darkened pits in her face. It was her eyes that frightened Carandin the most.

    “What are you!?” Carandin shouted as terror gripped her heart.

    “I, little one?” the woman asked in a silky purr as a vulpine smile curved her lips. Her head tilted to the side as she bent her surprisingly long neck forward. “I am something your short-lived species has forgotten to fear. But no matter. I’ll remind you.” Her expression changed, and the only sound after that was Carandin’s screams.


    Chapter 1

    THE MORNING SUNLIGHT SLANTED THROUGH THE inn window, falling on Prince Stavin’s leg as it illuminated the common room. “Going to be another hot day,” he commented.

    Karvik grunted his agreement around a mouthful of sausage. When courtesy allowed, he replied, “Been too hot for too long.”

    A soft sound drew their attention to the servant who was waiting patiently by the wall. “Yes?” Stavin asked. His expression was open and friendly, as it usually was, so the girl stepped forward and bowed.

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, but the spring is barely begun. Come high summer we’ll be longing for days like this.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head slowly as he turned back toward Karvik. “It’s going to be a long, hot summer.”

    All around them the other thirty-two members of Stavin’s Royal Guard were similarly dismayed. Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval, the youngest of the group as well as being Stavin’s brother-in-law, dared to grin at his prince.

    “At least we’re not on the coast, Prince Stavin. Can you imagine this heat and that humidity?”

    Stavin and Karvik exchanged a sour glance before Stavin replied, “Yes, I can. You have egg on your chin, Var.” Varik’s cheeks and ears reddened in embarrassment as he grabbed a napkin to tend to himself while his table-mates chuckled at his expense.

    Stavin said, “It shouldn’t take us more than another moon to reach Rey,” as he turned back toward Karvik. “We’ve gone as far south as we have to. I think we’ll skip the detour to Zel’Kassel.”

    Karvik nodded his agreement. “That will save us some time as well as getting us back up into the mountains where it’s cooler.”

    There was little other conversation as the group finished their morning meal. When the entire group was finished, Stavin led the way out of the inn. Their horses were already saddled and waiting, so they mounted and rode away at a trot.

    “So, Stave, exactly what was the point of telling that girl where we’re going?” Karvik asked as soon as they were out of town.

    “Because she was being paid to listen to our plans, Kar,” Stavin replied. “Let her earn some extra silver. I have no intention of missing the museum at Zel’Kassel.”

    Karvik shook his head slowly. “You know, Stave, you’re getting paranoid. Not every attentive servant is a spy. I think she was just hoping for a crown or two, and maybe a royal romp in bed.”

    Stavin silently glared at his best friend for a moment, then sighed. “You may be right, Kar, but I’d rather be careful.”

    “You’d rather be sneaky, even if there’s no need,” Karvik quipped with a grin. “Life in the palace is too tame for you.”

    Stavin’s expression once again turned rueful. “Maybe so,” he admitted.

    The expedition continued southwest across the Kingdom of Luxandia and into the Kingdom of Reynadia. Stavin, in his capacity as Evandia’s Minister of Trade, was reaffirming the treaties that tied Evandia to the kingdoms of Coravia, Luxandia, Reynadia, Andaria, and the City-States of Kavadia. He was also seeing the world he only knew from books as only a prince or trader could. Traveling long distance was too expensive for almost anyone else.

    The trip had begun early in the spring, and was going to take a full year. King Kalin had suggested it both as a trade mission and as a way for the rest of the royal families to meet the famous Stavin Dragonblessed.

    Stavin had to admit that he would want to meet someone who had inspired as many songs, stories, and outrageous lies as he had.

    He’d accomplished his primary mission in Coravia, as well as renewing his friendship and family ties with King Teravan and Princess Ellissan, and in Luxandia as well. The Ministers of Trade of both kingdoms were very anxious to ensure their Traders’ Guilds were obeying the letter and spirit of the agreements between their kingdoms.

    His secondary mission was personal: he was expanding House Kel’Aniston into the other kingdoms. Soon his would be the largest trading House in the lands that had once been the Empire of Luxand.

    The trip to Zel’Kassel was a family mission. The Royal Reynadian Museum there was supposed to house more than one hundred dragon artifacts made by Dandarshandrake during the twenty-seven hundred years he had guided the people of Luxand to greatness. Stavin was, if allowed, going to prove or disprove their authenticity.

    It took another twenty-seven days to reach the southern Reynadian port city of Zel’Kassel. It was old, dating to just before the fall of the empire. Now, after more than five hundred years, nearly three hundred thousand souls called it home.

    Karvik looked out over the city from the hill they had just topped and murmured, “Impressive.”

    Stavin was the only one close enough to hear him, and murmured back, “Yup,” just as softly.

    Behind them, the assorted Royal Guardsmen, Warrior and Chosen alike, spoke in hushed tones as they discussed the wonder before them. Zel’Kassel, unlike most modern cities, had grown out, not up. Open spaces could be seen throughout the city, as if every building had its own park. It was quite a change from the crowded, cheek-n-jowl existence in most cities.

    The road they were traveling on widened and the surface changed from packed dirt to some material that only the Imperial Architects had known how to make. The road was wide enough that three wagons could have driven down it side-by-side.

    An elaborate arch spanned the road and a brace of guardsmen stepped out to meet them. “Welcome, travelers,” the apparent leader of the guards said as he bowed. “Are you from Evandia?”

    Karvik answered, “Yes. We are escorting Prince Stavin Dragonblessed to your fine city and museum.”

    All the city guardsmen came to attention and then went to one knee. Only the leader kept his head up as he said, “Welcome to Zel’Kassel, Prince Stavin. The Royal Oak Inn is ten dragons straight ahead.”

    Stavin said, “Thank you, Guardsman,” as he passed. The guard and his subordinates stood as soon as Stavin was past them and stayed at attention as the rest of the party filed by.

    The Royal Oak turned out to be a very large inn, though it had followed the example of the rest of the city and remained low, just a long single story that spread more than a dragon across the front. A welcoming committee was assembled on the porch, and an elegantly-dressed woman stepped forward as soon as Stavin stopped.

    She bowed deeply and said, “Prince Stavin, I am Sovana Zel’Tessel, Lady Mayor of Zel’Kassel.” She paused and again bowed deeply to acknowledge Stavin’s bowed head before continuing. “We are pleased to welcome you to our fine city. With me are the members of our City Council and the Masters of our craft guilds, as well as the full council of our Traders’ Guild. Also, in honor of your scholarly achievements, the Curator of the Royal Reynadian Museum and the Head Master of Zel’Kassel’s campus of the Royal Reynadian Academy have joined us.” Each of the people on the porch had bowed deeply when they were introduced, and Stavin had nodded to each of them.

    Stavin smiled as he said, “I am pleased to meet all of you. While I am here I plan to meet with your council, and with the Traders’ Guild as well as the Craft guilds. I will also be visiting your museum. Your collection of dragon-made artifacts is legendary.” He paused to chuckle. “King Kalin visited when he was a child and can describe most of the artifacts from memory.”

    An elderly woman stepped forward and bowed deeply. “I was but an apprentice scribe when your father and his parents visited, Prince Stavin. I am Corian Fel’Dansel, Master Scribe and Curator of the Museum.” She smiled and chuckled at Stavin. “Your good father had to be retrieved from several of the exhibits.”

    Stavin smiled in return as his guardsmen chuckled. “So he told me. I promise to be better behaved.”

    A new man had joined the greeting party and stepped forward to bow deeply. “Prince Stavin, your suite is ready if you’d care to send in your servants.”

    Stavin shook his head and replied, “No servants this trip. Just show us to the stables and we’ll come in once the horses are seen to.” He ignored the shocked expressions on the greeting party’s faces and the chuckles of his guardsmen as he followed the innkeeper around the building.

    Karvik was right beside his prince and said, “I don’t care what you say, Stave. That never gets old.”

    Stavin laughed out loud as he dismounted, then, contrary to proper behavior, saw to his own horse. The guardsmen ignored the shocked look on the innkeeper’s face except for a few who chuckled at his expense.

    Stavin took an extra moment to give his horse some personal attention. She was a creamy-tan mare, and he’d named her Tru after his beloved first horse. Like the original, he’d gentled and trained Tru himself. Princess Marina, his adopted big sister, had thrown a fit when he’d announced his intention, but King Kalin had simply said, “Go ahead, Stavin.” That had earned him a hard look from his daughter, but she’d held her peace afterward.

    Karvik was standing by the stall door when he was through. “I sent Var and his team inside. He’s arranging for us to eat before the Chosen mob you.”

    Stavin rolled his eyes and said, “Thank you. I have a feeling it’s going to be another long night.”

    The inn was crowded with more people than it could comfortably hold, and the faces of dozens of splendidly garbed men and women could be seen looking through the windows, straining to see the famous Stavin Dragonblessed.

    Stavin muttered, “Gods Below,” as soon as he saw the crowd of people surging toward him, but Varik and his men formed a protective wall to keep even the most insistent of the Chosen at bay. Shouts of “Dragonblessed!” mixed with “Prince Stavin!” as the lords and ladies tried to get his attention.

    Stavin ignored them all, keeping his eyes front until he reached his table. Then he turned toward the crowd and spoke loudly as he said, “Lords and Ladies of Zel’Kassel, I am pleased to visit your fine city. It is not possible for me to meet with everyone, and certainly not all at once, but we have ten days to arrange as many interviews as possible. For the moment, however, I would appreciate a little time to eat and get cleaned up. We’ve been on the road for eight days since the last town, and I don’t want to offend anyone.” He gave the crowd his best boyish grin, then sat down.

    The press of bodies against the royal guards eased and Karvik brought two senior sergeants to join them at the table. Stavin and Karvik had made it a point to share meals with all of their men in turn. Even Varik, the second in command of the guards, only joined them when his turn came up.

    An older woman stepped forward as soon as they were seated, bowed deeply, and then asked, “What can I bring you to drink, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin replied, “Beer,” then glanced around before adding, “for all of us.”

    The woman bowed again and backed away as she said, “I will return in a moment, Prince Stavin,” as she passed the guards.

    “Good servant,” the sergeant at Stavin’s left commented.

    “Royal inn,” the other sergeant replied. “I’ll bet she’s the innkeeper’s wife.”

    Karvik spoke softly as he said, “You know the drill. As soon as she sets the glasses down, switch across. Prince Stavin drinks last.”

    Both men answered, “Yes, Sir.”

    The woman returned with tall crystal glasses of dark amber beer. She set her tray down, then set a glass down in front of each of them. “Here you are, Prince Stavin. Our finest beer.”

    Stavin smiled as he said, “Thank you,” but made no move to touch his glass. Then, as the woman watched with a puzzled expression, the guards swapped the glasses around and all three of them sipped, but Stavin still didn’t touch his glass. After a moment Karvik traded his glass for Stavin’s.

    Stavin chuckled at the woman’s offended expression and explained, “My father’s orders. They’ve done that at every stop this trip.”

    The woman bowed and backed away. Once she was gone Karvik took a long drink of his beer and said, “Go ahead, Stave.”

    Stavin took an experimental sip and raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Good beer.”

    “Very good,” the guardsman at Stavin’s left replied.

    Karvik caught Varik’s eye and waved him over. “Var, take three men to the kitchen and bring our meals, then you and your team eat as well.”

    Varik snapped to attention and said, “Yes, sir,” before turning toward the kitchen. Varik and his men returned just a few moments later with the plates. All four of them were grinning widely, and Varik chuckled when he sat Stavin’s plate down. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen an innkeeper that insulted before.”

    Stavin shrugged. “I don’t know why. If we’d brought along our own servants they would have done the same thing.” Stavin turned his attention to Karvik. “Any good?”

    “Very,” he replied around a bite of meat. “It’s mutton, but it’s spiced very close to Mom’s recipe.”

    Stavin needed no other encouragement and immediately took a bite from Karvik’s bowl. His eyes closed with pleasure as he savored the stew. “This is so good.”

    Around them the eleven members of Varik’s team were enjoying bowls of the same stew as their prince. They ate quickly, then allowed the next team to eat, keeping nineteen guardsmen on watch at all times.

    Stavin dawdled until all of his guardsmen had eaten, then stood up and nodded to the innkeeper. The man rushed over to his side, and Stavin said, “Lead us to the Royal Suite. I’d like to bathe before I meet with the Chosen.”

    “Of course, Prince Stavin,” he said with a bow. “This way if you please.”

    Stavin and Karvik followed the man to the royal suite and Stavin nodded his approval to the innkeeper. “This will do nicely,” he commented when he saw the size of the suite. “Which is the bathing room?”

    The innkeeper bowed and indicated the door to Stavin’s left. “Through that door, Prince Stavin. Shall I send Rose or Lila to assist you?”

    Stavin gave the man a lopsided grin as he replied, “I can bathe myself. Been doing it for more than a year now.”

    Karvik didn’t hesitate to laugh at the man’s expression as he bowed and left. “You know, Stave, Shari didn’t really tell me to watch you.”

    Stavin laughed. “I know, and she didn’t tell Var either. She didn’t need to. Unbuckle my plate and I’ll get yours.”

    Karvik and Stavin helped each other out of their armor, then Stavin led the way into the bathing room. The tub was every bit as large as the one in his suite in Twin Bridges, and already filled with steaming hot water.

    Karvik tested the water and said, “Hot enough,” as he stripped off his under-padding and then climbed in. Stavin had stripped as well, but he brought his under-padding with him. He rinsed it out first, then put it aside to drain a bit.

    Stavin chuckled as he glanced at his armor. “Dragon-scale cloth is so much more convenient than wool or even cotton. Too bad it can’t be duplicated.”

    “Maybe so, but maybe not,” Karvik said as he looked at his friend. “Imagine how many washer-women it’d put out of work.”

    Stavin nodded as he started washing himself. He and Karvik traded the favor of washing each other’s backs, then got out and dressed in their armor again. Stavin had convinced Lord General Zel’Kordil to issue each guardsman two sets of under-padding so Karvik had a clean set as well. Once they were armored up, they left the suite feeling and smelling much better than when they entered.

    Varik met them at the entry to the common room. “We kept the table occupied, Prince Stavin. Sergeant Zel’Fordan’s team cleaned up when you did and is on watch.”

    “Well done, Var,” Stavin said as he passed.

    “Take your men to clean up and try to get some rest. You take the watch again after mid night,” Karvik added.

    “Yes, Sir,” Varik replied with a bow, then turned away and signaled his men to follow him.

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan stepped up to Karvik and bowed. “My team has the watch, and your team is standing by, Sir.”

    “Very well, Sergeant. You know the drill: Let one Chosen lord or lady through at a time unless they are together.”

    “Yes, Sir.”

    The first of the Chosen to approach Stavin was indeed a married couple. “Lord Avelin and Lady Alissa Zel’Fallon,” the sergeant announced then stepped aside.

    Stavin bowed his head and said, “Welcome.”

    “Prince Stavin,” Lady Alissa began in a high, sharp voice, “your guardsmen are very rude and need to be reminded of their place.”

    Stavin sat in silence for a moment as he considered his reply. He looked her in the eye and said, “Sergeant Zel’Fordan is the second son of Lord Cavael Zel’Fordan, the Lord of Zel’Fordan in Evandia. He is also a direct descendant of Lady Marydyth Ne’Karyn Zel’Fordan, more commonly known in the legends as Mary Death. His place, as a Royal Guardsman, is one he knows very well: it is between me and you. You may go.”  

    “Now wait a moment,” her husband objected, “that wasn’t what…”

    Stavin interrupted him before he really got going. “I have limited time, Lord Avelin. It was announced that I would only be addressing one concern of each visitor, and I have done so. Good evening to you both.” Turning his attention to the sergeant, he nodded once.

    Another guardsman stepped forward and said, “This way, Lord and Lady Zel’Fallon. And before you ask, my name is Kavin Zel’Hestel.”

    The next visitor was an elderly lady with thick white hair and a very wicked grin on her face when she bowed to Stavin. “Nicely done, Prince Stavin. I am Sahrana Zel’Aniston, Lady of Zel’Aniston.”

    Stavin had sat bolt upright as soon as Lady Sahrana said her name. “Zel’Aniston, Lady? I have never met anyone from the Chosen Clan of Aniston before.”

    Her smile deepened as she replied, “Now you have, Prince Stavin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral. Aniston, the estate and town, lays twelve spans by carriage to the east on the high road. I invite you to come visit the land of your ancestors whenever you wish. We have all been curious about you since we first heard a song about the Dragonblessed warrior Stavin Kel’Aniston.”

    Stavin stood and bowed deeply to her before replying, “Lady Zel’Aniston, as soon as I have discharged my duty to Evandia, I shall visit Aniston.” She bowed in return, then smiled and turned away without another word.

    Karvik looked at Stavin and raised his eyebrows. “That’s interesting. Good thing we’re not on a tight schedule. Add a day to our itinerary?”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and said, “Add two. I’d hate to have to rush.” Karvik nodded as Sergeant Zel’Fordan brought the next Chosen lord forward.

    The night was, as predicted, a late one. A steady stream of Chosen lords and ladies filed by, most taking just a few moments, but there always seemed to be another waiting.

    When the mid night bell rang, Stavin stood and addressed the crowd. “Lords and Ladies of Zel’Kassel, I thank you for your greeting, but the hour grows late. I wish you all a pleasant night.” With that he left the room followed by shouts and groans of disappointment.

    Karvik was, as always, at his side. “Middle of the night and the room is still full. I guess none of them have to get up in the morning.”

    “Probably not,” Stavin agreed, “but we do.” A huge yawn punctuated his remark. “I’m going to hate dawn.”

    As he had during the entire trip, Karvik shared the royal suite with Stavin. He closed and locked the door behind them, then checked the windows. Per his orders, there was a guardsman outside each of them. Satisfied for the moment, he and Stavin stripped out of their plate armor as well as they could, then helped each other with those buckles that were always hard to reach.

    Royal suites always had more than one bed, and Stavin had already picked out his, but it wasn’t the big royal bed. Karvik walked over and shook his head. “A servant’s bed again, Stave?”

    Stavin jerked his head toward the big bed. “I’d feel lost in that thing.”

    “Do you mind?”

    “Sleep there if you want, Kar. It looks like it’s big enough that your feet won’t stick out.” He finished with a grin and Karvik laughed in return. Karvik was so tall that his feet normally extended well past the end of average-sized beds.

     



    Chapter 2

    THE NIGHT WAS QUIET EXCEPT FOR the comforting sounds of the men on watch. Then a new sound filtered into the room: the sound of a crowing cock out in the inn yard.

    “Gods Below, it can’t be dawn already,” Stavin grumbled.

    Then one of the Guardsmen outside the window pounded on it as he shouted, “Fire!”

    A hand immediately started pounding on the other window and the call was repeated. “Fire! Prince Stavin, Major Kel’Carin, fire! The inn’s on fire!”

    Stavin and Karvik both rolled out of bed and armored up, then grabbed their weapons. Karvik had inherited his father’s sword, but Stavin was armed with his own Dragon’s Tongue.

    “Behind me, Stave!” Karvik commanded, and Stavin obeyed. They were both well aware that a fire at a royal inn meant an attack against a royal guest.

    Varik and six guardsmen met them in the hall. “The fire is in the front,” he reported, “so I have our men clearing a path out the back.”

    “Good thought Var,” Karvik noted, “but Stavin is going out the side. Be ready for an attack at the back of the inn.”

    “Yes, Sir,” Varik replied, then turned away.

    “How are we going out the side?” Stavin asked as he looked up at Karvik.

    Karvik grinned at his prince and nodded toward the weapon in his hands. “Feel like doing a little carpentry, Stave?” His grin got Stavin laughing, and a moment later the inn had acquired a new side door.

    Stavin led the way and dropped to a crouch in a shadow as soon as his feet touched the ground. Karvik was only a heart-beat behind him. Once they were both ready, Karvik led the way toward the back of the inn.

    Varik and all thirty-two of the guardsmen were in a standing battle against a large number of men. Stavin immediately started forward, but Karvik held him back. “No, Stave. They don’t need us.”

    A blinding flash of light sent five guardsmen flying, and Stavin growled, “Yes they do,” as he started forward at a dead run toward the spot the magebolt had come from. Another magebolt met him as soon as he broke cover, but if the attackers thought he would be vulnerable to a surprise attack, they were sorely disappointed.  

    Stavin hit the mage first, taking his head off with a sweep that ended in the chest of another man. His bottom blade arched up to gut a third man, then Karvik killed the fourth with a sword-stroke that nearly beheaded him.

    Stavin and Karvik turned toward the main fight, but the attackers had fled as soon as the mage fell. Karvik shouted, “Lieutenant Kel’Horval, report!”

    Varik walked over with his sword still in his hand. “Sir, we were attacked as soon as we came out of the inn. I’d guess there were about fifty of them, but they weren’t warriors.”

    Stavin looked at Varik’s sword and asked, “How many, Var?”

    Varik’s mouth twisted into a sour grimace. “Just two, Stave. I’m never going to earn a star.”

    Stavin shared an amused grin with Karvik. Because of the Kel’Kavin traditions, the Evandian Royal Guard had added stars and stripes to their uniforms. Varik only wore one red stripe and four white on his left shoulder to supplement the lieutenant’s insignia on his breast.

    “That’s ten kills, Var. One more and you get your second red stripe,” Karvik pointed out as he slapped Varik’s shoulder.

    Varik shook his head sadly. “Six expeditions and not even two red stripes,” he said with a groan.

    Stavin and Karvik both laughed and headed toward where the rest of the Royal Guardsmen had gathered. Karvik looked at his men and said, “Report.”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan snapped to attention and said, “Two wounded, no dead, Sir. Nineteen enemy dead and five wounded.”

    “Add four more to your count of enemy dead, Sergeant. Who is wounded?”

    “Private Zel’Freedan took a sword-stroke to his forearm that broke through his mail, and Private Kel’Chamlin got his head dented by a mace, but it doesn’t seem too bad.”

    “Very well,” Karvik replied. “Take our wounded to the side while we question the attackers.” Karvik turned toward where his men were holding swords ready around five recumbent figures.

    The men were dirty, unkempt, and wearing patched-together armor that didn’t cover any of them adequately. Karvik’s piercing glare lingered on each of them for a moment before settling on the man in the middle. “What did you think to accomplish by attacking Prince Stavin?” he asked.

    “T’were Master Cardik’s idea, Lord. He said we could get ten-thousand gold crowns ransom fer him.”

    Karvik shook his head. “Haven’t you heard that Prince Stavin is immune to magic?”

    “We has. Everyone has. But Master Cardik said he’s been blessed by Lebawan and could get past his armor.”

    Karvik turned toward his prince as Stavin growled in anger. “The priests of Lebawan again.”

    Stavin looked past Karvik and his golden eyes seemed to glow with anger as he growled, “Lady Sahren is my patron, and She is more than a match for the upstart Lebawan.”

    All of the men on the ground looked shocked and more than a little frightened by Stavin’s comment. The one in the middle spoke in a nearly inaudible whisper as he said, “Lord Lebawan is above all the Gods.”

    Stavin struck downward with his Dragon’s Tongue, piercing the man’s heart with a lightning-quick thrust. “No, he isn’t,” was all he said as the man gasped out his dying breath. Stavin looked at the others, but a shout from behind him made him turn and come to the ready again as the Royal Guardsmen around him braced for another attack.

    “Stand where you are and drop your weapons by order of the City Guard!” No one moved. “You heard me!” the man shouted again. “Drop your weapons now!”

    Karvik looked the man in the eye as he said, “The Evandian Royal Guards do not drop their weapons for anyone.”

    The four-man team of City Guardsmen paused for a moment, then came forward cautiously. “You’re the Evandians? Why did you set fire to the inn?” the leader asked.

    Karvik tilted his head to the side and said, “We didn’t.” He pointed toward where the mage and others were laying. “They did.”

    The guardsman walked over and examined the bodies, then stood and backed away. “You’ve killed the Priests of Lebawan.”

    “Not for the first time,” Stavin commented as he stepped forward. “Lebawan’s priests have attacked me before. They seem to think they can take me and use me to claim Evandia for the Cutter and his followers. So far the only things they’ve claimed are graves. None of them can defeat the protections of my armor.”

    The leader of the guardsmen stepped towards Stavin with his sword drawn and demanded, “Who are you to dare--?”

    Karvik cut him off. “You are addressing His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia. You will show him the proper respect, or you’ll face me to atone for your insult.”

    The guards were saved from having to answer by the arrival of the innkeeper and a dozen others. “Prince Stavin! Oh, thank the Gods Above you’re safe. You are safe, aren’t you? I’ve already sent for a Healer.”

    The innkeeper’s eyes fell on the City Guardsmen and his demeanor changed. “There you are!” he shouted as his arms rose. “You were supposed to be on watch to protect Prince Stavin and see to it that nothing happened. Look at my inn! It’s burned half to the ground. Someone cancelled the anti-fire spells!” The guardsman tried to answer, but the innkeeper had already turned back to Stavin.

    “Your Highness, please forgive us. There has been some unrest of late and--”

    “It was the priests of Lebawan, again,” Stavin interrupted.

    “The Cutter’s Priests? Why would they burn the inn?”

    “Because they want Evandia and think taking me will get it for them.”

    The innkeeper looked at Stavin with wide eyes, then glared at the guardsmen. “Lady Mayor Zel’Tessel will hear of this. She doesn’t follow the Cutter any more than I do. Those four will pay for this with their lives even if they have convinced some of you fools to follow their teachings.”

    “They already have,” Karvik said with a slight smile. “The Evandian Royal Guards do not take kindly to being attacked.”

    “But, the mage--”

    “Wasn’t very powerful,” Stavin said. “Probably just a Journeyman masquerading as a Master.”

    More people were swarming around the inn and suddenly the flames vanished. Everyone fell silent in the darkness until a few moments later when torches were lit. People started talking again, discussing the events of the morning, but were silenced again moments later. A woman’s voice shouting commands heralded the arrival of the mayor.

    “Prince Stavin! Prince Stavin, are you here?” she shouted, and Stavin moved to where he could see her and be seen. “Prince Stavin, thank the Gods Above you’re safe! I heard a call for a Healer and feared the worst.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “Yes, Lady Mayor, I’m fine. Several of my Guardsmen were injured, however, and need assistance.”

    The mayor bowed deeply to Stavin, then turned on her guardsmen. “I want whoever is responsible for this caught and brought before me. You don’t go off-duty until they are in chains.”

    All four of the guardsmen bowed, then the leader said, “Lady Mayor, it was Lord Corin-”

    “Lord Corin!” the mayor shouted. “Since when is a Del’Horse accorded the title of lord?!” she all but screamed.

    “Lady Mayor, he was the High Priest of--”

    “He is a deluded fool!” the mayor snapped, then paused and asked, “What do you mean ‘was’ High Priest?”

    The guardsman looked past her toward Stavin. “The Evandians murdered him.”

    The mayor looked over her shoulder at Stavin and shook her head. “No. Anyone attacking Prince Stavin is committing suicide. That’s been a well-known truism for several years now. Only someone foolish enough to follow Lebawan’s teachings would be fool enough to think otherwise.”

    “Lady Mayor!” the guardsman began, but she cut him off.

    “Silence!” the mayor shouted. “Corin Del’Horse was a failure at everything he ever tried to do. Now he’s turned to religion and he’s proven himself a failure there as well. Take the bodies to his shanty temple. You and any of his other followers who care to do an honest day’s work can bury him.” The mayor dismissed him with a backhanded gesture normally reserved for the most menial of servants.

    Stavin had watched the exchange, and now stepped forward. “Lady Mayor, we will be leaving for Aniston as soon as my men can be safely moved.”

    A panicked expression crossed the mayor’s face as she said, “Prince Stavin, please don’t let this incident--”

    Stavin held up his hand to stop her. “Mayor Zel’Tessel, this incident could have cost some of my men their lives. I intend to return, but you have some house-cleaning to do. I will not stay where Lebawan’s followers flourish.” With that he turned away, leaving the mayor sputtering behind him.

    Stavin joined Karvik where their men were being tended. “How bad?”

    “They should be fit to travel once the Healer is done. He’s just a Journeyman, but he seems to know what he’s doing.”

    “Damn Lebawan and all of his followers to Eshokanal’s Hell,” Stavin cursed. “We’re not staying. As soon as we can we’re going to Aniston. I told the mayor that we’ll be back, but I’m not committed to it. If Lebawan’s followers are flourishing here, then I want to avoid them.”

    Karvik bowed his head slightly. “As you wish, and I agree completely. I don’t feel good about how quickly this attack happened. This was arranged well in advance of our arrival.”

    Stavin glared around them and said, “Agreed,” in an intense tone. “At first light we buy a wagon and go. We’ll take the wounded to Aniston this morning.”

    Karvik nodded and signaled Varik to his side. “Lieutenant Kel’Horval, have our men prepare to leave. One team at a time, Var. I want the other two teams on watch.”

    Varik snapped to attention and said, “Yes, Sir,” then turned and started giving the men their orders.

    The innkeeper had crept closer and said, “Prince Stavin, please--”

    Karvik rounded on the man with his sword half-drawn. “Stay back, you fool!”

    The innkeeper took two involuntary steps back, but stopped and again pleaded, “Prince Stavin, please don’t--”

    “No,” Stavin snapped as he turned toward the man. “We are leaving as soon as we can arrange a way to transport our wounded men. Our return will depend on how well your mayor and council clean out the vermin that have infested this city.”

    The innkeeper backed away with a pained expression on his face. He kept backing all the way to the mayor’s side. They had a brief discussion, then the mayor turned and stomped away while the innkeeper turned back toward his smoldering inn.

    It was less than a span later that Varik and his men led all of the horses around behind the inn. “We’ve cleared out everything from the inn, Sir, and are ready to move on your command.”

    “Well done, Var,” Stavin said as he stepped forward. “Give me Tru.” He held out his hand and Varik handed over Tru’s reins. Stavin gentled her nerves by stroking her nose and speaking softly to her.

    “It’s all right, Tru. We’re getting away from the smoke right away. There’s no fire for you to worry about.” Tru tossed her head when Stavin checked her tack, but that was all the protest she made.

    Stavin mounted and all of the guardsmen who could joined him. Each of the wounded was being carried on a stretcher by four of their comrades. They walked in a single file, and the mounted men rode on either side of them with swords drawn, forming a wall of flesh and steel between their friends and the rest of the world.

    Stavin led them up the main road to a different inn and sent Sergeant Zel’Fordan and his team inside. The wounded were carefully laid out on the porch.

    “We all eat out here. One team at a time eats, then takes the watch. Kar, once you’ve eaten, find us a wainwright. I don’t care if you have to wake him up. Here.” Stavin tossed his personal pouch to Karvik. “You know what we need. Take your whole team with you.” He paused to look at the porch. “We’ll rearrange the teams later.”

    Karvik nodded as he tucked the pouch away. “I’d feel better if you were inside rather than exposed out here, Stave.”

    Stavin shook his head as he looked around. “I won’t be trapped again, Kar. Our men can protect me out here just as well as in there. Varik will see to it that nothing happens to me. Go get us a good wagon.”

    * * *

    Karvik took Stavin’s purse and the ten men of his team and headed up the road once they had finished eating. He’d noticed a communal stable with a number of new and old wagons beside it on their ride into the city.

    It took kicking the door repeatedly to get an answer. “Gods Below take your miserable souls!” a man’s voice shouted as the bolt shot back with a loud “Clack!” The door whipped open to reveal a man in a nightshirt with a large hammer in one hand and a candle-lamp in the other. “What in the name of--”

    “Be silent!” Karvik snapped.

    “Who are you to--?”

    “I am Major Karvik Kel’Carin of the Evandian Royal Guard. Be silent or be silenced.” All ten of his men glared at the suddenly speechless man. “Are you the wainwright?”

    “I-I am, Lord,” the man stammered as he looked at the warriors in front of him.

    “We are in need of a good cargo wagon and a team to pull it.”

    The wainwright was blinking rapidly as he gathered his wits. “How large a wagon are you in need of, Lord?”

    “Something about ten cubits long, and wide enough to hold two litters,” Karvik answered, “but light enough to only need two mules.”

    The wainwright looked at the Royal Guardsmen, then back into Karvik’s eyes. “For a wagon and mules such as you describe, twenty gold crowns.”

    Karvik’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t try my patience. We’ve already killed twenty-three men this night.”

    “You’ve killed--?” the wainwright asked, suddenly looking truly frightened.

    “The wagon,” Karvik snapped. “I’ll give you fifteen gold, and not a spark more.”

    The wainwright bowed his acceptance and gestured toward the stable. It was under two spans later that he led a brace of mules pulling a ten by five-cubit wagon to Karvik’s side. “Fifteen gold, you said?”

    Karvik counted the gold out into the wainwright’s waiting hand. “As agreed,” he said, then climbed aboard to drive the wagon himself.

    Stavin and the rest of their men were waiting outside the inn. “Looks good. Load our men carefully.” The guardsmen obeyed immediately and the litters were slid into the wagon, along with all of the wounded men’s gear.

    Karvik said, “Tie their horses to the back,” as Stavin and the rest mounted their horses.

    Varik and his team took the lead. At the edge of the city they were met by the mayor. “Prince Stavin, please don’t go,” she begged.

    “Lady Mayor, I haven’t decided if I will return or just continue on from Aniston. In either case, I think it would be wise for you to take a close look at the followers of Lebawan. This attack was obviously arranged well in advance of our arrival, and could have had a much worse ending. If I had been injured or killed, Reynadia would now be at war with Evandia, and probably Coravia as well.”  

    The mayor and the people behind her bowed deeply as Stavin passed, but Stavin thought it was probably just to hide their expressions. He’d twisted the knife in the mayor’s guts pretty hard.


    Chapter 3

    ONCE THEY WERE CLEAR OF THE city, Stavin drifted back to ride beside the wagon. “Lady Sahrana said it was twelve spans by carriage to Aniston.”

    “Yes, but her carriage probably travels faster than this wagon, even if I wasn’t keeping it slow to avoid jolting our wounded.”

    “True” Stavin agreed as he looked around. The east was just beginning to brighten.

    It took closer to eighteen spans to reach the low stone wall that bordered the city of Aniston. “Gods Above, would you look at that?” Stavin said in a hushed tone.

    “I’m looking, but I’m not sure I’m believing,” Karvik answered.

    Before them was a large, bowl-shaped valley. A city was centered in it, and it was large enough that it could have easily held thirty thousand souls. The valley itself was about one hundred and twenty-five dragons across, nearly as large as Kel’Kavin. The floor of the valley sloped gently toward the center where a lake reflected the sky. On the shore of the lake stood a series of manor houses and temples.

    The armed party had been seen and it wasn’t long before more than a hundred armed men raced out to confront them with swords bared for action.

    “That’s far enough!” a middle-aged man shouted. “Whatever you thought to find here, you’ll find only steel instead.”

    Stavin felt like laughing. He dismounted and handed his reins to a guardsman, then walked forward as he removed his helmet. “I am Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, Minister of Trade from Evandia. Lady Sahrana invited me to come visit my ancestral home town.”

    The leader stumbled to a stop and stared at Stavin in disbelief for a moment, then stepped forward--only to stop dead in his tracks when every member of Stavin’s royal guard drew their swords. He seemed confused for a moment, then followed Stavin’s gaze to the sword he still held in his hand. His hand opened to let the sword fall to the road.

    “Prince Stavin,” the leader said as he again stepped forward, “I am Lovan Davar Kel’Aniston, Captain of the Aniston Guard. Welcome home, Cousin.” He bowed deeply as the men behind him sheathed their swords and went to one knee.

    Stavin smiled as he stepped forward and said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Cousin,” then extended his hand.

    Lovan looked confused for an instant, then clasped forearms with Stavin. He glanced behind Stavin to the guardsmen and asked, “Can you get them to sheath their swords?”

    Stavin glanced back. “Lieutenant Kel’Horval?” he asked without elaboration.

    Varik took the unspoken order and snapped, “At ease, men.” All thirty of the mounted guardsmen obeyed, sheathing their swords.

    “Thank you, Prince Stavin. Lady Sahrana told us that you would be visiting, Your Highness, but we didn’t expect you so soon.”

    Stavin nodded and motioned toward the city. “We had planned on coming out after our business in Zel’Kassel was completed, but we ran into a little trouble early this morning.” He went on to describe the attack and subsequent events as they walked. “Our wounded men are in the wagon.”

    Captain Kel’Aniston looked to the side and snapped, “Corporal Elandar, fetch Healer Morval and meet us at the estate.” One of the men bowed slightly, then took off at a dead run. “Morval is an Adept Healer-mage, Prince Stavin. He should be able to get your men back on their feet in no time.”

    Stavin bowed his head and said, “Thank you, Cousin.”

    The walk to the Zel’Aniston Estate took them through the entire city. At some time in the past the city had been laid out in a series of concentric circles. Five main roads led straight through from the edge of the city to the center circle like spokes on a wagon wheel, and shorter roads connected the outer circles to each other.

    The identity of the visitors had spread with a speed that only the juiciest gossip could attain, and people could be seen running to line the road.

    Varik chuckled, “Here we go again, Stave,” loud enough for Stavin and Captain Lovan to hear. The captain turned to glare at Varik, but Stavin only grinned.

    “Lieutenant Kel’Horval is my brother-in-law.” Turning toward Varik, he said, “Best behavior, Var, or I’ll tell your sister.”

    Varik bowed in the saddle and said, “Yes, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral.”

    Stavin shook his head in mock-despair. “Your men aren’t going to appreciate being on night-guard for the rest of this trip.”

    The men around Varik glared at him until he said, “My deepest and most sincere apologies, Prince Stavin.”

    “Accepted,” Stavin replied as he faced forward again. “Varik is the second in command of my guardsmen. Major Karvik Kel’Carin is driving the wagon.”

    The captain looked over his shoulder again. “You have your most senior man driving the supply wagon, Prince Stavin?”

    “His choice. The only things in that wagon are our wounded men and their gear. We purchased it for that purpose this morning on our way out of Zel’Kassel.”

    As soon as they reached the crowd the people of Aniston welcomed their famous relation. Conversation became impossible as shouts, screams, and cheers echoed off the buildings. Stavin waved to both sides of the road as the Aniston Guardsmen formed a protective line of men two-deep on each side of them.

    Varik ordered his men forward, but Stavin held up his hand to stop them. He shouted, “Let them see me!” with his mouth just a hand-span from Varik’s ear. “No one would dare try anything against me here.”

    Varik frowned but finally nodded and fell back with his men. The route they took through the city led all the way down to the lake and around the other side. The estate of Sahrana Zel’Aniston was easy to recognize: it was the one with more than a hundred over-dressed people in front of it.

    Lady Sahrana came forward directly to Stavin. “Welcome, Prince Stavin,” she shouted as the cheers continued. “Where are your wounded men?”

    “In the wagon,” Stavin shouted back.

    Lady Sahrana turned and pointed at a man in healer’s robes, then at the wagon. He and six others hurried forward and climbed into the wagon. One of them spoke to Karvik and the wagon turned toward the gate as Aniston Guardsmen cleared a path.

    Lady Sahrana raised both arms above her head with her hands splayed and the crowd quieted to some extent. “People of Aniston,” she shouted, “behave yourselves!” There was some laughter at her choice of words, but the crowd settled down.

    “As you’ve noticed, Prince Stavin of Evandia has graced us with his presence. Though he is distantly related to many of us, keep in mind that he is a prince of Evandia’s Zel’Andral Dynasty. That means mind your manners!” The crowd laughed again as she turned toward Stavin.

    “Prince Stavin, how long will you be staying with us?” she asked in a normal tone of voice, and the crowd quieted so they could hear the answer.

    “I had originally planned on ten days in Zel’Kassel and two here, but the incident this morning has made me reconsider. If you’ll have us, I would prefer to just stay here for the whole time.”

    There was a spontaneous cheer from those who were close enough to hear his answer, and the news spread through the crowd quickly. Lady Sahrana bowed slightly and said, “You and your men are welcome here as long as you wish to stay, Prince Stavin, and I would be pleased to be your hostess. The estate can easily accommodate all of you.”

    Stavin bowed his acceptance and Lady Sahrana led him through the gate. The Zel’Aniston estate, like many that had survived from imperial times, had once been the whole town.

    “Aniston was founded in the twentieth year of Emperor Yantel Zel’Ordal,” Lady Sahrana said as they walked. “Our ancestor Anis Kel’Halin was a hero of Lux, and was granted this entire valley for his service to the emperor. The truth of the matter is lost to time, but the legend says he saved the emperor’s daughter from an Ocellen. The emperor elevated him to Chosen status and this became Anis’s Town, and he was allowed to change his name to Zel’Aniston. Though we have a good sampling of other families, Zel’Anistons, Kel’Anistons, Fel’Anistons, Bel’Anistons, and Del’Anistons make up more than half of the population.”

    “If I remember right, that makes Aniston more than twenty-two hundred years old,” Stavin said as he looked around.

    “Twenty-two hundred seventy-three on the last anniversary,” Lady Sahrana confirmed with a smile. “We predate Zel’Kassel by about sixteen hundred years.”

    Stavin said, “Gods Above,” in an awestruck whisper as he looked around.

    “Indeed, Prince Stavin, and it is the Gods Above who we worship here. I’m sure you noticed the layout of the city: Five sectors and main roads named to honor the Gods Above.” She paused as Stavin considered her statement.

    When Stavin looked at her, she continued. “While Reynadia officially recognizes the worship of both Lady Sahren and Lord Lebawan, we of Aniston only worship the Elder Gods Above.” She shrugged and smiled slightly. “With an occasional nod to Lady Sahren. Lebawan’s followers are banned. It seems that one of the Cutter’s priests tried to condemn the only daughter of one of my ancestors and claim Aniston for Lebawan and his followers. The girl had a wine-stain birthmark on her face. Lord Alvar Zel’Aniston beheaded the priest and all of his followers with his own hand and tossed their dismembered bodies into the dung heap behind our stables. He made it a law that the same thing should happen to any of Lebawan’s followers who try and set up here.”

    Stavin was nodding with a smirk on his face. “I like it. Short, sweet, and direct.”

    “It’s only been enforced once in the six hundred and some years since then. Once word made it back to Rey that we meant it, they gave up on us. The Priests of the Cutter like condemning others, not being condemned themselves.”

    Stavin nodded. “Lebawan’s priests have been a thorn in my foot for several years. They seem to think they can take Evandia for Lebawan by taking me. Last night was just the latest in a long string of attacks.”

    Lady Sahrana looked sideways at him. “After what happened in Coravia, I’m surprised they haven’t given up. Exactly what happened last night, Prince Stavin?” she asked. “I was informed that you had been attacked, but not who did it.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Some fool of a priest named Del’Horse--”

    “That arrogant ass!” Lady Sahrana snarled. “Sovana has to do something about him now.”

    Stavin laughed, startling her. “Yes, bury him. He thought his mage could overcome the dragon-magic of my armor. If a Black Adept of Eshokanal--” Stavin’s voice failed as the light around them intensified to a blinding intensity.

    “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil,” Lady Sahrana intoned, “and let the love of the Gods Above fill your soul.” Lady Sahrana turned toward Stavin as the light faded. “Never speak the name of any of the Gods Below, young man, and especially not that one,” she scolded.

    Stavin was still gulping in fear as he said, “That’s never happened before,” in a husky voice that trembled like his shaking hands.  

    Lady Sahrana seemed to loom over Stavin. “We actively worship the Gods Above here, Prince Stavin. We do not name the Gods Below. However, for Arandar’s Light to have reacted to you like that, there has to have been something more.”

    Varik and his team came running up to Stavin’s side and Varik demanded, “What was that!?”

    “It’s all right, Var. You’d think by now I’d have learned to watch my mouth.” Stavin turned and bowed deeply to Lady Sahrana. “My apologies, Lady Sahrana. My encounter with the priests of the Evilest One is not common knowledge.”

    “I have not heard of it, and I’ve made quite a study of you. Given the reaction you just provoked, I think a visit to Arandar’s Temple and His high priest might be in order.” She fixed Stavin with a look that reminded him of Grandma Elissa’s glare when he’d been misbehaving in the nursery.

    Stavin bowed deeply and said, “Yes, Lady Sahrana.”

    Lady Sahrana regained her composure with a visible effort. “My apologies, Prince Stavin. Please tell me of your encounter with the Evilest One’s priests.”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then began. “During my second expedition, we stopped in a small village called Ormund. We had no idea that a priest of the Evilest One had taken over the town and made himself the mayor. All we knew was that the people were quiet and depressed. Late our second night I was on guard and felt a massive wave of fatigue wash over me. I was able to shake it off and continue on patrol, but in a few moments, I realized that the other three night guards were down. Then I saw four men in black robes.” He paused and wet his lips before continuing. “I listened in and when they said they were going to kill us all, I attacked.”

    Stavin was calmer now and shrugged one shoulder. “The leader hit me with several mage-bolts, but all they did was slow me down a little. When they were all dead, and I made sure by stabbing all four through the heart and beheading them, I went and woke everyone up. The only thing that worked was splashing water in their faces.” He grinned up at her. “Everyone was pretty upset with me until they found out why.”

    Lady Sahrana smiled as she said, “I imagine they were. Please continue.”

    “We found four amulets with the evilest one’s glyph on them. They were so old and powerful that even wrapped in leather and buried in a cask of salt, they were still able to feed off me and the mule.”

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “In Pahlovad, Adept Sharindis used Arandar’s Light to cleanse the amulets,” Stavin paused and whispered the rest, “and then demanded I kill her as payment. She had cast a spell for eternal life upon herself. She was over two hundred years old, and couldn’t die even though time had ravaged her body.” He took another long shuddering breath as he studied the floor.

    “At the end of the season I had the amulets melted and remade into amulets for my family.”

    Lady Sahrana was silent for a few moments before saying, “You must be a truly extraordinary young man, Prince Stavin, above and beyond everything else I’ve heard about you. That you survived at all is amazing. The Elder Gods can swat aside the magic of a dragon without any effort. That you suffered such contact and weren’t taken over is almost beyond belief.”

    Stavin nodded. “I had a lot of nightmares during that time. Dreams of conquest. Dreams of a new empire. Dreams of sacrificing to them. It was horrible, and I spent half of each day in a daze of exhaustion. My mule and I also lost a lot of weight,” he said with a grin, “but we recovered once the amulets were neutralized.”

    Lady Sahrana had been nodding slowly as Stavin spoke. “You truly are an extraordinary young man, Prince Stavin. What you just described is why Arandar reacted to you as He did. The Evilest One touched you and left some taint on your soul.”

    Stavin was quiet for a moment, then his gaze fell to the floor again as he whispered, “I was afraid of that.”

    Lady Sahrana chuckled, startling him into looking up at her again. “If you weren’t afraid of it, it would have consumed you. If, for even one instant, you had welcomed the images in your dreams, you would have been lost, dragon-scale armor and all.” She looked him in the eye again. “If you had been taken by Him, what do you think would have happened when you took up the Sword of Zel’Hallan?”

    Stavin was looking at the floor once again as he whispered, “I never would have let it go.”

    Lady Sahrana’s smile turned tender as she put a finger under his chin so she could look Stavin in the eye. “I have read your own account of the events leading up to the last time you took up the Sword of Zel’Hallan and received those golden eyes. That you were able and willing to send the sword away is no less remarkable than resisting the Evilest One.”

    A butler led Karvik into the room. He gave Stavin a critical look and asked, “Are you all right, Prince Stavin?”

    “Yes, Kar, I’m fine. I just said the wrong thing at the wrong time in the wrong place.”

    “Imagine that,” Karvik commented sourly.

    Lady Sahrana glared at Karvik and snapped, “You should remember your place.”

    Stavin grinned as he stepped between them. “Lady Sahrana, this is Major Karvik Kel’Carin. He’s been putting up with me and my antics since our last year in the academy. Most of the stories about me are about him as well. He missed earning his first star on our first expedition by just three kills. He was also at my side, supporting me as much as he could, while I carried those amulets.”

    Lady Sahrana’s eyes had widened as Stavin spoke, and she addressed Karvik in a much more controlled tone when she said, “So you’re the one.”

    “Lady?” Karvik asked as his head tilted to the side.

    “Alric to his Delvan. Landar to his Beldak. In every story of our historical heroes, the true ones at least, there has been someone at his back. One true friend who is always there for him. I had wondered who Prince Stavin’s second was.”

    “He saved my life more than once, including the first fight we were in.”

    “And you saved mine just as many times,” Karvik replied with a grin.

    “We can discuss this later, and please rest assured that we will,” Lady Sahrana said as the two friends grinned. “For now, let me get you settled. I didn’t see any servants, so I’ll have Aran tend to you.” She motioned to the butler who had escorted Karvik.

    Stavin nodded to Aran and then turned to Lady Sahrana and bowed. “I thank you for your hospitality, Lady Sahrana. Major Kel’Carin will be posting his men on guard eleven at a time, and I beg your indulgence in this matter.” He grimaced slightly. “King Kalin delivered those orders personally, and I can’t countermand them.”

    Lady Sahrana actually chuckled. “I understand, Prince Stavin. I’ve had royal guests before.”

    Stavin bowed again, then follow Aran out of the room and up several flights of stairs. On the manor house’s third floor Aran led him to a door guarded by two Aniston guardsmen, and four servants.

    Once they had entered the room, Aran turned and bowed to Stavin again. “Prince Stavin, please allow me to introduce my staff. Valet Alan, Valet Orden, apprentice Valet Maldar, and apprentice Valet Dorvan, all of one branch or another of house Fel’Aniston.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “I really don’t have that much for you to do,” he said as he looked at them. “My traveling wardrobe consists of just three shirts and pants that I have been mixing and matching.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “Major Kel’Carin, take one of the apprentices to retrieve my saddle bags and lead the guards back up here.” Karvik bowed and tapped Dorvan on the shoulder as he left.

    Stavin smiled and said, “Butler Aran, I didn’t mention it to Lady Sahrana, but my men are going to need quarters for the duration of our stay, and I would like to know the status of my wounded men. Will you see to that for me?”

    Aran bowed deeply and said, “At once, Prince Stavin,” then left.

    Stavin turned to the valets and said, “I guess the first order of business is going to be a bath. Lady Sahrana didn’t say anything, but she only came near me once after we came inside.”

    The two valets exchanged a glance, then Orden said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin. Mal, draw a bath. It is my understanding that Prince Stavin prefers very hot baths.” He glanced at Stavin and received a nod of approval. Maldar didn’t need any further instructions and left immediately.

    Valet Alan had stepped forward and said, “Let us help you with your armor, Prince Stavin.”  

    Stavin nodded and stood with his arms slightly raised. Valet Orden joined in and the two of them quickly stripped him to the skin. Orden paused at one point and caressed one of Stavin’s thigh-guards. He flushed with embarrassment when he saw Stavin watching him, but Stavin just smiled.

    “Don’t be embarrassed, Valet Orden. I’ve had people beg me for the honor of touching this armor.”

    Valet Orden bowed deeply before replying. “It is indeed an honor, Prince Stavin. This is truly an honor. Your forgiveness,” he murmured as he wiped his eyes. “I never thought to be granted such an honor in my lifetime.”

    Stavin smiled at the valet’s reaction. “I’ve never denied anyone who asked, though in truth few have. My valet back in Twin Bridges is just glad he doesn’t have to clean it.” Both Alan and Orden looked at him curiously, so he explained. “Nothing will stick to it, not even pine sap.” He picked up his arm guard. “That’s why my honors are painted on this. The paint won’t stick either. About the only thing that needs to be cleaned is the under padding, but a quick rinse in hot water usually does the trick.” Apprentice Maldar opened the door to the bathing room just then, and Stavin headed toward him. Both valets followed close on his heels. Stavin sighed, but didn’t try to keep the men from doing their jobs as the valets bathed him.


    Chapter 4

    STAVIN WAS CLEAN AND THE VALETS were discussing which hair style would be most flattering when Karvik returned with Dorvan.

    Stavin asked, “Which team did you bring?”

    “Mine,” Karvik answered. “That Healer Adept is good. Everyone is completely fit for duty.”

    “Good. Dorvan, Maldar, tend to Major Kel’Carin’s bath and hair while Orden and Alan finished mine.”

    All four of the valets looked at Stavin, then Alan said, “As you command, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik gave Stavin and arch look, then allowed the servants to help him out of his armor. Stavin grinned as he listened, then led Orden and Alan out into the main suite. Aran met them there.

    “We were just about to trim Prince Stavin’s hair,” Orden said as he bowed to his master.

    “I will see to that. You see to his boots and Alan, you see to his wardrobe.” Both men bowed and turned to follow his instructions. Turning back toward Stavin, Aran bowed. “Quarters have been arranged for your escort, Prince Stavin. If you will sit here,” he said as he placed his hands on the back of a chair, “I will see to your hair. It doesn’t look like you need more than a quick trim, Your Highness.”

    Stavin nodded as he sat. “Prince Farkal’s butler gave me a touch-up before we left Lux.” Aran considered that for a moment, then began trimming Stavin’s hair. “Who do you normally serve, Aran?” Stavin asked.

    “I was Lord Alankarah’s butler until he died two winters ago. Since then Lady Sahrana has had me training butlers and valets for her grandsons. Alan and Orden are ready to be promoted to butler, but Mal and Dor have another year or so before they will be ready to be promoted to full valet.” Aran had been trimming as he spoke and now he moved around Stavin one more time, inspecting him carefully. “Yes, I think that will do.”

    Stavin was already dressed by the time Karvik emerged from the bathing room. Stavin looked at him and asked, “Did you bring your clothes up?” Karvik nodded yes, so Stavin continued. “Dress uniform for you then. I got the impression that Lady Sahrana has something planned for us.” Stavin looked at Aran and grinned as he asked, “I’m right, aren’t I?”

    Aran bowed and replied, “Lady Sahrana indicated that she might be inviting a few members of Clan Zel’Aniston to come visit tonight, Prince Stavin.”

    Ten spans later Stavin was being led through a receiving line that held every member of Clan Zel’Aniston who resided close enough to attend. Fully two hundred and thirty men, women, and children were there, and it was fortunate that the weather was warm. The estate garden was completely filled with people, and the walls were lined with servants.

    The first person Lady Sahrana introduced Stavin to was her heir. “Prince Stavin, please allow me to introduce my son, Arandar.” A man of about fifty bowed.

    Stavin bowed in return. “Lord Arandar, I am pleased to meet you.”

    Lord Arandar smiled as he said, “I am honored to meet you, Prince Stavin. Please allow me to introduce my daughter and heir, Mariniva.”

    A tall woman with an ageless face stepped forward and bowed. She looked like a younger version of Lady Sahrana, with flaming auburn hair and bright green eyes.

    “Prince Stavin,” she said as she looked down into his eyes, “it is--Arandar be blessed.” She paused and stepped back as her hand came up to her mouth. She seemed to be fighting down some reaction, then spoke again. “Forgive me, Prince Stavin. I’ve heard about your eyes, of course, but actually seeing them is quite a shock.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head slightly. “I understand, Lady Mariniva. It took nearly a year before I stopped being surprised when I looked in a mirror.”

    Turning to look at Lady Sahrana, Stavin asked, “Do you name all of your children for the Gods Above?”

    Lady Sahrana laughed. “Only the first born, Prince Stavin. That’s confusing enough, but it’s been our family tradition for almost as long as the family has existed. Given our family’s fertility we’d run out of names very quickly.”  

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head slightly, then turned back to Lady Mariniva. “Please forgive the interruption, Lady Mariniva. My adopted big sister, Marina, and my mother, Marinis, share your name in slightly different forms.”

    “Indeed,” her father said. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’m curious about who you were named after, if I’m not being too rude by asking.”

    Stavin considered his answer carefully. “I am the third warrior in the Kel’Aniston line to bear the name Stavin. Warleader First Stavin Kaldar Kel’Aniston gave his life during the sixth year after the revolt in Farindia. Colonel Stavin Dashan Kel’Aniston commanded a battalion of Farindian Royal Guards after the Empire fell.” Stavin paused to give Lady Sahrana a lopsided grin. “I don’t know if it’s true, but the legend is that he was named for a place, not a person. The Broken Stave Inn, or Stave Inn, was supposedly where his parents met. He was their thirteenth child.”

    Lady Sahrana tittered while both Lord Arandar and Lady Mariniva laughed loudly. Lady Mariniva was smiling broadly at her grandmother as she asked, “Sounds like our family doesn’t it, Nana?”

    “Indeed,” Lady Sahrana agreed with a laugh.

    Stavin spent the evening meeting Clan Zel’Aniston. He found them to be courteously curious for the most part. There were a few members of the family who got a little aggressive, but Lady Sahrana slapped those individuals down quite thoroughly.

    The night passed quickly, and soon the mid night bells were ringing. Lady Sahrana noticed that Stavin was drooping a little and called an end to the festivities.

    “Family, friends, and the rest of you scoundrels,” she said loudly, “thank you all for joining us in honoring Prince Stavin’s visit. Now go to bed!”

    There was scattered laughter throughout the garden as the revelers began to disperse. Lady Sahrana turned to Stavin and bowed slightly. “Prince Stavin, I bid you a good night as well. I’m planning a late morning meal, so sleep as long as you wish.”

    Stavin bowed a little more deeply. “On behalf of all my people, I thank you for your hospitality. Pleasant dreams.” With that he turned away and headed toward his rooms. Karvik was, as always, at his side.

    “Gods Above, I’m glad that’s over,” Karvik muttered.

    Stavin grunted his agreement. “Nothing like being rousted out of bed before first light and then being kept up past mid night. I was falling asleep standing up toward the end.”

    “I noticed,” Karvik replied through a yawn. “So did Lady Sahrana. I think that’s why she sent us to bed.”

    When they made it up to the suite they found Varik and his team on watch along with Karvik’s team. “Major Kel’Carin, we relieve you,” Varik said when he saw Karvik.

    “We stand relieved,” Karvik replied with a sigh. He patted Stavin’s shoulder and said, “G’night, Stave. I’m going to the barracks tonight.”

    Stavin said, “G’night, Kar,” and went into the suite.

    Aran met him just inside the door. “Let me help you, Prince Stavin.” Stavin nodded through another yawn and let Aran help him out of his clothes. The bed was already turned down and Stavin climbed into it with a sigh. The last thing he saw as sleep embraced him was Varik settling into a chair that he had placed in front of the door.

    Stavin drifted up out of a deep sleep and a dream of Shari to find Sergeant Zel’Fordan in the chair across the door. “Good morning. How late is it?”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan chuckled. “Halfway to mid day, Prince Stavin.”

    “Oh, Gods Above.” Stavin rolled out of bed and went to the necessary. When he returned, he found Aran and his four assistants waiting.

    “What shall we lay out for you Prince Stavin?” Aran asked with a bow.

    “The blue shirt and black pants. I think Lady Sahrana is taking me to the temples this morning. Is there anything else I should wear?”

    Aran thought for a moment, then examined Stavin’s wardrobe. “No, Prince Stavin, that is probably the best choice. Do you carry any amulets?”

    “No. I honor Lady Sahren. As far as I know, there aren’t any amulets associated with her worship. Is it important?”

    Aran let a quick smile cross his face. “No, Prince Stavin. The only importance would be to wear them openly if you did. The Gods Above don’t deny the worship of the lesser gods. They just demand that you follow your conscience.”

    Stavin nodded and started to get dressed. All five of the servants helped, and it only took a few moments before he was ready to go to the morning meal. As Stavin walked toward the door he heard Aran command, “See to the room and Prince Stavin’s wardrobe,” then he followed Stavin out of the suite.

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan and his men formed up around Stavin as he went down the stairs. Stavin followed Aran’s directions to an elegant dining room and found Lady Sahrana and her immediate family still at the table. Everyone rose to their feet and bowed as Stavin entered. Stavin stopped and returned the bow deeply before joining them, taking the seat at Lady Sahrana’s right hand.

    “Did you sleep well, Prince Stavin?” she asked.

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head. “Very well, thank you. That bed is as good as I have at home. It’s far superior to what I’ve become accustomed to on this trip.”

    Lady Mariniva giggled. “That bed was commissioned for cousin Kira.” When Stavin gave her a puzzled look, she continued. “Princess Alankira Vorisal Latana Ne’Aniston Zel’Karal of Reynadia.”

    Stavin’s eyebrows rose as he turned to find Lady Sahrana grinning at him. “I told you I’ve had royal guests before, Prince Stavin. Kira is my little brother Dahlgren’s daughter.”

    Stavin smiled broadly as he bowed his head. “So Clan Zel’Aniston is as well connected here as we are at home. I’ll have to discuss it with her when we go to Rey.”

    Stavin turned toward Aran and said, “I’d like two eggs scrambled, crisp bacon, and fried tubers with onions, please.”

    Aran bowed and backed away as he said, “At once, Prince Stavin.”

    Turning back to Lady Sahrana, Stavin bowed his head slightly. “He’s very good at his job.”

    Lady Sahrana bowed her head in acknowledgment of the compliment. “Aran served my late husband for forty years, Prince Stavin. When Alankarah died I tried to pension him out, but Aran very politely but firmly refused. His wife was one of our maids and had died a few years before Alankarah, and he had no one else to turn to. His parents had been servants here as well, and he only had a few distant cousins outside the estate. He now trains our valets and butlers, and only serves the most exalted of our guest.”

    Lord Arandar caught Stavin’s attention. “You can tell the difference between the valets Aran teaches and those taught by others. There is a waiting list to become Aran’s apprentice. He only takes on four at a time, adding two when he passes two on to full Butler status.”

    “And those butlers are highly prized, Prince Stavin,” Lady Mariniva said. “A butler trained by Aran Fel’Aniston can fetch as much as a hundred gold crowns.”

    Stavin held up his hand to stop her. “I’m sorry, but it sounded like you just said you could buy a servant.”

    Lord Arandar chuckled. “Not buy, Prince Stavin: bribe.” He paused and shook his head. “I don’t know about Evandia, but here servants are paid and have a choice about who they serve. The payment is usually placed on account with the Gold Merchants to earn interest. Over a forty-year career that sum can triple, letting them retire in comfort.”

    “Unless, of course, they don’t wish to retire,” Aran said as he returned with Stavin’s morning meal. He placed the plate in front of Stavin and asked, “Would you like tea or kava, Prince Stavin?”

    “Kava, please.”

    As Aran turned away, Lady Mariniva tilted her head to the side and said, “You treat servants far more courteously than even we do, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded, then said, “Thank you, Aran,” as the butler set a cup of kava on the table. Stavin looked at Lady Mariniva and said, “It’s because of my upbringing.” He went on to tell the story of how he became the master of the Kel’Carin family, and the difficulties he’d had with it.

    “...The idea of telling Sahrena to do something rather than asking her was so foreign to me that I just couldn’t do it.”

    “Kel’Carin?” Lady Sahrana asked. “The major’s family?”

    “Yes, Lady Sahrana,” Stavin confirmed. “Another of the reasons I couldn’t just order them around: He was my best friend. It’s also why I gave everything back when the council restored Barvil’s honor.”

    Stavin had been eating as he spoke, and Lady Sahrana noticed his empty plate. “Would you care for anything else, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, thank you, Lady Sahrana. You have an excellent cook.”

    Lady Sahrana nodded. “Then I would like to take you to the temples. I’m still disturbed by the reaction to you speaking that unfortunate name.” Stavin stood and bowed as Lady Sahrana and her heirs joined him. Lady Sahrana led the way and Stavin spoke to Sergeant Zel’Fordan as he joined them.

    “We are going to the temples of the Gods Above. Have everyone who’s awake join us.”

    The sergeant bowed, then pointed at one of his men. That man immediately left while the rest of the team formed up around Stavin’s party. They had barely reached the path to the gate before Karvik and his team joined them.

    “Good morning, Prince Stavin. Did you sleep well?”

    Stavin chuckled. “Like a log, Kar. We’re going to the temples and I thought you’d want to join us.”

    “Absolutely,” Karvik agreed. “I thought about waking Var, but he’s only been asleep for a few spans.”

    Stavin nodded. “We’ll have to arrange something for his team later. Zahri will never forgive him if he doesn’t go to the temples.”

    Stavin saw the curious looks they were receiving from their hosts and explained. “Varik is my brother-in-law, Shari’s is little brother, but he married Karvik’s little sister, Zahrinis, so he’s Karvik’s brother-in-law as well. Zahri has made a study of the Old Gods, Above and Below, as well as the younger gods like Lady Sahren. Varik is going to have to tell her all about the temples. It’s a good thing he’s a decent artist. He’ll have to make detailed sketches of all five temples inside and out.”

    Lady Sahrana looked at her son and asked, “Don’t you have a friend who was studying something like that?”

    Lord Arandar nodded slowly. “Yes, Dahnav Zel’Tammal. The last I heard of him, he was teaching at the Royal Reynadian University in Rey.” Turning to Stavin, he bowed his head. “I’ll provide a letter of introduction, Prince Stavin. Dahn can be difficult about discussing his passion with anyone who isn’t one of his peers or students.”

    The walk to the first temple was fairly short. It was the closest temple to the Zel’Aniston estate. “Prince Stavin,” Lady Sahrana said as soon as they reach to the temple grounds, “welcome to the temple of Arandar the Bright.”

    Stavin walked forward, not noticing that everyone else had fallen back until he heard Karvik say, “Uh-oh, I’ve seen this before.”

    “M-Major?” Lady Sahrana asked in a trembling voice.

    “That’s what he looks like when he picks up the sword of Zel’Hallan--but he’s not in his armor this time.” 

    Stavin didn’t stop walking. He wasn’t sure he could stop. He couldn’t even look around when Karvik spoke. Something compelled him to keep going. A man in golden robes embroidered with the Sunburst glyph of Arandar the Bright ran out of the temple and stopped, frozen where he stood as Stavin brushed past.

    Stavin entered the temple sanctuary and finally saw the light. Where there had been shadows, the light banished them. Where people had knelt in prayer with their faces in darkness, Stavin saw their faces illuminated and the light reflecting in their eyes.

    There was no altar in this temple. At the head of the temple, below a large cut-glass window made in the image of Arandar’s sunburst, the glyph of Arandar was laid out in gold inset in granite. There were gasps of surprised outrage when Stavin continued walking to the center of the glyph and went to his knees, but Stavin ignored them.

    Stavin knelt and simply waited as he gazed up at the window. He was at peace with his fate, whatever it would be.

    Soon he felt a presence, but didn’t fear it. Its tremendous power surrounded him, but at the same time he also felt something else: something warm and comforting. From somewhere deep in his mind came the memory: I remember being a small child in the warm, powerful embrace of my father, and I knew I was safe from the world. And that I was loved.

    Stavin broke down and cried as something, some ancient pain deep inside, faded. In its place was a feeling of belonging. A feeling of purpose. My entire life, everything I’ve gone through, all my trials and tribulations, have led up to this moment.

    Stavin stood up and wiped his face with his hands, then wiped his nose on his sleeve like a child. He almost chuckled. Mom would smack me in the back of my head if she saw me do that. Then give me a hard time about forgetting a handkerchief. Turning around, he found his hosts and his guardsmen gathered behind him.

    Standing slightly in front of the rest with his arms crossed in front of his breastplate, and a look of long-suffering patience on his face was Karvik Kel’Carin.

    Karvik was the only one to speak as he asked, “What did you do this time?”


    Chapter 5

    LATER, BACK IN THE MANOR HOUSE of Lady Sahrana’s estate, Stavin described what he had felt, and the impressions he’d gotten from Arandar’s light. Lady Sahrana was as still as a statue through Stavin’s full story, but finally spoke when he reached the end.

    “What you are describing, Prince Stavin,” she said softly, “is something only a few people have experienced in all our long history. You did not just witness Arandar’s light: you became part of it. If you were not who and what you are, you would now be the High Priest of Arandar.”

    Stavin’s expression became rueful as he said, “That would not go over well at home.”

    “No, it wouldn’t,” Karvik agreed from where he stood by the door. “But what was that taint on your soul all about?”

    “Kar, you’ve known me longer than just about anyone, and you know me better than even Shari does. What was my greatest pain?”

    Karvik paused as he thought, then his head tilted to the side as he asked, “It went that far back?”

    Stavin nodded as his gaze fell. “That’s what the Evilest One touched. That was the weakness in me that he could have exploited. That’s where the pain was, like a festering wound.”

    Lady Sahrana leaned forward again and asked, “Would one of you please explain what you’re talking about?”

    Stavin looked at Lady Sahrana and bowed his head. “When I was ten I caught a fever that almost killed me. It did stop me from growing. But the worst, most hurtful thing happened a year later. A group of boys that I had bullied caught me, beat me, stripped me to the skin, and threw me into a snowdrift.”

    “And that shame made you susceptible to the Evilest One,” Lady Mariniva concluded.

    Stavin looked down and shook his head slowly as a small, bitter smile twisted his lips. “No, that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was that they said I was a runt who should be killed so I wouldn’t breed and weaken the line--and somewhere deep inside I agreed with them. That was the soul-deep pain that the Evilest One touched: my own uncertain belief that I really was a runt. But it was also responsible for a lot of what I did before our second expedition. It was why being called a coward always made me do stupid things.”

    “Like going to the Dragon’s Cave alone?” Karvik asked.

    Stavin nodded as he looked at his friend. “And asking for Dorvina to be my wife when I knew your dad would send me away. It was like a tooth-ache, a pain that was always there, but it’s gone now.”

    Lord Arandar sat forward in his chair and asked, “So how do you feel now?” in a fatherly tone.

    “Cleansed,” Stavin answered as he released a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. “I almost feel like my spirit has had a long soak in the thermal pools back home in Kel’Kavin. It’s like something that had made me dirty, unclean, has been soaked away.”

    Lord Arandar was nodding slowly. “When you get to Rey on the Glimmer, you have to tell Dahn all of this. He has long maintained that the Gods Above, and yes, the Gods Below as well, are deeply and actively involved in our lives. I would say that you, good cousin, are living proof of that.”

    Stavin stood and bowed to Lady Sahrana. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go lie down. For as short a day as it’s been, it feels like it’s been a long day.” Did I just say that out loud?

    Lady Sahrana stood and returned the bow. “Of course, Prince Stavin.” Lord Arandar and Lady Mariniva both stood and bowed as well, but Stavin had already turned away.

    Karvik was, as always, at Stavin side. “That must have taken a lot out of you.”

    Stavin didn’t turn as he replied, “And put a lot into me as well. Remember that paranoia you mentioned? It’s gone now, but something else is in its place. It’s as if I’ve been given--I don’t know how to the describe it.” Stavin held his hands up at shoulder-height in a helpless gesture. “It’s not exactly a command. It’s more like--You know how your mom just has to say she’d like you to do something, and you do it just because she’d like it? That’s what I feel right now.”

    “But what does Arandar want you to do?”

    “Be happy. I know that sounds strange, but that’s what I feel he wants.”

    “Be happy?” Karvik asked. “That’s it?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes. That’s what it felt like. Or maybe just stop being so angry all the time.”

    Now Karvik nodded as he looked down at Stavin. “That makes more sense. You’ve been mad at—Well, you’ve been mad at the whole world since you were eleven.”

    Stavin nodded and looked up at Karvik. “Since the first time I agreed with Harner when he called me a runt.”

    They reached the suite and Karvik followed Stavin in. They found Aran and his apprentices waiting on their knees with their heads bowed. “What are your needs, Blessed One?” Aran asked without looking up.

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head. “Back to this again?” he asked Karvik with a grin. “Aran, I need you to continue doing as you have done. Yes, Arandar the Bright touched me, and I have been changed by that touch, but I am still just a man.”

    “Yes, Blessed--Prince Stavin. How may we serve you?”

    “Right now, I need to lie down.”

    “Of course, Prince Stavin,” Aran said as he stood and stepped forward. The valets were seeing to the bed as Aran helped Stavin out of his clothes.

    Stavin climbed into the bed and arranged his body comfortably, then began a set of deep breathing exercises. He wasn’t planning to sleep, and he was certain that Karvik realized it. He was placing himself in a light meditative trance so he could think about what had happened without being interrupted.

    Arandar’s Light was still changing him, still cleansing the darkness from his soul. He was aware of Aran and the others moving around the room. He was aware of Karvik sitting by the door.

    It was some indefinable time later that he was brought out of his trance by shouting outside the manor.

    “Sahra, please!” a woman’s voice shouted.

    “No, Sovie!” another woman’s voice shouted back.

    Stavin opened his eyes and found Karvik with all five of the servants looking out the window. “The mayor?” he asked.

    Karvik looked over his shoulder and grinned. “You’ve missed most of it. Lady Sahrana won’t let her in.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I’m surprised she waited this long to chase us down. Who is the highest born of your team? Eldick?”

    Karvik nodded and went to the door. Opening it, he said, “Private Zel’Karyn, step in here for a moment.”

    Eldick Zel’Karyn entered the suite and snapped to attention. “Sir!”

    Stavin said, “Eldick, go down and tell Mayor Zel’Tessel that I will see her tomorrow. And if she gets insistent, please feel free to fully introduce yourself.”

    Eldick grinned and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin.” Then he bowed, turned away, and marched out the door.

    Stavin hopped out of bed and went to the window as Aran and the rest tried to dress him. Stavin and Karvik chuckled as Eldick walked up to the mayor and spoke briefly. The mayor said something back, stamping her foot in anger. Eldick drew himself up to his full height and spoke again. The mayor shook her head and backed away, then turned and walked rapidly toward the gate.

    “Prince Stavin,” Aran asked, “who is that young man?”

    Stavin grinned. “Eldick Zel’Karyn is the Heir of Zel’Karyn in Evandia, and my cousin in an indirect way. He is the highest born of all my guardsmen.”

    Stavin walked to the door with Karvik at his side and went downstairs. Eldick met them halfway up. “Prince Stavin, Lady Sovana will return at mid morning tomorrow,” he said as he rejoined the team.

    “Very well. I’m hungry. Is anyone else hungry?” Stavin asked.

    “You missed the mid day meal, Stave, and it’s nearing evening.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “I really didn’t intend to sleep.”

    “I think you needed it,” Karvik answered.

    “Perhaps,” Stavin agreed, then turned his attention to Lady Sahrana as he reached the ground floor. “Lady Sahrana, I heard that Mayor Zel’Tessel was here.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin. She was demanding that I bring you down to her like some common servant.”

    Stavin grinned and shook his head. “I heard the end of it. That’s why I sent Private Zel’Karyn to send her away. His birthright is sufficient to intimidate most people.”

    “Indeed,” Lady Sahrana said as she looked toward Eldick for an instant. “The more so since Sovana’s maiden name was Kel’Aniston.” She chuckled at Stavin’s expression. “Yes, she’s another cousin, but her husband isn’t an heir. Third son. Now, what can I do for you?” Stavin’s stomach growled in answer and Lady Sahrana chuckled warmly. “This way, Prince Stavin. It’s a little early for the evening meal, but everything should be ready.”

    She led them back to the dining room where they’d had the morning meal and Lady Sahrana spoke to the first servant she saw. “Go inform my son and granddaughter that we are eating early tonight.” The maid bowed deeply and all but ran from the room.

    Lady Sahrana patted the back of a chair and said, “Sit here, Prince Stavin, and I’ll have the cook bring you a little snack until the others arrive.”

    Stavin said, “Thank you, Lady Sahrana,” as she walked away.

    Lady Sahrana returned a moment later followed by an elderly woman carrying a bowl. The cook placed the bowl in front of Stavin, then stepped back and went to her knees with her head deeply bowed. “I hope this is to your liking, Blessed One,” she said as she looked at the floor.

    Stavin tried the stew that filled the bowl and nodded in appreciation. It was thick with vegetables and grain, but tasted like fish. Turning to the woman, he said “This is very good, thank you.” He had let his left hand come down a little and the woman suddenly reached forward and grabbed it.

    Placing her forehead against the back of his hand she said, “Thank you, Blessed One,” then she stood and hurried back to the kitchen.

    Stavin shook his head and said, “This is going to take some getting used to.”

    Karvik smiled slightly as he asked, “You’re not going to fight it this time?”

    Stavin took another bite of the stew and shook his head. “No, that hurt is gone as well. I know who and what I am.”

    Lady Sahrana was looking curious, so Karvik explained while Stavin ate. “When we were pacifying old Farindia, people kept calling him ‘the Dragonblessed’ rather than Prince Stavin. He got a little testy about it.”

    Stavin nodded and spoke between bites. “I felt like they were calling me the runt again. I wasn’t a person: I was a thing. But now?” He smiled and shrugged. “Now I have no doubts about myself.”

    The servers began bringing out dishes and Lady Sahrana motioned to the table. “Join us, Major.”

    Karvik looked startled for a moment, then bowed deeply and took the seat beside Lady Mariniva.

    “Major,” Lady Mariniva said as she picked up her wine, “you seem to have taken today’s events remarkably well.”

    Karvik grinned and glanced at Stavin. “After eleven years at Prince Stavin’s side, I’ve come to expect things like today, Lady Mariniva.”

    “How so?” her father asked.

    “When he first took up the sword of Zel’Hallan it was like seeing Arandar rise on the wrong side of the world. I thought he’d turned himself into a torch.” He gave Stavin a sour look. “It was a year later that we found out how close he’d come.” Karvik told the story of how Sallah Zel’Janvis had stolen Stavin’s gauntlet and the sword, and how he’d died in agony, and saw both Lord Arandar and Lady Mariniva’s faces drain of color. “When I saw Stavin light up today I was half afraid I was going to watch him burn.”

    “And yet you didn’t try to interfere,” Lady Sahrana said softly.

    Karvik shook his head. “No, Lady Sahrana. I knew there was nothing I could do to save him from a God. But I’ve also come to trust Stavin’s fate. If he was going to be taken like that, I don’t think it would it be by one of the Gods Above.”

    “And I have already faced two of the Gods Below and survived.”

    “Two?” Lady Sahrana asked.

    “Yes, the Evilest One and the God of Storms.” Stavin grimaced at that memory. “I avoid the coast during that season now.”

    “I’ve never had the misfortune of experiencing one of the God Storms, but I hear it is quite terrifying,” Lord Arandar commented.

    Stavin and Karvik took turns telling that story. “The village was all but washed away by the storm, but a year later they had rebuilt. I looked into the tax records after I moved to the palace.” He smiled and shrugged. “The Minister of Trade has access to all kinds of information.”


    Chapter 6

    THE TALK AROUND THE TABLE TURNED to the doings in and around Aniston. As the Lady of Zel’Aniston, Lady Sahrana was mayor and council, and Lord Arandar was her assistant.

    Stavin found himself impressed by the depth of their knowledge of the area.  “You seem to be aware of just about everything that goes on here,” he commented.

    “We must be,” Lord Arandar explained. “All of Aniston, including a distance of five hundred dragons around the valley, is our land.”

    “Directly yours, Lord Arandar?” Karvik asked. “You aren’t just Lord of the area?”

    “No, Major. Every bit of it belongs to us.”

    “That’s a truly impressive holding,” Stavin said as he sat back. “I can’t think of any holding in Evandia that large except the Crown holdings north of Twin Bridges. The Royal Family maintains ownership of the peninsula for about a thousand dragons north of the wall. But I think the actual area may be less than you hold, because the peninsula is wedge-shaped.” He paused and shook his head. “Kalin rents out the land to farmers who keep most of their crops. They pay a tenth-part of their harvest as rent.”

    “We’ve acquired more land over the years by buying out our neighbors,” Lady Sahrana said, then giggled. “Or marrying them in, in a few instances.”

    “And you’ve managed to keep it all. But what do the younger children inherit?”  Stavin asked.

    “We tend to produce a large percentage of people who are talented in business, design, the arts, and, of course, trade.” Lady Sahrana smiled at Stavin’s surprised expression. “You are hardly unique in the family, Prince Stavin. There is a Zel’Aniston Trading House that has been in operation for more than eight hundred years.”

    Stavin looked stunned. “There is?” he asked.

    “Indeed,” Lord Arandar confirmed. “It’s not a large House. Not nearly as large as your House Kel’Aniston, but it’s large enough to handle all our needs and a bit more. We all use House Zel’Aniston to ship our goods. They make money, we save money, and it all stays in the family.”

    Stavin chuckled. “I was going to ask about expanding House Kel’Aniston into these lands, but I think I’ll wait.”

    Turning toward Lady Sahrana, Stavin bowed his head and asked, “Did Lady Sovana say what she wanted, Lady Sahrana?”

    “She wants you to return to Zel’Kassel with her. I get the impression she’s afraid that Del’Horse fool might have chased you away--or that I might have stolen you away and a good deal of her prestige with you. I told you she is a cousin of yours, and I think she was planning on using that relationship to enhance her own reputation.”

    “And I am sure,” Lady Mariniva added, “that she was going to do everything in her power to get you to stay much longer than you intended.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Wouldn’t have worked. As I said when we arrived, I had originally planned on ten days in Zel’Kassel, and was able to add two days to visit here because I allowed thirty days to get to Rey, and that is only supposed to be a twenty-two-day trip.”

    “And we always plan on two days’ delay,” Karvik continued, “so we would have left after fourteen days no matter what. There aren’t many ways she could stop us without starting a war with Evandia, and probably Coravia as well, given his position there.”

    “And King Alred would have had her executed for doing it,” Lady Mariniva stated, “but she still would have tried something. If she could get you to keep the king waiting, it would prove her importance.”

    Stavin’s mouth twisted into a sour grimace. “There’s always one.”

    The next morning, a little earlier than intended, Lady Mayor Sovana Railan Ordana Ne’Aniston Zel’Tessel of Zel’Kassel and her council approached Lady Sahrana and asked, “Will you let us see Prince Stavin now, Sahra?”

    Lady Sahrana smiled and said, “Prince Stavin is waiting for you in the library, Sovie,” then turned to lead the way.

    Whatever Lady Sovana had been expecting, she wasn’t expecting what she found. Karvik and his team were lined up behind Stavin in full dress kit. Worse was what Stavin had chosen to wear.

    Stavin was wearing a bright golden silk shirt and black pants, which was enough to set the visitors ill at ease after the story of Stavin’s visit to Arandar’s temple, but it was what he was wearing on his head that caused the most reaction.

    When Stavin had been Princess Marina’s heir, King Kalin had commissioned a special coronet for him, and Stavin had brought it along to wear on formal occasions. Golden dragon-wings wrapped around Stavin’s head, and centered above his brow, picked out in diamond and ruby, were the four hollowed stars of a Senior Warmaster.

    “Greetings, Mayor Zel’Tessel. Cousin Sahrana has kindly allowed me to borrow her library for our meetings. Please be seated.” Stavin sat before the mayor or any of her counselors had reached their seats, which drew a few scowls of disapproval.

    “Prince Stavin,” the mayor began, “I had hoped to hold these meetings in the City Council Chambers where we would have any relevant documentation close at hand.”

    Stavin gave her a bored look. “I can hardly be blamed for your lack of preparation, Mayor Zel’Tessel. Cousin Sahrana has made me welcome on her estate and I have chosen to stay here for the duration of my visit. I am far more comfortable here than I have been at any of the royal inns we’ve visited. Add in that the Royal Oak was severely damaged by the fire and I have no reason to return to Zel’Kassel except to visit the museum.”

    Stavin didn’t miss the tightening of the skin around the mayor’s eyes and mouth. “In addition,” he continued, “there is the matter of the temples of the Gods Above to consider. My brother-in-law is making a study of all five temples here, and I have chosen to indulge him.”

    The mayor took a deep breath and said, “Cousin Stavin, please--” but Stavin interrupted her with a raised finger.

    “I have not given you permission to address me in that manner, Mayor Zel’Tessel. Do not do so again.”

    The mayor bowed her head deeply and said, “I beg your forgiveness, Prince Stavin.” At his nod, she continued. “Prince Stavin, it was our hope that we could negotiate an agreement--”

    Again, Stavin’s raised finger stopped her. “Any official negotiations must be held with the King’s Ministers.”

    The mayor swallowed her outrage at being interrupted again, and from the expression on her face, it must have been excessively bitter. “Prince Stavin, the negotiations I am speaking of were to be a private matter between our Traders Guild and your House Kel’Aniston.”

    “Oh, that,” Stavin said with a dismissive gesture. “House Kel’Aniston will not be competing with House Zel’Aniston. I may establish something up in Rey, but for this portion of Reynadia I don’t see it as being sufficiently profitable.” Now three others, two men and a woman, wore bitter expressions.

    “I will probably be returning to Zel’Kassel to visit the museum on our way out, but it will be for less than a day. Given the revelations that came with my visit to Arandar’s temple, my original reason for going to the museum seems petty.”

    Stavin turned his attention to Master Scribe Fel’Dansel and bowed in his seat. “I was going to try and verify that all of your artifacts were in fact made by a dragon, but it really doesn’t matter anymore.”

    Master Fel’Dansel gave Stavin an arch look and asked, “How so, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin shook his head and looked down, like he was ashamed. “I was going to try and prove that some of your artifacts were not made by Dandarshandrake, but that seems so terribly petty now. It was a mean-spirited thing to do, and I apologize to you, scribe to scribe, for even considering it.”

    Master Fel’Dansel was all but glaring at Stavin for a moment, but quickly mastered her reaction. “Prince Stavin, scribe to scribe, you would have failed. It’s been done before.” She paused to smile at him briefly. “Several hundred years ago a young woman wore a ruby ring into the museum. The stone had been cut from an artifact, and the whole place lit up.”

    Stavin gave her a self-deprecating smile and bowed his head. “We will get to see it all when I wear my armor into the exhibits.”

    Now an older man stood and bowed. “Prince Stavin,” he began, and his voice was so deep it made Stavin sit up straighter in surprise, “I am Master Trader Maldan Fel’Kasten. If you will allow it, I would like to revisit the subject of trade and House Kel’Aniston.” He ignored the furious glares of the rest of the council.

    Stavin nodded and said, “Very well.”

    The trader bowed before speaking again. “Prince Stavin, House Zel’Aniston, while it is a substantial House, is not large enough to handle all the commerce in the area. I personally trade in manufactured goods, but the price House Zel’Aniston charges to haul my goods up to Rey and the northern cities are ruinous. They claim, and I don’t dispute, that such long-distance trips tie up their wagons so they are not available for the local trade they depend on. I, and several others here,” he paused to glance at his colleagues, “had hoped you would expand your House into the area to ease our burden.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I will speak to the leaders of House Zel’Aniston. Perhaps we can reach an agreement concerning long-distance trade. But only if they agree.”

    The trader sat and another man immediately stood. “Prince Stavin, I am Orlan Zel’Yorval, Zel’Kassel’s counselor of the arts. We would like to hear the story of how you came by your golden armor.”

    Now Stavin heaved a bored sigh. “That story has been written down and widely disseminated. I’m sure you can find a copy of it if you wish.”

    The counselor gave Stavin a mulish look and said, “We would like to hear it from you.”

    Stavin slowly rose to his feet and said, “I am not a traveling storyteller or minstrel available to entertain you at your command,” in an angry tone. “This meeting is over.” Stavin finished by turning away and started walking toward the door in silence.

    “Now just one moment,” Counselor Zel’Yorval said as he took a step toward Stavin. He didn’t finish his complaint. The hiss of ten swords being drawn at once caused everyone except Stavin and Karvik to freeze. Stavin kept walking out of the room and Karvik went with him.

    One tall young guardsman spoke to the startled counsel. “I am Eldick Dahval Orvalan Zel’Karyn, Heir of Zel’Karyn. If any you advance on my prince like that again, I’ll split your heart.” With that the guardsmen sheathed their swords and filed out of the library.

    “Sovie,” Lady Sahrana said as she stood to leave, “take your people and your schemes and go home. Your unbroken ass just spoiled whatever plans you had involving Prince Stavin.” Then she left as well, leaving Aran to escort the counselors out of her home.

    Lady Sahrana found Stavin in the dining room, helping himself to a cup of kava. “Exactly as you predicted, Lady Sahrana.”

    “Sovie and her council are much too used to being in charge of everyone, Prince Stavin. Even the lords and ladies of Zel’Kassel who take precedence over them have learned to let them have their way. Those who don’t soon find themselves on the wrong side of council decisions that carry the force of law.”

    “How so, Lady Sahrana?” Eldick asked, then blushed when everyone turned toward him.

    Lady Sahrana gave him a patient look. “You are much too highly born to be ignorant of such realities, young man. A council like theirs has the power to force traders out of business, forbid activities, and, most seriously, seize or force the sale of property for the ‘public good’ under laws of eminent domain. They have done so in the past. House Zel’Aniston lost their warehouse in Zel’Kassel because they wouldn’t ship for Fel’Kasten at the same price they ship for the family.”

    Stavin looked puzzled and asked, “So why do they want me to expand into this area?”

    “Because, Master Trader Stavin,” Lady Sahrana said sadly, “if your House has a base in Zel’Kassel, as they want, they can set your prices, even if it causes you a loss.”

    “That ends that idea,” Stavin muttered.

    “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Lady Sahrana said with a chuckle. “There actually is a need, and I’m sure Sindal would be delighted to have House Kel’Aniston associated with House Zel’Aniston. That arrogant ass was right about why she doesn’t like shipping goods long distances.”

    “Sindal?” Stavin asked as his head tilted in thought. “Tall redhead, a little older than I am?”

    Lady Sahrana smiled. “That’s her. She inherited control of the trading house from her brother when he was killed fighting a fire in their grain storage. In the three years since then she’s done very well for herself and her House.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “We’ll arrange a meeting in a day or two. For the rest of today, I would like to finish visiting the temples.”

    Lady Sahrana bowed and said, “Of course. But after the mid day meal. Dahnise was fixing something special for the council, and I’d hate to disappoint her by not having you here.”

    “Of course,” Stavin agreed with a smile.

    It was just three spans later that Aran informed them that the meal was ready. Stavin joined Lady Sahrana and her family at the table as the food was being placed on the sideboard.

    The cook who had brought Stavin the fish stew came out of the kitchen with a perplexed expression on her face. “Lady?” she asked as she looked around at the empty table.

    Stavin spoke before Lady Sahrana could. “My apologies, Dahnise, but the counselors insulted me and I sent them away. I didn’t know you had gone to so much trouble on their behalf.”

    Dahnise hurried to Stavin’s side and went to both knees with her head bowed.  “You need not apologize to me, Blessed One. I am but a servant.”

    “You are a master of your craft, and worthy of both courtesy and respect from those you serve.” Stavin replied, then smiled as she finally looked up at him.

    “Thank you, Blessed One.” She stood and bowed deeply before turning and bowing to Lady Sahrana.

    Lady Sahrana gave Stavin a deep smile, then said, “Servers, you may begin.”

    The meal was exceptionally good, even by palace standards. “This is delicious,” Stavin commented as he ate, making Lady Sahrana chuckle.

    “Sovana once compared Dahnise to the cook in a workman’s eatery. Since then she never fails to get back some of her own by serving truly exquisite meals whenever Sovana comes out here--and refusing, ever so politely, to provide the recipes.”

    “It’s a shame she fixed so much when so few of us are eating it,” Stavin said with a sigh.

    Lady Mariniva shook her head. “No, Prince Stavin. Not really. Our staff eats the same food we do, and so do your guardsmen. Anything left over after they get through is taken to a shelter run by the priests of Alankarah the Kind to help feed the poor. Like your Lady Sahren, Alankarah sees to the welfare of the poor and helpless.”

    Stavin smiled across at her and bowed his head deeply. “Then I think I should stop now. Truthfully, if I eat much more I won’t be able to walk.”

    “As lightly built as you are, I’m surprised by how much you can put away,” Lord Arandar commented with a hint of humor.

    Stavin shook his head sorrowfully. “I have to be careful of that, Lord Arandar. My armor can’t be let out. If I gain weight I have to wear it tight.”

    His comment drew chuckles from around the table, and Lady Sahrana said, “If you are ready, Prince Stavin, I would be pleased to guide you to the rest of the temples now.” 

    Stavin stood and bowed, and the others joined him. Varik’s team had relieved Karvik’s team, but there was no way Karvik was going to miss this. Stavin saw and said, “Anyone who wants to come is welcome.” The rest of the guardsmen who had been waiting just out of sight immediately came forward.

    Lady Sahrana led them the same direction as before, and Stavin felt that same sense of power and warmth as they passed Arandar the Bright’s temple.

    The next temple was one fifth of the way around the lake, and the procession gained people as they realized what Stavin was doing.

    The temple of Sahrana the Just was the next in line, and Lady Sahrana didn’t hesitate to lead Stavin through the gate. A woman wearing plain white priestess’s robes came out of the temple and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Stavin. When he reached the top step, she bowed deeply.

    “Blessed of Arandar, be welcome in Sahrana’s Temple.”

    Stavin bowed but didn’t say anything. Where Arandar’s regard had been as warm as the sun, here he felt something much different. The sense of tremendous power was there, but the touch was cool and comforting. It’s like my mother’s hand on my forehead when I had that damn fever.

    Stavin walked the full length of the temple but stopped short of Sahrana’s large moon glyph. Dropping to his knees, he bent forward and placed his forehead on the edge of the glyph. He didn’t say anything. He was certain he didn’t need to.

    Stavin felt as if he was a child in his mother’s arms again. The feeling was so familiar, so comforting, that his entire body relaxed. He took a deep breath and sat back, looking at the glyph for a moment before standing and turning away.

    “What did you feel, Stave?”  Karvik asked.

    Stavin smiled. “You know how your mom just has to put her hand on your cheek or forehead to make everything all right? That’s the best description I can think of.”

    Varik said, “Zahri is going to want a lot more detail than that when we get home.”

    Stavin shared a look with Karvik and they both laughed. “I’m sure she will, Var. I’ll tell her everything she wants to know.”

    The next temple was that of Alankarah the Kind. Stavin repeated his obeisance as he had to Sahrana, and again his impression was carried by distinctively familial feeling. Alankarah’s misshapen moon glyph, matching the celestial body that shared his name, made Stavin think of his Grandfather Karvan.

    Grandpa Karvan had suffered from a degenerative condition that had left his back twisted and bent by the time Stavin was born. Children and animals loved Grandpa Karvan, and he loved them. We all knew we were safe with him.

    Stavin retreated from Alankarah’s glyph with a fond, sad smile on his face. “I’ll write it out later, Var, when I can come up with a coherent way to describe it.”

    The fourth temple was that of Mariniva the Beautiful. She was the goddess of fertility, and the priestess who greeted Stavin was a reminder of that fact.

    Karvik whispered, “Gods Above.”

    All Stavin could say was, “Yup.”

    The priestess bowed deeply, providing far too magnificent a view down the neck of her robe, and said, “Greetings, Blessed of Arandar. Our Lady welcomes you to Her temple.”

    Stavin bowed in return, not trusting his voice, and passed into the temple. This time he knew how to describe the feelings the Goddess was engendering in him: Now I’m missing Shari. I’m really missing Shari.

    Stavin knelt at the edge of Mariniva’s lamb glyph and placed his forehead against it. He felt Shari as if she was there, holding him, touching him, and--

    Stavin launched himself back from the glyph, wide-eyed and shaking from the Goddess’ touch. He backed away, fighting with all his will to master his mind and body.

    “Are you all right, Stave?” Varik asked anxiously because Stavin still hadn’t turned around.

    “Yes. Yes, I’m fine, Var. But I’m really missing your sister right now.”

    It took a moment for Varik to figure out what Stavin meant, but when he did he burst out in gales of laughter. The whole party watched in bemused silence as Varik laughed until he had to hold on to one of Mariniva’s columns to stay on his feet. He leaned his forehead against the cool stone and suddenly let out a yip of surprise and stared into the temple.

    Now it was Karvik’s turn to laugh. “Missing Zahrinis, Var?” he asked.

    “I--oh--wow--that’s--Gods Above.”

    Stavin grinned at his brother-in-law and said, “Serves you right for laughing.” And I’m glad I’m not the only one She touched.

    The priestess stepped forward and placed her hand on Varik’s shoulder. “Our Lady’s touch can be disconcerting for those new to Her worship. Be at ease, young warrior. The swelling will soon subside.”

    Stavin bowed to the priestess, then turned to Lady Sahrana. “I think we should go.” He transferred his attention to Lady Mariniva and bowed his head. He didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure he could. But she smiled at him with a sly expression on her face.

    “The Temple of Ordendershandaram is just up the way, Prince Stavin,” Lady Sahrana said as she turned away from Mariniva’s temple.

    Stavin nodded vigorously. “Order would be welcome after that experience. I haven’t had any trouble about missing Shari this trip, at least I didn’t until Mariniva touched me. But now--Oh, how I want to hurry home.”

    Lady Sahrana chuckled warmly. “She has that effect on men and women alike, Prince Stavin. Her place as the Goddess of Fertility is very real, and you’ll find her amulets just about everywhere. In your case, however, I think the touch was more direct and personal. I think all of us, including the high priests and priestesses, would like to sit down and discuss your impressions with you.”

    Stavin nodded as he considered her idea. “And write it down, several times, because I’m sure Lord Arandar’s friend is going to want a copy.”

    Lord Arandar let loose a bark of laughter. “Dahn is going to demand a full account and access to you so he can ask a hundred and one questions. I did a little research myself while you were resting yesterday. You are the first person to have been so honored in seven hundred and thirty years. The last was a woman who became High Priestess Feltara Del’Esten in Luxand and presided over a resurgence of the Old Gods’ worship during that time. Unfortunately, it didn’t last. The worship of Lebawan and Sahren, plus a few splinter groups of other younger gods, drew people away from the Old Gods.”

    Stavin was nodding. “I transcribed an old scroll from the last days of the empire, after Dandarshandrake left us, that told how the followers of Lady Sahren and Lord Lebawan fought for control of the empire and ignited the civil war that fractured our civilization and created the seven kingdoms.”

    Lord Arandar gave Stavin a thoughtful look. “I had forgotten about your early education as a scribe.”

    “A lot of people do,” Stavin replied with a grin. “It comes in handy, especially when I run into academics like your friend. I dislike being talked down to, and being able to throw their arrogance back in their faces is remarkably satisfying.”

    “Prince Stavin,” Lady Sahrana said to catch his attention, “this is the Temple of Ordendershandaram.”

    Stavin looked at the temple and stopped in his tracks. Where the other temples had been elegant and refined, the Temple of Ordendershandaram was almost harsh. It was all straight lines and geometric forms. Even the columns that framed the entrance were hexagonal.

    As Stavin walked toward Ordendershandaram’s temple he felt his racing thoughts slow. The priest who met him bowed but didn’t say anything as Stavin passed.

    The inside of the temple was as precisely arranged as he would have expected from the Priests of Order. The glyph of Ordendershandaram was a large square with a smaller square inside, set at an angle to form triangles in the corners.

    Stavin knelt and placed his head on the glyph where the inner square touched the outer. Stavin recognized the touch of this God as well: It was the calm, ordered touch of Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan. Thank you, Master. I needed that. Stavin stood and bowed deeply, as if he was facing his old craft master, and then turned and walked away with his mind as clear as a winter’s morning.

    Lady Sahrana smiled when she saw his expression. “Did Ordendershandaram help you, Prince Stavin?”

    “He did,” Stavin answered. “With your permission, Lady Sahrana, I would like to return to your library and write all of this down while it is fresh in my mind. If any of the priests, priestesses, or scholars wish to see me and discuss this, I would appreciate it if you would tell them to return after the mid day meal tomorrow.”

    Lady Sahrana bowed and said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin.”


    Chapter 7

    TWO SPANS LATER STAVIN SAT ALONE at a table with an inkwell, a quill, and a stack of blank parchments. Through the rest of the day and late into the night he detailed everything he could remember of his encounter with those most powerful of beings.

    Karvik entered the library cautiously, not wanting to startle his friend into a mistake, and shook his head slowly as he resisted the urge to laugh. Stavin was asleep in his chair, head pillowed on one arm and a quill in his hand. It was a pose that he had found Stavin in many times before.

    Karvik moved close and closed the inkwell, then gently pulled the quill out of Stavin’s fingers.

    “How--? What--?” Stavin asked in a confused tone as he half awoke.

    “It’s time for you to go to bed, Stave. And wash your face. You got ink on your nose again.”

    Stavin sat back and looked at the page he’d been working on. There was a large blur where he had nodded off. He grumbled, “I hate it when I do that. Now I have to rewrite the whole page.”

    “Tomorrow,” Karvik all but ordered. “Or, to be more accurate, later today. Now go!”

    Stavin obeyed. He was too tired not to. Aran met him and helped him with his clothes, and provided a solution that removed the ink from his nose without removing his skin.

    Stavin snapped awake some time later. Karvik was in the chair across the door reading a book, and there was no sign of Aran or the other servants. He didn’t know what had awakened him.

    Settling back, he thought of the day’s encounters. The touch of each of the Gods Above is so familiar. He suspected that Lord Arandar’s friend was entirely correct: the Gods Above were deeply involved in the day-to-day life of their people. Father, Mother, Grandparent, Lover, and Teacher, each influencing the next generation in some way. There was no one to compare notes with, but he was sure Feltara Del’Esten had felt much the same as he had.

    “Want to talk about it?” Karvik asked without looking up from his book.

    Stavin chuckled. “Can’t fool you, can I? How did you know I was awake?”

    Karvik closed his book and gave Stavin and intense look. “You stopped snoring.”

    Stavin gave him a hurt look and asked, “I don’t snore all the time, do I?”

    “Only when you’re asleep,” Karvik answered with a grin.

    Stavin got up and put on the same clothes he’d worn the day before. “I recognized the touch of each of the Gods, Kar,” he said, then went on to explain what he’d been thinking.

    “So what we call our nature or our instincts is really the Gods Above acting through us?”

    “Yes, I think it is, but I think it’s the Gods Below as well. Think about some of the things we’ve seen and experienced. The men who stole Amarna,” Stavin paused as a pain he would never be rid of stabbed his heart. “Those child sellers, and the men who buy those children. That’s not from the Gods Above.”

    “No,” Karvik agreed. “Pain, terror, and sorrow are more like it.”

    “Yes. Unfortunately, as certain as I am that the Gods Above are always with us, I’m equally certain that the Gods Below are every bit as active. All it takes is for one of them to gain a little extra influence and you end up a bandit, a warlord, or at a child-brothel.”

    Karvik thought for a moment before quoting the Code of the Warrior, “The truly evil don’t know they are evil: they are just following their natures.”

    Stavin nodded as a sad expression crossed his face. “Even some of the people I’ve counted as friends are like that. For all the help Madam Elain was to me, the Gods Below influenced her an awful lot.”

    “Too true,” Karvik agreed. “Now you, on the other hand, are far, far more deeply influenced by the Gods Above. But you’re not going anywhere like that.” Karvik shook his head slowly. “You need a bath and a change of clothes.”

    Karvik pulled the bell rope and it was just a matter of moments before Aran and his staff arrived.

    “You summoned us, Blessed One?”

    Stavin nodded and said, “I’m expecting the priests and priestesses to come visit today. Probably some scribes and scholars as well.” Stavin looked at his wardrobe and shook his head. “I should have brought more clothes. But I didn’t imagine anything like this happening.”

    Valet Orden bowed deeply as he stepped forward a little. “With respect, Blessed One, we may be able to do something about that.” Aran was looking at his helper, and when Orden looked at him, he indicated that he should continue.

    Orden bowed deeply to Stavin, then said, “Blessed One, Lord Arandar’s son, Rohdar, left a full wardrobe here when he went away to the university in Rey. At the university, he is required to wear the colors of his class.” He glanced at his master and received another nod of encouragement. “The thing is, Blessed One, when he returned for mid winter that year none of his clothes fit him. He’d grown two hands in just ten moons. He’s as tall as Lord Arandar now.”

    “And you think his old wardrobe might fit me?” Stavin asked.

    Orden bowed again. “I believe so, Blessed One. Even at just ten and a half years of age, Lord Rohdar was as large or larger than you, Blessed One.”

    Stavin gave Karvik a sour look. “That’s because I stopped growing at that age. Very well. I will ask Lord Arandar at the morning meal. For now--what’s clean?” he asked as he looked at his wardrobe.

    Aran answered, “The blue shirt and brown pants, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin grimaced. “They really don’t go together that well.”

    “Wear your under padding and mail,” Karvik suggested.

    “Prince Stavin, that would be,” Aran began, then stopped himself. “Actually, that might not be as bad an idea as I originally thought, Prince Stavin. Arandar the Bright is normally depicted all in gold.”

    Stavin considered the idea, then nodded. “But a bath first.”

    The four junior servants followed Stavin into the bathing room while Aran laid out the armor. Stavin, contrary to his customary habits, washed quickly and was back in the main room of the suite in a matter of moments.

    He had wriggled into his under padding and was squirming into his mail when he saw the servants quickly back away and go to their knees as Karvik muttered, “Oh, Gods Above.”

    “What?” Stavin asked.

    “You’re glowing again. Not like when you pick up the sword, but brighter than when it’s just near you.” Karvik shook his head slowly. “We can’t take you anywhere.”

    “Hey!”

    Karvik grinned, then laughed. “This alone is going to convince our hosts that you need more clothes.”

    Stavin shook his head and finished putting on his mail. “How early is it?”

    Aran answered when Karvik didn’t. “It is just a few spans till first light, Blessed One.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “Back to the library until the morning meal is ready.”

    Karvik turned away and opened the door. “Prepare yourselves, men. Prince Stavin has done it again.” Stavin followed Karvik out of the suite and the glow was even more pronounced in the dimly lit hallway. Muttered curses mixed with laughter as the men formed up behind their prince.

    Stavin was the first to reach the ground floor and be seen. A maid saw him coming and went to her knees as she covered her face with both hands. Stavin shook his head as he walked past her without saying anything and went to the library.

    The smudged parchment was right where he had left it, and he shook his head sadly as he assessed the damage. “It’s just as well that I did smudge it. Even I can’t read what I wrote there at the end.”

    Stavin was halfway through the page when Lady Mariniva peeked into the library. “So it’s true,” she whispered.

    Stavin looked up from what he was doing and smiled, then waved for her to come in. “Good morning, Lady Mariniva. Yes, it’s true. I didn’t have a tasteful outfit to wear, so I put this on.” He rubbed the mail on his chest. “I didn’t expect the glow.”

    Lady Mariniva came into the library and bowed deeply. “Blessed of Arandar,” she whispered. “This will remove any doubt.”

    Stavin grimaced. “I’d prefer to keep this a family matter, if we can?” he said as she finally came forward.

    She looked puzzled and asked, “How so?”

    Stavin looked uncomfortable. “I need more clothes. Especially now.” He gestured to his armor. “Valet Orden suggested that I approached your father. It’s my understanding that your brother Rohdar left clothes here that might fit me.”

    Lady Mariniva looked startled for an instant, then smiled. “Rohdie did leave everything here when he left for Rey. Orden was one of his servants at the time.” She paused in thought for a moment. “I think most of it is still in his room. With your permission, I’ll go talk to Dad about it.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, Cousin Mariniva.”

    Now Mariniva’s expression softened. “You’re very welcome, Cousin Stavin.” Then she bowed slightly and left.

    Lord Arandar came to the library less than a span later. “That’s a very dramatic effect, Cousin Stavin. I’ve had Rohdie’s old wardrobe taken to your suite. It’ll still take some sewing by your servants and ours to make them fit you. Rohdar had already started his growing spurt when the clothes were made.”  

    “Thank you, Cousin Arandar. At least they’re too big. It’s a lot easier to take clothes in than to let them out.”

    Lord Arandar looked puzzled. “How do you know that?”

    Stavin chuckled. “I have two older brothers and three older sisters.  Most of the clothes I grew up in were hand-me-downs or cut-me-downs from my brothers. The few that were made to fit me were made by my mother and sisters after I stopped growing.”

    “Indeed,” Lord Arandar said in a thoughtful tone. “I keep forgetting that you were not born a prince. In any case, the morning meal will soon be ready.”

    “Then let’s not keep it waiting,” Stavin replied. “I’ve been up since well before first light.”

    Lord Arandar turned away with Stavin right behind him. Lady Sahrana was already in the dining room and looked Stavin up and down critically.

    “Mariniva told me, but it’s still something of a shock. I’d love to see Sovie’s face when she gets a look.” She grinned wickedly. “And a few others as well.  But for now, let’s get you fed so you can go change.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you.”

    Lady Mariniva came into the room and bowed. “Cousin Stavin, the staff is, well, curious. Would you mind if they came in to see you?” Stavin laughed, then nodded. Lady Mariniva led the way as every member of the estate’s staff filed through the dining room, pausing to kneel briefly before hurrying out of the room. Lady Mariniva finally took her seat and said, “Thank you, Cousin Stavin. Many of them were trying to see you, but were too afraid to approach.”

    Lady Sahrana was giving her granddaughter a very intense look. “I hope you were courteous enough to ask Prince Stavin’s permission to address him in that manner.”

    Stavin answered, “Since I have become a beggar in your house, playing on our relationship no matter how distant, I think it’s appropriate, Cousin Sahrana.”

    “Have I been left out again?” Lady Sahrana asked, looking at her son.

    Lord Arandar nodded. “Not intentionally, Mom. Cousin Stavin is in need of more clothing, and Rohdie’s old wardrobe is close to the right size.”

    “Oh!” Lady Sahrana said in surprise, “Is that what the noise in your suite was all about?”

    “Yes, Mom. Aran will be supervising the alterations after the morning meal.” He glanced at Stavin and grinned as he said, “We can’t have him walking around lit up like a glow bug all the time.”

    Lady Sahrana was obviously shocked, but Stavin just laughed.  “Barvil once suggested that I wear my armor and carry the Sword of Zel’Hallan all the time so we could save on candles.”

    Karvik said, “It would have worked.”

    Lord Arandar are shifted his attention to Karvik and asked, “Major?”

    “The ‘Barvil’ Stavin is referring to is my father. The incident happened while we were pacifying Farindia.”

    Stavin chuckled. “Warmaster Kel’Carin and Karvik have been at my side in one way or another since my first expedition. That’s all been written down before. Let me tell you what I think about what happened during the last two days.”

    Stavin spent the morning meal explaining his feelings and conclusions to everyone. “... so I think your friend Dahn and I are going to be spending quite a bit of time together.”

    Lord Arandar chuckled. “Oh, yes. I’m sure he’s going to demand exclusive access to you for a moon or so.”

    Stavin smiled and shook his head. “I only planned ten days in Rey but, like here, I can stretch it to a maximum of fourteen days without disrupting my timetable. He’ll have to be satisfied with the few spans at a time between my meetings with the King’s ministers.”

    When the morning meal was completed, Stavin returned to his suite to find Aran in charge of eleven servants, men and women, who were there to alter the clothes to his size. Stavin reflected later on that it was a good thing he wasn’t bashful. The maids and valets dressed him in one outfit, pinned it to fit him, then stripped him to repeat the process with another outfit. Sometime during the morning four more men and seven more women joined them, along with seventeen boys and girls.

    Aran explained, “Lady Sahrana sent for every tailor and seamstress in Aniston, Blessed One. They don’t know why you need a complete new wardrobe; they just know that they are getting a chance to serve the Blessed of Arandar. I’m sure they and their apprentices will be bragging of this day for the rest of their lives.”

    Stavin rolled his eyes and sighed deeply, but ended up laughing.  “Make sure I get a chance to thank each of them individually.”

    Aran bowed deeply as he replied, “As you command, Blessed One.”

    It was just before mid day when Stavin was presented with twenty-one very nice outfits that fit like they had been made for him. As requested, Aran led each of the seamstresses and tailors to his side for a moment before they left. Even the apprentices received a smile and a kind word before they were led away by their masters.

    Finally, the crowd in the suite dwindled to just Stavin, Varik, and Aran’s staff. Aran bowed and asked, “What shall we lay out for you, Blessed One?”  

    Stavin looked at his new wardrobe for a moment, then picked out a bright gold silk shirt and deep golden pants. “I think these will do for meeting the priests, priestesses, and scholars.” Aran bowed, then motioned his helpers forward and Stavin was dressed in just a few moments.

    Stavin nodded his approval as he looked in the mirror. This should impress them. Turning to Varik he asked, “What do you think?”

    “Impressive. Impractical, but definitely impressive.”

    Stavin chuckled as he started toward the door. “Thank you, Aran. Thank all of you, and please convey my thanks to the rest of the staff as well.” Aran and his assistants bowed deeply as Stavin left the room.

    In the dining room Stavin found all three of his hosts present, and they bowed as he entered. Lord Arandar looked him over and nodded.

    “That outfit is very appropriate, Cousin Stavin. Every priest, priestess, scholar, and scribe in Aniston, and quite a few from Zel’Kassel as well, are waiting for you.”

    Stavin winced. “How many?” he asked in a soft, timid tone.

    Lady Sahrana just laughed for a moment before saying, “Only fifty-seven of them, Cousin Stavin.”

    Stavin covered his face with both hands for a moment before saying, “This is going to take all day.”

    “And probably tomorrow as well,” Lady Sahrana agreed.

    Lady Sahrana’s estimate was much too conservative. Stavin spent three and a half days being questioned and tested as to every aspect of his encounter with the Gods Above. His conclusions were discounted where they weren’t outright rejected.

    Stavin kept his temper in check until the Priest of Arandar said, “Your thoughts on this are really irrelevant. You’re neither a priest nor a scholar.”

    Stavin half-rose from his seat as the room fell silent. “You arrogant ass,” he growled. “You think that because I’ve actually done something in my life that didn’t take place in a temple or university that my thoughts are irrelevant? I’ll remind you that you are not the one who felt Arandar’s touch. These discussions are over.” With that he finished standing, straightened his shirt, and turned away.

    The priest drew himself up to his full height and demanded, “Who are you to speak to me in that manner?”

    “He’s the Blessed of Arandar, you arrogant ass,” one of the priestesses snapped back.

    The priest turned on her and shouted, “You will not speak to me in that tone.”

    “I’ll speak to you however I want to, Delan Bel’Jastal. Prince Stavin is the true Blessed of Arandar, not you.”

    The room dissolved into a shouting match, but Stavin continued out the door. Lady Sahrana was walking toward the noise, but stopped when she saw Stavin.

    “What got them all stirred up, Cousin Stavin?” she asked.

    “I got fed up with being told that what I learned directly from the Gods Above isn’t as valid as what’s been written down by those who never felt their touch.”

    Lady Sahrana shook her head. “Fools. If you are through with them, I’ll send them on their way.”

    Stavin nodded and continued on to the dining room for a cup of kava. It wasn’t long before he heard Lady Sahrana ordering people out of her house. Varik peeked around the door frame and turned to grin at Stavin.

    “She just escorted that priest out. I get the impression that he’s afraid of her, because he apologized the whole way.”

    Stavin chuckled and sipped his kava. When the noise had subsided, he went back to the library to find Lady Sahrana speaking with one of the priestesses.

    “Prince Stavin,” she said as soon as she saw him, “allow me to introduce Amely Zel’Aniston, Priestess of Arandar.” Stavin bowed his head as the priestess bowed deeply to him.

    “Blessed One,” she began, “I beg your forgiveness on behalf of myself and my fellows. Delan Bel’Jastal has always claimed that he was the Blessed of Arandar, but he was never touched as you were.” She paused and shook her head. “He is half-convinced that you are going to replace him as the senior priest in this temple.”

    Stavin took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Why does everyone always assume I’m after their job?” he asked the room in general.

    “In general, Blessed One,” the priestess answered, “it’s because you’re better qualified than they are. And in this instance, you most certainly are.”

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “Maybe when I leave he’ll be reassured. Until then, I think it’s better that he stays away from me. I may not have all the anger I arrived with, but I don’t take being spoken down to or dismissed as irrelevant well. Not well at all.”

    Karvik looked at him and grinned. “At least you didn’t challenge him for insulting you.”

    “Thought about it,” Stavin muttered.

    Karvik shook his head. “You know what the king said.” Lady Sahrana was once again looking exceptionally curious, so he explained. “King Kalin ordered Stavin not to issue any challenges, and to refer any challenges he received to me or Varik. As touchy as he was a few days ago, especially about his knowledge as a scribe, he would have challenged that fool.”  

    “And I would have faced him,” Varik said softly. “That’s family honor.”

    Stavin chuckled. “And your second red stripe.”

    Varik smiled and shrugged. “Even the worst storm brings rain to the fields.”


    Chapter 8

    “INDEED,” LADY SAHRANA SAID AS SHE nodded to Varik. “Cousin Stavin, Sindal came by yesterday to discuss trade, but you were still involved with your religious discussions. Would it be convenient for her to come back after the mid day meal?”

    “Certainly,” Stavin agreed with a bow. “I always welcome the chance to talk to someone sensible.”

    Sindal Zel’Aniston arrived a span after the mid day meal. Her bright, dark-copper colored hair was tied back in a no-nonsense bun, and she was wearing a dark green dress under her Master Trader’s vest.

    She bowed deeply to Stavin as soon as she entered the library. “I am honored that you would see me, Blessed One.”

    Stavin laughed, surprising her. “Can we please put that aside for a while, Cousin Sindal? We are both Master Traders for the purpose of these discussions.”

    She inclined her head slightly. “If that is your wish, Master Stavin. Sahrana and I have already discussed the Zel’Kassel Council’s proposal.”

    “I thought she would. She warned me about establishing a base of operations there, so I’ll be establishing one here, with Lady Sahrana’s permission, of course.” He paused to grin at her. “My thoughts were to place a branch of House Kel’Aniston as a subordinate to House Zel’Aniston.”

    “How subordinate?” Master Sindal asked.

    “Almost completely,” Stavin answered, and then explained. “It is my understanding that you prefer not to ship long distances. I was thinking, based on Cousin Sahrana’s comments, that House Kel’Aniston could see to that.”

    “You are thinking of supplementing us rather than competing with us?”

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “Yes.”

    A lot of tension drained out of Sindal’s posture at his answer. “I was afraid we were going to be fighting over customers.”

    Stavin chuckled. “I think Counselor Fel’Kasten was hoping we would. I thought it would be better for you to keep your established trade and add some wagons from Kel’Aniston for the long-distance trade. What I don’t know is how many wagons we need.”

    Master Sindal was quiet for a moment, and then she said, “Twenty.”

    Stavin nodded and wrote a note. “Very well. What type, open cargo or enclosed?”

    “Open cargo. Large ones. Most of the goods going north are big, bulky items like furniture.”

    Stavin again wrote a note. “When I go, or perhaps when we go to the wainwrights, I have an idea. In Lux I saw a large wagon with an enclosed seat. It took up about three cubits of the cargo box, but had two bunks behind the driver and a third over the driver’s head.” Stavin grinned at her thoughtful expression. “I already sent instructions back to Valovad to have some of my wagons modified like that.”

    “So, they are like an extended trader’s wagon. That would certainly be better than sleeping on the ground or in a tent,” Lady Sahrana observed from the side.

    Stavin nodded. “More secure as well.”

    “And more expensive,” Trader Sindal said with a thoughtful expression on her face.

    Stavin nodded with a rueful expression. “The wainwright I talked to was charging more for one of these than for a fully enclosed wagon,” he admitted.

    “How much are you looking to invest in this venture, Cousin Stavin?”  Lady Sahrana asked.

    “At least enough for twenty wagons and teams. How much will depend on the wainwrights and livestock traders.”

    Lady Sahrana was nodding as Stavin spoke. “We have two wainwrights here in Aniston, and by we, I mean they are also cousins. As for teams, we can probably see to that as well. Do you want mules or oxen?”

    Stavin said, “Mules,” at the same time Trader Sindal said, “Oxen.”

    “Oxen?” Stavin asked.

    “Yes,” she answered. “Mules are faster, but the route north crosses several mountain passes that need more strength than mules provide, unless you opt for four- or six-mule teams.”

    Stavin was writing as he said, “Oxen then. Is there a Chapter House of the Gold Merchants in Aniston?”

    “No,” Lady Sahrana answered. “You’ll have to go back to Zel’Kassel for that.”

    “It will wait. Sindal, are you thinking of one or two caravans?”

    “Four,” she answered with a grin. “Five wagons each with three caravans on the road all the time.”

    Stavin shrugged. “Then I will need at least eight masters.”

    “Eight?” Lady Sahrana asked.

    Stavin told the sad story of how and why House Kel’Aniston had been founded. “It was excessively inconvenient not having a second Master along so I could leave the caravan for a while.”

    “Reynadia does not have that rule, Cousin Stavin,” Trader Sindal said as she looked at Lady Sahrana.

    Stavin shrugged. “I’d still prefer to have two Masters with every caravan. Luxandia and Coravia do have that rule, and you never know how far a caravan will have to travel.”

    “As you wish.” Trader Sindal smiled as she nodded her head deeply.

    “Masters are something else I am going to need your help with, Master Sindal.”

    “How so?”

    Stavin smiled. “I’d like to keep this in the family if I can. Does House Zel’Aniston have someone who is close to getting their vest who I can sponsor to House Kel’Aniston?”

    “We have several, Master Stavin,” Master Sindal answered, “from both Clan Zel’Aniston and Clan Kel’Aniston.” Stavin looked curious, so she explained. “Our Masters are almost always from Clan Zel’Aniston, and our guards are always from Clan Kel’Aniston. The wagons are driven by Fel’Anistons and Bel’Anistons, and we always bring along a strong young Del’Aniston for each wagon. Sometimes, though, one of the guards develops an interest in trade and we sponsor them to the Guild.”

    Stavin grinned and said, “Sounds familiar.”

    “Indeed,” Master Sindal agreed with an answering grin of her own. “Right now I can think of five young Zel’Anistons who are ready for their vests, and two not-so-young Kel’Anistons. That only leaves us one short, but I’m sure I’ve forgotten three or four.”

    Stavin sat back and nodded. “That will do. You’ve already answered my next question, which was going to be about guards, so I guess the next question has to be where my base of operations is going to be.” He turned toward Lady Sahrana and found her nodding.

    “I have been considering that question, and I have an idea that might work. Cousin Nestal has a large warehouse that he wants to sell.”

    Trader Sindal was nodding. “We looked at it once, but it was too big, and he wanted too much for it. For you, however, it might be just right.”

    Stavin was shaking his head slowly. “I really need to go see the Gold Merchants.”

    Lady Sahrana shook her head. “It’s too late to get there and back today, Cousin Stavin.”

    “Tomorrow then,” Stavin agreed, and then looked toward the door and called out, “Var?”

    Varik stepped into the room. “Yes, Prince Stavin?”

    “We’re going to Zel’Kassel tomorrow morning. There and back again. Have both day-light guard teams ready in the morning.”

    Varik bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin,” then stepped back out of the room.

    Looking at Sindal, Stavin asked, “What bond does the Traders’ Guild demand for Masters’ Credentials?”

    “One hundred gold crowns, Master Stavin,” she answered.

    Stavin nodded and wrote again. “Very well. I’ll be withdrawing twenty-five hundred gold crowns from the Gold Merchants, and what’s left over after everything’s paid for will remain here for unexpected expenses.”

    Sindal was shaking her head slowly. “Better make it three thousand, Master Stavin. Nestal wants three hundred and sixty gold for the warehouse.”

    Stavin was surprised. “Is it worth that much?”

    “No,” Lady Sahrana answered. “It’s worth about three hundred, but he’s pushing for a profit.”

    Stavin nodded. “I can’t begrudge him that. Or at least I won’t. So, three thousand gold it is.” With that the meeting broke up, and Stavin retired to the library for a quiet evening, continuing to detail his experiences and impressions.

    The next morning, Stavin and Karvik led the guards out of Aniston before the sun had cleared the hills. “I want to get in and out as fast as we can,” he told Karvik as they rode.

    “Do you have directions to the Gold Merchants?”

    “Yes, but that’s also why Captain Kel’Aniston is with us.” He glanced back to where the captain was riding between two guardsmen. “He knows the back way so we can avoid the mayor and her council.”

    The ride to Zel’Kassel took just nine spans, and they didn’t push their horses getting there. Stavin signaled Lovan up to the front when Zel’Kassel came into view.

    “All right, Cousin Lovan, lead the way.”

    The captain bowed in the saddle and took the lead. “The Commoner’s Gate is usually manned by the lowest of the City Guards. Important visitors use the Chosen Gate.”

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head. “Just like Twin Bridges.”

    Lovan slowed his horse to a walk as he approached the gate. “Make way for the Blessed of Arandar,” he commanded, and the two men at the gate backed away from the road until they ran into the walls.

    Stavin bowed his head to each guard as he passed, and the men fell to their knees and bowed their heads in supplication.

    Captain Kel’Aniston led them through a rabbit-warren of narrow streets and ramshackle buildings until they turned a corner and emerged into a wide thoroughfare.

    “The Gold Merchant’s Chapter House is just ahead, Cousin Stavin.”

    Stavin and Karvik exchanged a look and shrugged. “Good thing we brought him,” Karvik said as he looked around. “I tried following the directions and still couldn’t keep track of where we were.”

    Stavin chuckled. “Neither could I,” he replied softly.

    The Gold Merchant’s Chapter House was immediately obvious once it came into view: there were four armed guards at the door.

    The entire company came to a stop and dismounted as the guards urgently pounded on the door. It opened and ten more guards came out to block the steps.

    “What do you intend here?” one of the men demanded.

    “I intend to withdraw some gold from my account,” Stavin answered as he walked forward. The men looked at him with a mixture of awe and reverence as he approached the steps with Karvik and Varik by his side.

    “You-You-You’re the Blessed One. The Blessed of Arandar,” the leader stammered.

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “I am.”

    The leader fell to his knees at the base of the steps and his subordinates followed his example. “Blessed One, we are yours to command.”

    Stavin stopped just a hand-span away from him. “You men have an honorable profession, and should continue to protect your employers. Rise now, and someone go tell the gold merchants that I am here.”

    The men stood and came to attention. The leader towered over Stavin, matching Karvik’s impressive height. He bowed, then turned and went up the steps and into the building.

    It was just a matter of moments later that six impressively dressed men and women rushed out of the building. Each of them fell to their knees as soon as they faced Stavin.

    “What are your needs, Blessed One?”

    “I need to withdraw three thousand gold crowns from my House Kel’Aniston account. A good part of that can be in drafts rather than coin, so perhaps we should go inside.”

    The merchants cautiously rose to their feet and bowed. “Of course, Blessed One. Of course. But what of them?”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and said, “My royal guards’ detachment. Five of them will be coming inside with me. The rest will remain outside.”

    Karvik stepped forward and said, “While we have no reason to suspect any of your guards, we must insist that no armed men be inside with Prince Stavin.” He turned and looked the lead guard in the eye as he continued. “We mean no insult to you or your men. These are just the orders we received from King Kalin before we left Evandia.”

    The guard started to object, but the lead gold merchant stopped him. “That is acceptable,” he said as he bowed again. “Our houses that deal with royalty on a regular basis accept these conditions all the time. Please come inside, Blessed of Arandar.” Stavin and the gold merchants went inside, followed by Karvik and the guardsmen. They went to a side room and Stavin accepted tea before they got down to business.

    “I am going to need eight drafts for one hundred gold crowns each, made out to the Reynadian Traders’ Guild. I’m sponsoring eight new Masters for House Kel’Aniston. I need another draft for three hundred and sixty gold crowns made out to Nestal Zel’Aniston. I’m buying my new warehouse from him.”

    One of the gold merchants interrupted. “Your forgiveness, Blessed One. We understood that you were not going to be involved in trade in this part of Reynadia.”

    “I wasn’t, but Cousin Sahrana convinced me that there is a need. Cousin Sindal is allowing me to deal with the long-distance trade while House Zel’Aniston continues with their local trade.”

    “That is very good news, Blessed One.”

    Stavin nodded his head. “I want ten more one hundred gold crown drafts, but leave the recipient blank. I have twenty wagons and ox teams to buy. The remaining eight hundred and forty crowns I’ll need in coin. There’s always something unexpected that pops up that requires coin to fix.”

    The gold merchants stood and bowed, then went to fill Stavin’s order. In just a handful of moments, much less than a span, Stavin bowed his thanks to the gold merchants and walked out the door.

    Karvik and the guardsmen carried the gold while Stavin tucked the drafts inside his mail. “We’re ready to go, men,” Stavin said as he walked over to Tru.

    The royal guardsmen mounted in file, and Stavin motioned for Lovan to lead the way. Stavin turned in the saddle, raised his right hand and said, “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.” With that he nudged Tru forward and followed Lovan out of the city.

    Once they had been riding for a span down the road, Karvik looked at Stavin and asked, “Where did that blessing come from?”

    Stavin chuckled. “It’s what Lady Sahrana said when I spoke the Evilest One’s name and Arandar’s light surrounded me.”

    Karvik muttered, “You worry me.” Stavin laughed.

    They returned to Aniston at an easy pace, and Stavin spent the trip admiring the scenery, and basking in the warm sunlight. Lady Sahrana met them when they entered the manor, and a well-dressed man waited a short distance behind her.

    “Cousin Stavin, this is Nestal Rahndav Serval Zel’Aniston,” she said as she motioned behind her.

    Nestal bowed very deeply, then said, “I am honored, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin returned the bow, then replied, “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Nestal. I suppose you’ve come to discuss the warehouse.”

    Nestal bowed again. “Yes, Prince Stavin. Sahrana, Sindal, and I have already discussed the property.”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, they both seem to think it will do nicely as House Kel’Aniston’s headquarters in Reynadia, and I trust their judgment. I have,” Stavin paused as he sorted through the packet of drafts, “a draft made out to you for three hundred and sixty gold crowns. I understand that is your asking price for the warehouse.” He held the draft out and Nestal hesitantly took it.

    “Prince Stavin, I find that I am ashamed of myself,” he said as he looked at the floor. “I never would have charged you that much.”

    Stavin chuckled, startling him into looking up again. “I decided to pay the asking price without haggling because you are family and I won’t begrudge you a small profit. Besides,” he said with another chuckle, “Reynadian Crowns are smaller than Evandian Crowns. In terms that I understand on a visceral level, that three hundred and sixty crowns only cost me about two hundred and eighty Evandian. It’s still a substantial sum, but not excessive.”

    Nestal gave Stavin a thoughtful look, then bowed deeply. “I brought the deed for the property with me, Prince Stavin.” He gestured toward the library. “Our signatures will complete the sale.”

    Stavin nodded and followed Nestal to the library. Nestal signed the parchment and added the agreed upon purchase price, then slid the document around to Stavin.

    “By our signatures, I transfer ownership of the warehouse located in Aniston, Mariniva Sector, at the corner of Order and Starling roads to you, Prince Stavin Zel’Andral.” He placed a large iron ring of bronze keys beside the deed.

    Stavin glanced at the document and signed the indicated place in Imperial Glyphs, and then picked up the keys. He bowed to Nestal and said, “Thank you, Cousin Nestal. It has been a pleasure to meet you.”

    “I am honored to have met you, Prince Stavin, both as a Dragonblessed Prince and as the Blessed of Arandar.” With that he bowed deeply to Stavin, then again to Lady Sahrana, then turned and walked out of the manor.

    “That went smoothly,” Stavin said in a cheerful tone with a bright smile.

    Lady Sahrana returned the smile. “We will go out and see your new warehouse after the mid day meal. I understand that you got in and out of Zel’Kassel without Sovana catching you.”

    Stavin chuckled. “We got in and out quickly, and Lovan’s knowledge was invaluable. The gold merchants were certainly surprised to see me.”

    Lady Sahrana smiled and bowed her head. “I imagine so.” After they had eaten, Stavin joined Lady Sahrana in her carriage for the trip to the warehouse.

    When they arrived, Stavin looked at the warehouse in silent awe for a moment. It was huge, far larger than his warehouse in Aravad or Valovad. It was built as a rectangle, a hundred and fifty cubits across the front and two hundred deep. What impressed Stavin the most were the windows indicating three floors.

    Stavin walked up to the door and sorted through the keys until he found one that matched the lock. Opening it, he found himself in a suite of offices. There was an assortment of desks and tables, stools and chairs, and bookcases distributed throughout the offices, but everything was empty.

    Lady Sahrana said, “Nestal has been trying to sell this place for years, but not many people need this much space or could afford what he was asking. The warehouse itself is through here.” She indicated a door to the side and Stavin had to sort through the keys again to find the right one.

    The warehouse had a huge open lower floor, with a large square hole leading to the upper floors at one end. Stavin paused and looked at the enormous space and whispered, “This will do,” as he mentally measured it against what he thought he needed. “This should hold all twenty wagons easily.”

    “Indeed,” Lady Sahrana agreed. “The upper floors are divided into shelved cubbies for storing medium and small sized items. There is a hoist that can be used to lift bulky items, though I would recommend having the ropes replaced.”

    Stavin nodded. “This will do nicely.”

    Karvik was at Stavin’s shoulder and asked, “Are there living quarters, Lady Sahrana?”

    Lady Sahrana looked at him and nodded. “On the second floor, above the offices. They are about the size of a Revered Clan’s home.”

    “What are you thinking, Kar?” Stavin asked.

    “Nothing specific. I just remember your warehouse in Aravad.”

    They returned to the estate and Stavin began preparing to move on again. “I’m going to have to go to the Traders’ Guild offices and sponsor the new masters to the guild, and I’m going to have to see the wainwright as well.”

    “Not in Zel’Kassel,” Lady Sahrana corrected. “Their Council isn’t sufficient. You’ll have to take them with you to Rey, to the Traders’ Guild Master Council. As for the wainwrights, they and the livestock merchants will be by tomorrow morning.” She gave him a self-satisfied grin. “There are advantages to owning the entire town.”


    Chapter 9

    THE NEXT MORNING TWO WAINWRIGHTS AND three livestock merchants were waiting with their hats in their hands when Stavin and his hosts finished their morning meal. Lady Sahrana took them all to the library.

    Stavin nodded to each of them, then sat, motioning toward chairs. “Please be seated.” When everyone had taken a seat, he continued. “I am placing an order for twenty wagons of this design,” he slid a drawing of the wagons he wanted across the table, “and a dual-ox team to pull each of them.”

    The wainwrights had taken the drawing and were humming over it. “Blessed One, based on this design, each of these wagons would cost about seven gold crowns,” the elder of the two said with a bow.

    Stavin nodded. “That is a moderate price, goodmen,” he replied. “I have a one hundred crown draft for each of you. Take that drawing and make these wagons into something special for my traders.”

    “Blessed One, we will make these wagons worth every spark you’ve paid.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly and said, “Thank you.”

    Stavin turned his attention to the livestock merchants now and all three of them bowed deeply in their chairs. They were all about the same age, but one seemed to be the leader.

    “Blessed One, the ox teams for your wagons will cost five gold crowns per animal.” When Stavin’s eyebrows drew down, he quickly continued. “That will include the yokes and harnesses for each pair, Blessed One.”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. That’s two hundred for the oxen. How will it be divided?”

    All three men bowed deeply. “Blessed one,” the spokesman began, “we are willing to take the payment together and divide it amongst ourselves when we have delivered the animals to your manager. Forty oxen may take a while to acquire and outfit, but not as long as it will take to build the wagons.”

    Stavin looked at Lady Sahrana and said, “I should have arranged for a manager with Sindal.”

    Now that she had been drawn into the discussion, Lady Sahrana stepped forward. “Sindal’s uncle Rhovan might be a good choice for your manager. He’s a Kel’Aniston by birth, and married Veralyn Zel’Aniston. He was the guard on her wagon for years, and was drawn into trade because of it. Veralyn is Sindal’s aunt, her mother’s elder sister. Rhovan is Arandar’s age, maybe a little older. He’s old enough that I don’t think he’ll miss the road, and he has plenty of experience. And, come to think of it, he’d probably welcome the chance to manage House Kel’Aniston for you. You see, neither he nor Veralyn owns a home of their own, and they’ve been living with Vera’s son from her first marriage. All other factors aside, those living quarters Karvik asked about would suit them nicely.”

    Stavin asked, “Does he have his vest?”

    “Yes, both he and Veralyn have Master Trader credentials, but he has the better head for trade. Vera--well, Vera can hold her own, but she’s never been very aggressive.”

    Stavin nodded and pulled out two of the hundred-crown drafts. Turning back to the livestock merchants, he slid them across the table. “Take these and see to it that the oxen are ready to pull my wagons.”

    Stavin rose to his feet and bowed slightly as the men hurriedly came to their feet. “Go with the love of the Gods Above in your hearts.” All five men bowed deeply, then backed away, leaving the door open. Aran took control of them and escorted them out of the house.

    “Nicely done, Cousin Stavin,” Lady Sahrana said when they were alone. “You overpaid for the wagons and oxen, but not by much.”

    “Their figures were close to what I was expecting,” he explained. “There is also the added benefit of having them well disposed toward my House.”

    Lady Sahrana nodded. “And when the word spreads, it won’t be just them. Everyone is going to be pleased to have House Kel’Aniston with us. But they would have anyway. I asked Sindal and her master candidates to join us for the mid day meal. With your permission, I’d like to send for Rhovan and Veralyn as well.”

    Stavin bowed his head as he replied, “Of course, Cousin Sahrana.”

    The mid day meal was a tense affair. Six of the master candidates were young, close to Stavin’s age or younger. The other two were in their forties. It wasn’t hard to figure out that they were Kel’Aniston guards-turned-trader. The surprise was Rhovan and Veralyn.

    Rhovan Kel’Aniston was lightly built, lithe and graceful, but his movements set Stavin’s warrior instincts quivering. Where Karvik was a bear, Rhovan was a snow leopard.

    Veralyn reminded Stavin of his mother. She was about the same age as Marinis, with much the same coloring. Her movements were not as fluid and graceful as her husband’s, but Stavin was convinced after just a few breaths that she was every bit as dangerous as her husband.

    Stavin stood to greet all of them. “Good day, good cousins. I’m sure Cousin Sindal has explained what we are proposing to all of you. Well, maybe not Rhovan and Veralyn, but you’ll catch on quickly. Eight of you will be going to Rey with me so I can sponsor you to the guild as House Kel’Aniston’s caravan masters. Rhovan,” he said, turning to face the man squarely, “I would like to hire you as my manager for Reynadia.”

    Rhovan stood and stammered, “M-Me, Blessed One?”

    “You, Cousin. You and Veralyn.”

    Rhovan bowed deeply. “I am honored, Blessed One.” Veralyn simply nodded.

    Stavin chuckled. “I’ll offer you the same deal I gave my managers in Evandia, Coravia, and Luxandia: Fifteen percent of the profits from this branch of House Kel’Aniston.”

    Rhovan glanced at his wife, then bowed to Stavin. “You are placing a lot of faith in us, Blessed One.”

    “I think it’s faith well placed,” Stavin replied with a slight smile. “You are, after all, a Kel’Aniston. I’ve purchased a warehouse from Nestal Zel’Aniston.” He smiled at Rhovan’s startled look. “I think you know the one. You are, of course, welcome to the living quarters above the offices. House Kel’Aniston is going to have four caravans dealing with long distance shipping, leaving House Zel’Aniston free to see to the local trade.”

    Sindal stood and bowed to Stavin, then addressed her traders. “Master Trader Stavin and I have entered into an agreement that puts House Kel’Aniston in a subordinate role to House Zel’Aniston. That does not mean that I will be running Kel’Aniston. It just means that I’ll be passing the longer trips, such as those up to Rey, on to House Kel’Aniston. I will also be calling on Kel’Aniston to supply extra wagons on occasion, such as harvest time.”

    Stavin smiled at Sindal for a moment, then turned back to his traders. “Eight of you, and eight Kel’Aniston guards, will be traveling to Rey with me so I can sponsor you to the guild. You’ll be returning with eight enclosed wagons that will be the Master’s wagons for the caravans. They will all have built-in hearths for the cooks.”

    One of the young women stood and bowed. “Your pardon, Blessed One, but I thought there were only going to be four caravans.”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, but each caravan will have two Master Traders, and each Master will have their own wagon.”

    There were startled looks on several of the trader’s faces, including Sindal’s. She stood and bowed to Stavin. “Did we discuss this, Master Stavin?”

    “No, but you should probably get used to me doing the unexpected. I decided on the enclosed wagons just now when I realized that none of the wagons I commissioned were going to be suitable for cooking. I decided to supply each master with a wagon rather than each caravan because we might expand.”

    Karvik had been leaning against the wall and chuckled. When Stavin looked at him, he said, “I’m glad I’m not the only one you surprise like this.”

    Stavin grinned and then laughed as he replied, “You and everyone else.”

    * * *

    The next morning was a time for farewells. Stavin let Lord Arandar convince him to take all of the new clothes with him, and he’d purchased a pack horse to carry them.

    “Cousins, thank you for your hospitality. It has been a wonderful experience. Until we meet again, I wish you all good fortune.”

    Lady Sahrana stepped forward and spoke for her family. “Cousin Stavin, we have been honored by your presence. Fair skies and smooth roads to you and those who travel with you.” With that she stepped back and bowed deeply, and every member of the estate staff bowed with her.

    Stavin returned the bow, then led the way out of the estate. Sixteen additional riders fell in at the back of the group as they left the gates.

    The ride back to Zel’Kassel went smoothly. Their arrival, however, didn’t. One of the traders led them directly to the museum, and that’s where Mayor Sovana and her council found them.

    “Prince Stavin,” the mayor began, “were you just going to ride on without even taking your leave of us?”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Yes, I was. There is nothing left for us to discuss.”

    “His majesty will hear of the insults you’ve given us,” one of the councilors threatened.

    “And rest assured that he will hear of this incident as well,” Karvik replied.

    “Who are you to even address us?” another of the councilors demanded.

    Karvik drew himself up to his full height and looked down at the offended woman. “I am Major Karvik Kel’Carin of the Evandian Royal Guard, and Warleader Third of Kel’Kavin.”

    The councilor sniffed. “A Kel anything has no business addressing this august body.”

    Now another guardsman stepped forward. “I am Eldick Dahval Orvalan Zel’Karyn, Heir of Zel’Karyn.” He glared at the councilor who had spoken. “Would you care to challenge my right to address you?”

    The mayor looked startled, as if she had forgotten about Eldick, though Stavin was certain she would never forget or forgive the humiliation of being turned away by him.

    Now the traders stepped forward and glared at the councilors. “I am Feralan Zel’Aniston,” one of the young women said as she looked the councilor in the eyes. “Would you care to challenge my right to address you, Annavan Fel’Hostan?” The councilor closed her mouth with an audible click and backed away, shaking her head.

    Now Master Trader Fel’Kasten stepped forward and spoke down at Stavin as he said, “Prince Stavin, you lied to us.”

    There was suddenly an island of silence around the entire party. Stavin looked at the councilor and spoke in a mild tone as he asked, “Is there a reason for that insult, Councilor Fel’Kasten, or did you just decide that today is a good day to die?”

    Fel’Kasten took a step back and said, “You can’t claim insult against a member of the city council,” in a haughty tone.

    “Councilor,” Stavin replied in a low tone, “as a member of the Royal House of Zel’Andral, and a Scion of the Royal House of Zel’Darvin, the only people I can’t claim insult against are members of other royal houses, and even then, there are limits that no one can exceed.”

    “And it will be my honor to challenge you on my brother-in-law’s behalf,” Varik said as he stepped forward to look down into Fel’Kasten’s eyes, “should he decide to claim insult against you.” He was tall enough to look down at the councilor, and Fel’Kasten looked frightened.

    Fel’Kasten stepped back as he babbled an apology, and Mayor Zel’Tessel turned to Stavin. “You can’t--”

    “There are few things I can’t do, Mayor Zel’Tessel,” Stavin replied, “and fewer I won’t. Especially now.” Faced with someone they could not intimidate, the city council backed away, then turned tail and hurried down the street.

    Stavin turned around to find Master Scribe Fel’Dansel waiting for him with a slight but definitely wicked smile on her face. Stavin bowed slightly and said, “Master Scribe.”

    “Prince Stavin,” she replied with a deep bow, “that was highly amusing, and long overdue. Please come in and we’ll see how the collection reacts to your armor.” She bowed deeply and indicated that Stavin should precede her into the building.

    When Stavin entered the exhibits, the entire collection lit up. A bright glow emanated from every artifact, and Stavin nearly had to shade his eyes from the kaleidoscopic images he faced. Bright shafts of red, green, gold, blue, and violet light burst forth from every artifact. Stavin’s armor also lit up, turning him into a brightly glowing figure in the dimly lit museum, like an avatar of Arandar the Bright himself.

    Stavin glanced at Karvik and saw that he was shielding his eyes with one hand, just peeking between his fingers. Varik and the rest of the guardsmen, and the traders and Master Fel’Dansel herself, were similarly trying to preserve their sight, so Stavin quickly led the way out.

    Once they were out in the sunlight again, Stavin bowed to Master Scribe Fel’Dansel. “Thank you. That was truly extraordinary.”

    Master Fel’Dansel bowed very deeply. “Prince Stavin, I have never seen the collection react like that. I am honored that you came to see us.” She bowed deeply again.

    Stavin bowed his head. “Until we meet again, I wish you and your museum well, scribe-to-scribe.”

    With that simple parting Stavin led the way to the horses and mounted. Ten guardsmen led the way out of town, and Karvik fell in at Stavin’s side as the rest formed up behind them.

    “You know, Stave, I’d love to see their faces if they found out you could do that without wearing your armor.”

    Stavin sputtered with laughter for a moment, then finally managed to say, “Shut up, Kar,” as they passed the gates of Zel’Kassel.	


    Chapter 10

    STAVIN BREATHED A SIGH OF RELIEF once they were out of Zel’Kassel’s territory.

    “I think we can relax a little now, Kar. We’ve got at least twenty-two days of travel to reach Rey on the Glimmer.”

    “Yes, and every bit of it through the mountains where bandits have the advantage,” Karvik pointed out.

    Stavin laughed. “It’s not all mountains, Kar. From the map, it looks like we only have one real mountain pass to cross.”

    Karvik shook his head. “I asked the traders. The land between here and Rey is mostly hills and mountains, with just a few valleys. That’s why Trader Sindal said oxen for the wagons. Remember?”

    Stavin nodded. “I remember. All right, but let me have some time alone.” He smiled slightly as he stared at Tru’s ears. “I’m still coming to terms with everything that’s happened.”

    The expedition traveled fast and unmolested for three days. The first town they reached was a small farming village with the descriptive name of Big Red Rock.

    They arrived late in the day and the gates were already closed. Karvik pounded on the gates until someone finally came to the watch-post above the right gate.

    “Hey there, leave off!” a voice shouted before they saw the man. “The gates is closed and they’s staying closed less’n ya got good reason fer me ta open ‘em!”

    Stavin dismounted, signaling his men to do the same, then moved up beside Karvik. It was already dark enough that the glow from Stavin’s armor was pronounced.

    “Goodman,” he shouted, “we seek lodgings for the night for ourselves and our animals.”

    “Ha! And why should I trust you?” the man shouted back. “You look like a band of bandits to me.”

    They could finally see the light from a candle-lamp shining in the window and soon the dark silhouette of a head showed as well. “Show me some--Arandar be blessed! You’re him! Arandar’s Blessed himself!” The man vanished immediately, but almost before he left the window the sound of wood grating on wood came from the gates. Both gates soon began moving outward, and Stavin and his people backed away.

    Ten men were pushing the gates open while an eleventh man was hurrying out. He dropped to his knees and placed his forehead against the ground at Stavin’s feet.

    “Blessed One, forgive me,” he begged. “I had no way of knowing it was you.”

    Stavin laughed. “Stand, goodman, and let’s all go inside. The day was long and hot, and we’re parched.”

    The man scrambled to his feet and backed away, bowing repeatedly. “At once, Blessed One. This way please, Blessed One. We have two inns for you to choose from, Blessed One.”

    Stavin laughed and shook his head as he walked forward. Looking to the side he said, “Major Kel’Carin, send some men forward to check both inns. We’ll put the Traders and their guards in the smaller one, the rest of us will take the bigger one.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin,” Karvik replied. “Lieutenant Kel’Horval, Sergeant Zel’Fordan, take your teams forward and check the inns.”

    Both men snapped, “Yes, Sir,” and headed forward at a fast march. Their teams followed, leaving Stavin with Karvik’s team and the traders as guards.

    Stavin was looking around and stopped momentarily, then headed toward the center of town. In what was probably the town circle was a boulder the size of a large barn.

    Stavin nodded and said, “That’s definitely a big rock.”

    The man who’d met them bowed and said, “That is the rock that gives our town its name, Blessed One. When Arandar rises, you’ll see that it’s made of rose granite.”

    “I look forward to seeing it in Arandar’s light,” Stavin replied with a slight smile.

    The inns were both small, and Varik was standing on the porch of the larger of the two. “This is the better inn, Prince Stavin. It’s going to be crowded, even with one team on watch.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. Where are the stables?”

    “Around back,” Varik answered, pointing to the left.

    Stavin and the remainder of the guardsmen went around the inn while the traders and their guards headed toward the other inn. The stables turned out to be a lean-to in a simple paddock. Stavin sighed and stroked Tru’s nose.

    “It’s alright, girl,” he murmured. “At least we’re safe in a town for the night.”

    A young boy came running and skidded to a stop, dropping to his knees in front of Stavin. “I’ll tend to your horse, Blessed One.”

    Stavin smiled at Karvik as he shook his head. “Stand up, young one. I’ll tend my Tru, but my pack-horse needs attention.” The boy bounced to his feet and bowed, then took the pack-horse’s lead and took her to the side.

    Stavin grinned at Karvik as he shook his head. “I don’t think he can handle the packs. Have someone help him.”

    Karvik nodded and signaled one of the younger privates over. “Help the stable boy with Prince Stavin’s packs. Bring them inside and keep an eye on them. We don’t want any souvenirs falling off.”

    The guardsman, a young Warrior with three fresh white stripes on his shoulder, bowed and said, “Yes, Warleader Kel’Carin,” then went to collect Stavin’s packs.

    Stavin and Karvik turned their horses loose and put their saddles on the fence, then turned toward the inn. The door opened before they reached it, and a woman bowed deeply.

    “Welcome to the Crowing Cock Inn, Blessed of Arandar. I am Mistress Lantan Fel’Rowan, owner and innkeeper.” She bowed again, indicating that Stavin and Karvik should go ahead.

    Inside, they found the common room full of royal guardsmen and a few civilians. One man rushed toward Stavin and almost ran into Karvik’s sword.

    The man screamed, “No!” as he fell to his knees.

    Karvik pointed his sword at the man’s chest and shouted, “Do not run at my prince!”

    “Forgive me! Forgive me! I only wanted to greet the Blessed One!”

    Stavin patted Karvik’s arm as he stepped past him. “Who are you, Goodman?”

    “I-I am Mayor Ardath Fel’Salva, Blessed One.”

    Stavin nodded. “Stand, Mayor Fel’Salva. Do keep in mind that I am a prince of Evandia and my royal guardsmen are tasked with protecting me at all times. Is there something I can do for you, Mayor Fel’Salva?”

    The mayor stood and then bowed deeply. “Prince Stavin, on behalf of myself and the town council, I wish to welcome you and your party to Big Red Rock.”

    Stavin bowed his head and replied, “Thank you for your welcome, Mayor Fel’Salva. We will just be staying the night.”

    The mayor bowed deeply again. “Blessed One, we have no temple here. Are you going to establish a temple of Arandar the Bright in Big Red Rock?”

    Stavin exchanged startled looks with Karvik and Varik, then turned back toward the mayor. “No, Mayor Fel’Salva, I’m not. That is not my mission. We are just passing through on our way to Rey on the Glimmer.”

    The mayor bowed deeply, then backed away. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear from his posture that he was disappointed.

    Stavin sat at a table, and Karvik, Varik, and Sergeant Zel’Fordan sat with him. A young girl of about thirteen came to the table, wringing her hands nervously, and asked, “What do you desire, Blessed One?”

    Stavin smiled. “Beer for all of us.”

    The girl bowed again, then backed away, keeping her eyes on Stavin until she bumped into the wall. Then she turned and went behind the bar.

    Varik chuckled and shook his head. “That girl is absolutely terrified of you.”

    Stavin’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace. “Shut up, Var.”

    Varik chuckled at having gotten a rise out of Stavin. “She’s going to spill our beer,” he sighed as he stood up. “I’ll go help her.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Keep your seat, Var. Remember those tailors and seamstresses, and their apprentices? Let the girl earn a few bragging rights by serving ‘The Blessed of Arandar.’ I have the feeling I’m going to learn to like that title about as much as I like being called ‘The Dragonblessed.” Karvik chuckled, as did Sergeant Zel’Fordan.

    The girl returned with four large ceramic tankards of beer and she very carefully placed them on the table. Stavin reached over and touched her hand as he said, “Thank you.”

    The girl dropped to her knees and kissed the place where Stavin had touched her. She whispered, “You honor me, Blessed One.”

    Stavin said, “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your soul. Go on now, you have others to serve.” The girl looked up at him, then stood, bowed deeply, and went to see to the guardsmen.

    “You better be careful, Stave,” Varik said as he sipped his beer. “You’re going to have people lining up to be blessed by you.”

    “You’re not funny, Var.”

    * * *

    The night passed quietly. Karvik let Stavin have a room alone. There really wasn’t room for both of them in any of the rooms on the inn’s upper floor.

    Late in the night a silent figure crossed the inn common room, making for the stairs. The royal guards were, as always, too alert for that.

    “Halt where you are,” Varik said in a stern tone.

    The figure stopped and turned a pair of big brown eyes toward Varik. “I was--I was going to the Blessed One,” a soft, feminine voice replied.

    Varik looked at her carefully. “You’re the serving girl, aren’t you?”

    “I am, Lord.”

    “What’s your name, child?”

    The girl swallowed and bowed her head. “Sahrielian, Lord.”

    Varik nodded and asked, “Why are you going to see Prince Stavin, Sahrielian?”

    She stared at the floor as she replied, “I was going to offer myself to him. My virtue.”

    Varik almost burst out laughing. “Child, he wouldn’t take you,” he answered softly. “It would be dishonorable. Besides, he’s my brother-in-law. Oath or not, I’d have to challenge him for dishonoring his vows to my sister.”

    She was still staring at the floor as she asked, “Not even to honor Arandar?”

    Varik shook his head. “No. And that wouldn’t be honoring Arandar the Bright. Stavin told me that the Gods Above are the Gods of our better nature. You should save that gift for the boy you marry.” The girl turned away as Varik watched. Around him the men of his team were nodding their approval.

    Morning found the entire expedition eating in the common room. Sahrielian served them in silence, but her stiff posture betrayed how nervous she was.

    After the morning meal, Stavin walked out to the big rock in the center of town and looked at it in the bright morning sunlight. The rock was indeed made of rose granite, and the red was very pronounced in several places.

    “I’m impressed,” he murmured.

    “I wonder how it got here?” Karvik murmured back.

    Neither of them had heard the mayor come up behind them, and turned quickly to face him when he answered. “According to Dandarshandrake, it was brought here from the far mountains by the great ice sheet that once covered the Brondian Continent.” He paused as Stavin and Karvik shared a glance. “Dandarshandrake told the city founders that this great rock came from a place half the continent away.”

    “Amazing,” was all Stavin could say for a moment, then he shook his head. “I’ve got to write this down for Shari. She’s always interested in things like this.”

    The expedition got ready to go soon after that. Varik took a moment to tell Stavin about his almost-visit by the girl, and Stavin sighed as he shook his head.

    “Should I say anything to her?”

    Karvik answered, “No. She’d probably just be humiliated by it. Just let it go unnoticed.”

    “You’re probably right, Kar. Is everyone ready?”

    When everyone had their horses saddled and ready to go, Stavin mounted and led the way to the town gates. As expected, the mayor and a broad assortment of townsfolk were there to see them off.

    “Prince Stavin, on behalf of our people, we wish you a safe and pleasant journey.”

    Stavin nodded deeply. “I thank you all. May the Light of Arandar the Bright protect you all from evil.” With that he kneed Tru forward and they passed through the gate.

    Karvik rode close to Stavin’s side and looked around. “This is beautiful country, isn’t it?”

    Stavin nodded as he looked out over the valley and up at the mountains. “Very. This is what I miss most about the expeditions. Twin Bridges is beautiful, but it can’t compare with this.” He gestured around them. “This is something new.”

    Karvik chuckled. “Yeah, but at least we’re not camping every night. Or pulling night guard duty.”

    Stavin laughed back at him. “I’m not, at least.” After that they settled into a comfortable silence, just pointing out interesting sights as they passed.

    They had been on the road for four more days before they reached another town. This one was much bigger than Big Red Rock.

    “Now that’s more like it,” Stavin muttered. Turning toward Karvik he asked, “What do you think? Twenty thousand?”

    Karvik nodded. “About. There’s a sawmill on the river,” he pointed out, “as well as a grist mill.”

    “How can you tell?” Varik asked.

    “The saw mill has a flume leading down from way up river to float logs down,” he said as he pointed. “The grist mill is farther downstream, and has an under-flow wheel directly in the river while the sawmill has an over-flow wheel driven by the water from the flume.”

    Stavin was looking at Karvik with wide eyes. He asked, “How did you know all that?” in a puzzled tone.

    “The first expedition I led went through a town a lot like this in Coravia. Darval Kel’Vandar pointed out the differences.”

    “Have I met him?”

    “I don’t think so. He’s Rahlina’s little brother, the one who got his vest the season before her. And you.”

    Stavin chuckled. “We’re going to pass through Aravad on the way home. Maybe we can detour up to Markavia Cross--and Kavinston as well.”

    Karvik nodded and pulled out the small parchment that held their itinerary. “If we can find a way to send a message from Rey, and don’t extend our stay there, we should be all right.”

    Stavin sighed mightily. “And figure the odds of that happening now that Arandar has chosen to join the fun.”

    “My math isn’t that good.” Karvik laughed.

    Stavin had to laugh as well. “There is always the option of paying the Gold Merchants to send it. I just don’t like the idea of paying them a gold crown to say, “We’re going to be a little late.”

    Karvik chuckled. “Yeah, but you would have paid it three years ago in Coravia if you could have.”

    Stavin’s eyes went unfocused for a moment as he breathed, “Oh yes. And I would have bought my own message book this time if I was crazy enough to have imagined the events in Aniston. Fifty gold crowns isn’t that much--for me at least--but I didn’t think anything major was going to happen this trip.”

    Karvik laughed uproariously for a moment, then gasped, “When have you ever gone on an expedition that didn’t get exciting?”

    Stavin just shook his head as he muttered, “Shut up, Kar.”

    Varik laughed at Stavin. “He’s got a point, Stave. Dad told me he didn’t expect any trouble when you went to Evandia to check your trading house, and look how that turned out.”

    Stavin glared at his little-brother-in-law and said, “You shut up too, Var.” He shook his head sadly. “Dragon Blessed prince of Evandia and Coravia, and blessed by Arandar the Bright, and this is the respect I get?”

    Karvik glanced at Varik and they both started laughing. Karvik gasped, “Yep,” as he continued to laugh.


    Chapter 11

    IT TOOK UNTIL MID DAY TO reach the city. The gates stood open, and just one old man sitting on a stool guarded them. He walked forward, straightening his uniform, as Karvik stopped his horse.

    “You’re a mighty pretty bunch,” the guard said as he looked over the expedition. “You escorting a prince or some such?”

    Karvik was startled and just said, “Yes, we’re escorting Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    The guard stumbled back a few steps until his back was against the gate. “Prince Stavin, the Blessed of Arandar?” he asked in a husky voice as he looked behind Karvik.

    Karvik nodded. “Yes. Can you recommend a good Chosen inn?”

    “An inn fit for the Blessed of Arandar? The best Henley has to offer is the Hornet’s Nest. It’s easy--It’s actually pretty hard to find,” he admitted with a one-shouldered shrug. “Let me fetch you a guide.” At Karvik’s nod he stepped to the side and pulled a rope. They could hear a bell inside the walls and in just a few breaths a dozen armed warriors were facing them.

    “Stand down!” the old man bellowed. The warriors came to a stop and sheathed their swords. One stepped forward and bowed.

    “You summoned us, sir?”

    The old man nodded. “Five of you escort the Blessed of Arandar and his party to the Hornet’s Nest Inn. The rest return to the ready room.”

    Almost as one the men turned toward Karvik. Stavin kneed Tru forward, and as soon as they saw his golden armor they went to their knees and placed their foreheads on the ground. The old man was the only one to keep his head up.

    He said, “Blessed of Arandar, we welcome you to Henley,” in a loud, clear voice that carried to the back of the group, and also to the curious people inside the city.

    Stavin bowed slightly in his saddle. “I am honored by your greeting. You men, rise. You can’t guard your city on your knees.” The warriors stood cautiously, brushing the dust from their armor as they looked at Stavin.

    The old man stepped forward again and bowed deeply. “I am Major Serdal Kel’Froman of the Henley Guard, Blessed One. My senior men will guide you to the inn immediately.” He glanced at his men and the oldest five stepped forward and bowed.

    “At once, Sir. Blessed One, please follow us.” The warrior bowed again and headed into the city. Enough people had heard the major that the news of Stavin’s arrival had spread like wildfire.

    People from every walk of life were lining the streets, many rushing to the correct route and falling to their knees as soon as Stavin came into view. As Stavin passed, the people bowed their heads in respect, many going all the way down until their foreheads touched the ground.

    Stavin simply stared straight ahead. This is already getting old.

    The ride through the city took more than two spans, and Karvik was a nervous wreck by the time the Hornet’s Nest Inn came into view.

    The front porch of the inn was crowded with silently waiting people. When Karvik pulled his horse to a stop and Stavin rode into view, everyone knelt and bowed their heads.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and rolled his eyes. Karvik grinned, then asked in a loud voice, “Who is the innkeeper?”

    An emaciated old skeleton of a man stood and cautiously came forward. “I am Caralan Fel’Dervas, keeper of the Hornet’s Nest Inn, Blessed One.”

    Stavin nodded. “I need rooms for my party. Major Kel’Carin will be posting eleven men at a time on guard so that will reduce the number of rooms we’ll need.”

    The innkeeper seemed to be fighting down his reaction for a moment, though Stavin couldn’t tell if he was fighting elation or fear. He finally bowed and said, “Yes, of course, Blessed One. I shall have my best suite prepared immediately.”

    Karvik nodded as he ordered, “Sergeant Zel’Fordan, take your team inside and check out the inn.”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan and the ten men of his team dismounted and turned their horses over to Varik and his team, then went inside the inn.

    The innkeeper seemed on the verge of a breakdown so Karvik explained, “We don’t allow Prince Stavin to enter any building that we haven’t checked out.”

    The innkeeper sputtered for a moment, then bowed deeply and took a step back. “With the Blessed One’s permission, I will have my servants prepare the suite.”

    Stavin nodded and the innkeeper hurried back inside. Stavin turned toward Karvik and shrugged. “Not the friendliest place we’ve ever stayed.”

    “And that worries me,” Karvik murmured.

    “Me too,” Stavin murmured back. “Let’s see to the horses while the innkeeper is busy.” Karvik nodded his agreement and led the way around the building in silence.

    The horses had been seen to and everyone was ready by the time Sergeant Zel’Fordan came out. “Prince Stavin, Major Kel’Carin, the inn is secure and I have two men in the suite as well as two men in the kitchen.”

    “Very good, Sergeant,” Karvik replied. “Let’s go in and see what the innkeeper is so nervous about.”

    Karvik led the way and Stavin stayed behind him. He was no stranger to people being nervous around him, but nothing like the innkeeper’s reaction had ever happened before.

    The inn common room was all but empty. One of the royal guards was standing in the doorway facing out, refusing to let anyone in.

    Stavin shook his head. “We need to get upstairs so the innkeeper can have his inn back.”

    Karvik grunted his agreement and they headed for the stairs. Sergeant Zel’Fordan hurried to join them. “Third floor, to the right, Prince Stavin,” the sergeant said as they climbed. “It puts you at the front of the inn.”

    Stavin nodded but didn’t say anything until they reached the suite. “This will do for one night,” he said as he looked around.

    Karvik walked through the suite and returned to Stavin’s side. “Only one bed, Stave. I’ll have the innkeeper shift a second bed in here for me.”

    Stavin just nodded. “What is he so nervous about?” Stavin asked softly as he looked around. “This is a nice inn. Not up to the standards of a royal inn, of course, but way above average.”

    “He’s probably more concerned about the Blessed of Arandar. Did you notice that he, and really everyone we’ve met here insists on calling you ‘the Blessed One’ instead of Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin grimaced. “I noticed.”

    Karvik chuckled at Stavin’s tone. “There’s no bathing room. We’ll have to go back down-stairs to clean up.”

    Stavin looked around and shook his head. “I guess they don’t get many royal visitors.”

    Karvik laughed and caught up his kit, and Stavin was right behind him. The innkeeper met them at the foot of the stairs and went to his knees.

    “What do you desire, Blessed One?” he asked with his head bowed.

    “A bath,” Stavin replied.

    The innkeeper glanced up then bowed his head again. His left arm came up and he pointed down a hallway. “Our poor bathing room is through the last door on the right, Blessed One.”

    Stavin said, “Thank you,” and headed down the hall with Karvik right behind him. Behind Karvik were the ten men of his team.

    “Something isn’t right here,” one of the guardsmen murmured.

    “We noticed,” Karvik muttered back, “so keep your eyes open. Once we are done start cycling through two at a time. Pair up. No one gets caught alone. Two of you, go pass the instructions to the rest of our men, and pass the same instructions to the Traders.”

    “Understood, Major,” the men replied. The two in the back turned away to carry out the order.

    The bathing room, like the suite, was a disappointment. “That tub’s barely big enough for me,” Stavin muttered.

    Karvik chuckled as he replied, “It isn’t much different from the tubs we’ve used for most of our lives, Stave. You just got spoiled living in the palace and staying in royal inns.”

    Stavin shook his head and just bathed in silence. The water wasn’t hot, but it was plentiful. After Karvik had poured a final bucket of water over his head, he took over helping Karvik with his bath.

    When they were both dressed again, they left the bathing room to find the guardsmen facing off with a group of hostile men dressed in fining clothing.

    “Now what?” Stavin muttered.

    “Blessed One!” a man shouted, and soon every man there was shouting the same thing, clamoring for Stavin’s attention.

    The crowd started pushing forward, trying to get to Stavin, and Karvik bellowed, “Royal Guards, protect the prince.”

    With that order, the guardsmen stopped trying to politely hold the men back. Swords hissed like angry snakes as the guardsmen took an aggressive stance and pushed the men back.

    “You can’t do this to us!” one of the men shouted.

    “We are Chosen lords!” another added. “We’re above you common guards.”

    Eldick stepped forward with his sword at the ready. “I am Eldick Zel’Karyn of the Evandian Royal Guard, and Heir of Zel’Karyn. You are not above me.”

    “Stand aside, boy,” one older man growled as he stepped forward, only to stumble back when four swords swung toward his chest.

    “You will keep your distance from Prince Stavin or die where you stand,” Eldick growled right back.

    Stavin made his way toward the front of the guardsmen, stopping just behind Eldick. “You will find that my guardsmen are exceptionally hard to intimidate. I will take a few spans to meet with the lord mayor and council, but I will not be holding court.”

    “But Blessed One--”

    “No,” Stavin answered mildly. “I am only staying the night and moving on at first light.”

    The man who had tried to push past Eldick again stepped forward again, this time stopping well short of the guards’ swords. “I am Lord Mayor Eral Zel’Borland. I insist you stay and discuss your transformation with us.”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. I’m still trying to decide exactly what that ‘transformation’ is and what it means. I’m sure someone will be writing it all down eventually. You’ll just have to wait until then.”

    Another man demanded, “Who are you to deny us?” from well back in the crowd.

    Now Stavin stepped forward and replied, “I am Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia,” in an angry tone. “That I am also the Blessed of Arandar is secondary to that.”

    All of the men took a step back as Stavin’s golden eyes flashed with his anger. “You will find that I am not easily impressed by the rank of others. Rest assured that His Majesty King Alred will receive a full report of this incident when we arrive in Rey on the Glimmer.”

    The lord mayor took a step back, then pushed, or was pushed, forward again. “Blessed One, you must tell us what has happened to you. The information we’ve received from Zel’Kassel has been sketchy at best.”

    Stavin shrugged. “That’s because we were in Aniston rather than Zel’Kassel. After the followers of Lebawan attacked us--”

    “You were attacked!?” one of the lords demanded loudly.

    “Yes,” Stavin replied. “We decided that Aniston was a much more comfortable place to stay. Lady Sahrana is a gracious hostess and saw to my comfort in true style.”

    The men were murmuring amongst themselves and soon the lord mayor addressed Stavin again. “Blessed One, we noticed a number of traders among your party. May we ask who they are?”

    Stavin nodded. “They are going to be the masters of the House Kel’Aniston caravans that will soon be handing long distance trade from the Aniston and Zel’Kassel area.”

    Several of the men exchanged glances before one of them stepped forward and bowed. “Blessed One,” he began, then paused to clear his throat. “Forgive me. Are you saying that your House Kel’Aniston is going into competition with House Zel’Aniston?”

    Stavin shook his head as he smiled. “No. House Kel’Aniston is taking over the long-distance trade in support of House Zel’Aniston, as it should be. We’ll also be helping with high volume trade during harvest. Cousin Sindal doesn’t like sending her caravans so far away.” He glanced at Feralan and nodded. “This is Feralan Zel’Aniston. I’m sponsoring her and seven others to be my Master Traders.”

    The man seemed surprised, but at the same time intrigued. “Will you be trading exclusively between Rey and Zel’Kassel, or are you going to branch out?” he asked with a definite look of avarice on his face. Then he hastily added, “Your Highness.”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then shrugged. “That will be up to my managers, Rhovan and Veralyn Kel’Aniston. I’m going to be much too far away to directly control this portion of House Kel’Aniston.”

    The man nodded. “I know Veralyn and her husband, Your Highness.” At Stavin’s raised eyebrows, the man bowed. “Perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Master Trader Cevin Zel’Winterhaven, owner of the Zel’Winterhaven Trading House and leader of the Henley Trader’s Council.”

    Stavin nodded. “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Zel’Winterhaven. We’re going to have four caravans, with five wagons each. But as I said, it will be up to Rhovan if we expand beyond that.”

    The trader bowed and backed away, and the mayor joined him. One by one the other men bowed and followed their leader out of the inn.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and shrugged. “I guess I answered their questions.”

    “No,” Karvik said as he looked out the door, “you stomped on the mayor so hard they were afraid to push for more information. That plus having all of us armed behind you.”

    Stavin glanced behind them to find all of his guards behind them with bared steel in their hands. A wry grin twisted his lips as he admitted, “Could be.”

    Karvik said, “Sheath your swords, men, and well done.” The guardsmen complied and the atmosphere in the inn became much more relaxed.

    Stavin saw the innkeeper over to the side and waved him over. The man hurried over and went to his knees. “What do you desire, Blessed One?”

    “Something to eat and drink,” Stavin replied. “What do you have?”

    The innkeeper glanced up and then focused his eyes on the floor again. “We have nothing fit to serve you, Blessed One. I am ashamed to say we only have flame roasted goat spears. If you will tell me your preference, Blessed One, I will do my humble best to prepare what you wish.”

    Stavin glanced at Karvik and received a shrug in answer to his unasked question. Looking at the innkeeper he said, “I have never heard of goat spears, Goodman. What are they?”

    The innkeeper said, “Metal rods, about a cubit long, with meat, tubers, onions, and peppers on them, then they are cooked over the fire, Blessed One.” His eyes never left the floor, but his hands had moved to demonstrate what he was describing.

    “Sounds interesting. A nice strong ale would go good with that.”

    Karvik nodded and said, “For me as well.” He and Stavin went to a table as the innkeeper scrambled to his feet and went to the kitchen.

    The ale arrived almost immediately, and Karvik tried it first, as always. “Stout stuff,” he said as he set the mug down. The innkeeper was hovering by the table, glancing between Stavin and his still-untouched mug.

    Stavin grinned at him. “My father’s orders. He tastes everything first to make sure I don’t get poisoned.”

    The innkeeper’s expression was vacillating between indignation and terror as he said, “Blessed One, I would never--”

    “It’s all right,” Stavin said as he raised his hand to stop the man. “We have no reason to suspect you, it’s just my father being overprotective. In Twin Bridges poison is a favorite way to get rid of unwanted rivals--like me and my family. We always take the precaution, so there’s never a chance mistake.”

    Karvik had been waiting and nodded when Stavin stopped talking. “Go ahead, Stave.”

    Stavin took Karvik’s mug and sipped. “Oh, wow, that’s strong. Dahvin would love it.”

    The innkeeper bowed and backed away, keeping his eyes on Stavin until he reached the bar. Then he turned and went into the kitchen.

    Stavin was looking around again and finally saw something odd. There was a shrine set up near the hearth, but it was covered. “I wonder what that is?” he murmured, and Karvik followed his gaze.

    “Let’s find out,” Karvik replied softly. He stood and walked over and removed the cover. He instantly bellowed, “Guards!” as he turned and drew his sword.

    Stavin sprang to his feet with his big knife in his hand. “What is it, Kar?” he demanded as he scanned the room.

    Karvik threw the cover to the ground and pointed. “Wheel and Shears.”

    Stavin fought down the rage that was boiling his blood. “Pack up!” he snapped as he looked around.

    The innkeeper came out of the kitchen and stopped in stunned disbelief. “You found it?” he asked as he fell to his knees.

    “Yes, we found it,” Stavin replied. “It explains why you’ve been so nervous around me. I will not stay under the roof of a follower of the Cutter.”

    “But-But Blessed One, Arandar the Bright has no conflict with Lebawan.”

    Stavin looked at him and shook his head as he replied, “Arandar might not, but it’s well known that I do. Royal Guards, we’re leaving.” All the guardsmen started assembling their gear, and Stavin and Karvik went up-stairs to collect their personal gear.

    Karvik said, “Somehow, I’m not surprised that we’ve run into more of the Cutter’s followers here. The east was supposed to be His stronghold in imperial times.”

    Stavin grunted his agreement. “And now as well. We’ll buy supplies and eat in the saddle. I don’t trust our safety close to this city now.” He turned and looked at Karvik. “Remind me to ask who they worship at the next city before we unpack.” Karvik laughed as he nodded his agreement.

    When they returned to the common room, Stavin wasn’t surprised to see the mayor again. “Blessed One, please reconsider. While the worship of Lebawan is wide spread in Henley, He is by no means the only god worshipped here.”

    Stavin looked at him and shook his head. “No. It’s not worth the risk to my people,” he said as he looked at the mayor. “Lebawan’s followers have been after me for years. They’ve come close a time or three, but we’ve always managed to defeat them. But my people have paid in blood for those victories.”

    “Blessed One, what can I do to change your mind?” the mayor begged.

    “Nothing. I will not stay where Lebawan’s followers flourish.”

    Stavin turned away and headed toward the door. The innkeeper was standing by the door and Stavin flipped him a gold crown as he passed. “For what we received beneath your roof we are grateful.” The innkeeper bowed but remained silent as the royal party filed by.


    Chapter 12

    THE RIDE OUT OF TOWN WAS quiet. They received a few confused looks, but no one even asked where they were going. Once they were outside the gates Stavin waved Feralan Zel’Aniston over to his side.

    “Take all of the traders and trade guards to the caravansary and purchase some supplies. Here,” he handed over his pouch, “buy enough for ten days. We’re going up the road a bit.”

    Feralan bowed and turned away with the traders following single file behind her. Stavin turned toward Karvik and jerked his head to the side.

    “Let’s put some dragons between us and this town.”

    They rode for a span, just far enough that the town was out of sight. It wasn’t long before the sound of horses following them at a canter came up the road.

    Feralan rode straight to Stavin’s side and handed over his pouch. “Three silver and four sparks, Prince Stavin. They were very upset with the lord mayor and his innkeeper.”

    “The lord mayor’s innkeeper?” Karvik asked in a suspicious tone.

    Feralan nodded. “It seems that Lord Mayor Zel’Borland owns the Hornet’s Nest. The master traders in charge of the caravansary said that’s why we were sent there. The guards at the gate have standing orders to send wealthy or important visitors to that inn to boost the lord mayor’s prestige and profit.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I should be surprised, but somehow I’m not. Distribute the supplies and we’ll be on our way. I’d like to put a bit more distance between us and Henley before we stop for the night.” Everyone stuffed cheese and dried sausage into their saddlebags, then they headed up the road toward Rey on the Glimmer.

    They continued for just three spans after sundown, but on the eastern side of the mountains that left them in nearly total darkness.

    “Time to stop,” Karvik murmured. “We’re going to have to tend the horses in the dark.”

    Stavin looked at his glowing armor and grinned as he said, “Not all of us.”

    They made a cold camp, and Stavin covered his armor with a cloak. Not long after they had stopped, the sound of running horses passed on the road.

    “Someone is after someone,” Stavin muttered in a sing-song tone.

    It was near the middle of the next day that they found the trouble Karvik was worried about: the sound of a scream rang down the road.

    Karvik turned in the saddle and said, “Stave--”

    “I know, I know. I’ll be good. Now go. I’ll keep the traders with me.”

    Karvik nodded and led off at a gallop with all the royal guards and trade guards behind him. The traders gathered around Stavin as he pulled his Dragon’s Tongue from its sheath.

    “Arm yourselves,” he commanded. When everyone had a sword, knife, or ax in their hands, he led them forward at a walk.

    It took a full span to reach the scene of the attack. The action was all over except for digging the graves. “Kar?” Stavin shouted, and Karvik walked across the road to him.

    “It’s nasty, Stave. There are no survivors. Twenty men attacked and killed the men last night, then took their time with the women this morning. The scream we heard was from the last of them, a young girl. They killed her when they saw us riding up.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Any survivors from the attackers?” Karvik answered with a look. “Right. Where’s Var?”

    Varik stalked out from behind a wagon with his bloodied sword still in his hand. “I’ve heard the stories,” he said as he looked at Stavin, “but I never thought it would be so bad.”

    Stavin patted his shoulder. “I know. Stories can’t prepare you for the real thing. How many did you get?”

    “One. And I was lucky to get him. We outnumbered them two-to-one.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “That’s eleven, Var, and your second red stripe.” He slapped Varik’s shoulder, then went to where Feralan was standing. When she looked at him he asked, “Do you recognize any of the traders?”

    “No, Prince Stavin, not anyone in particular, but the caravan belonged to the Lake Arrowhead Syndicate.” She pointed to the crest on the side of the master’s wagon.

    “The what?”

    “It’s a trading house that is made up of a bunch of independent Masters who all use the House name, but otherwise go their own way. Lake Arrowhead is a long way northwest of Orvalavad, up in the mountains, and used to be a bandits’ haven until the Traders Guild hired a bunch of mercenaries to clean them out. Since then it’s turned into a traders’ town.”

    Stavin nodded. “Like Skykon. We’ll dig graves for the traders and drag the trash into the forest. Organize the traders and your guards and start reloading the wagons.”

    Feralan bowed, then started assigning people to wagons. There were ten wagons, and the raiders had thoroughly looted all of them, carelessly throwing a large variety of items out onto the ground.

    The traders were buried and the raiders disposed of in just eleven spans. Stavin’s traders had the wagons loaded, the teams harnessed and ready to go long before then.

    Stavin walked Tru to the lead wagon and tied her reins to the back, then climbed aboard. “Prince Stavin?” Feralan asked in confusion.

    “I’m the only one here with a Master’s vest,” he answered with a slight grin. “Besides, if we meet anyone I’d prefer to have my armor covered until we see what they want.”

    Feralan nodded and flicked her reins, setting the oxen into motion. Stavin looked at Karvik and waved him over. “I’d like Var up here. He’s still pretty shaken by what he saw back there.”

    Karvik just nodded, then turned and bellowed, “Lieutenant Kel’Horval, front and center.”

    Varik rode to the front and bowed in the saddle to Karvik. “Yes, Major Kel’Carin?”

    “Ride with the lead wagon. I want someone who isn’t afraid of him to keep him out of trouble.”

    Varik looked at Stavin and grinned. “Yes, Sir. I’ll try to make him behave like a prince.”

    “Watch it, Var,” Stavin said softly. “I’ll tell the twins you’re hiding presents from them. Zahri will never get your room straight again.”

    Varik looked at him and muttered, “That’s mean.”

    The wagons slowed them down considerably. Oxen are strong, not fast. It took ten days to reach the city of Orvalavad, on the banks of the Greenleaf River. Stavin had kept them moving past several small towns along the way. He didn’t want to answer the inevitable questions concerning the wagons.

    Orvalavad was a large city, and nearly sixty thousand souls called it home. Stavin and Feralan led them to the caravansary and reported the incident.

    The caravansary manager listened to Feralan’s story in silence, then nodded. “I don’t suppose you found any identification on the bandits, did you?”

    Stavin signaled Karvik over and said, “Show this goodman what you found on the bandits, Kar.”

    Karvik pulled an amulet from his pouch. “The leader, or at least the bastard that seemed to be the leader, had this on his coat.”

    The caravansary manager hissed between his teeth. “The mark of Bel’Corad.”

    Stavin glanced at Feralan, but she didn’t seem to recognize the name. “Who is that?” he asked.

    The manager shook his head. “The worst bandit in the area. He’s not satisfied just robbing people. Oh, no, he has to kill everyone so there are no witnesses to testify against him.”

    Stavin nodded. “That fits with what we saw. He may not be a problem anymore.”

    The manager shook his head. “It would have taken quite a force to take out Bel’Corad and his band.” He looked at the traders behind them and shook his head. “You don’t have nearly enough men,” he looked Karvik up and down, “no matter how prettily they’re dressed.”

    Stavin grinned and said, “Major Kel’Carin, assemble the guard.”

    Karvik bowed, then pulled a horn from his belt and blew three long tones. In moments, the Evandian Royal Guards had formed up facing their prince.

    “The guard is assembled, Your Highness.”

    The caravansary manager looked terrified, and seemed to be on the verge of running away. “Who are you?” he asked in a quavering whisper.

    Karvik bowed to Stavin and replied, “This is His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, Blessed of Arandar the Bright.”

    The poor man fainted.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “Well, that was dramatic.”

    The sound of running feet heralded the arrival of a hand of Traders’ Guild Guards. “Drop your weapons!” one of them shouted. Another was blowing a shrill whistle, summoning more aid.

    Stavin finally decided to remove the cloak that hid his armor and face the guards before something unfortunate happened.

    “Gentlemen, sheath your swords. He’s all right. He just fainted.”

    The lead guard started to say something, but two of his men dropped to their knees beside him and put their foreheads to the ground. One of them shouted, “Bow, you fool! He’s the Blessed of Arandar!” The leader looked closely at Stavin, then dropped his sword as he fell to his knees, begging forgiveness.

    The manager was regaining his senses. “Blessed One,” he said as he climbed to his knees and placed his forehead to the dirt of the caravansary, “please forgive my presumption.”

    “Stand, Goodman,” Stavin commanded and waited until the man was on his feet again before continuing. “Among my other titles is Master Trader and owner of the Kel’Aniston Trading House. My royal guards killed twenty bandits who had taken this caravan. As such, we claim salvage on it and offer it for auction.”

    “As you wish, Blessed One.”

    Stavin nodded toward the wagons. “I’m leaving eight traders and guards under Trader Feralan Zel’Aniston to take care of them while I go find your lord mayor.”

    The manager bowed deeply, then pointed to the left. “If you leave by that gate and follow the road, it will lead you straight to the city center and City Hall, Blessed One.”

    Stavin smiled and said, “Thank you,” then turned away. He collected Tru and led the way out of the caravansary. Karvik matched pace with him.

    “Time for another parade?”

    Stavin laughed, “I suppose so, Kar.”

    Karvik’s team took the right side in a single file while Varik and his team took the left. The sight of so many armed men in the city was more than enough to draw the curious, and the sight of Stavin’s golden armor triggered a torrent of excited shouts speeding through the city.

    A wave of sound rolled over the city and back to Stavin like ripples in a pond. Thousands of people lined the streets, shouting questions at one another until Stavin’s party came into view. Once Stavin was seen, the noise subsided as people went to their knees and bowed deeply to the Blessed of Arandar.

    Karvik still had to shout as he said, “You’re still the best traveling show on the continent!”

    Stavin shouted back, “Shut up, Kar,” as he laughed.

    It took five spans to reach the center of the city. The square was more than two dragons across, and boasted an intricate fountain in the center. Every building around the square was built of marble, and gleamed in Arandar’s light.

    Stavin pointed to the right. “I think that’s the city hall.”

    Karvik nodded but didn’t try to answer. The noise from the crowd was tremendous. Stavin led his people to the steps of the city hall and stopped.

    A group of elegantly dressed men and women were assembled at the top of the steps and one man walked forward with his arms raised.

    “Quietly, please,” he said and his voice boomed across the square. “Let us properly welcome the Blessed of Arandar.” The crowd quieted and he continued. “Prince Stavin, Blessed of Arandar the Bright, we welcome you to Orvalavad. I am Lord Mayor Rahndal Zel’Gestan, and arrayed behind me are the members of the City Council, our Guild Masters, and the Master of the King’s Academy.”

    Stavin bowed slightly, then spoke loudly in reply, “Lord Mayor,” he began and was shocked into silence as his voice echoed off the buildings. He began again in a more restrained tone. “Lord Mayor Zel’Gestan, I am honored by your welcome and that of your people. Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.”

    The crowd went totally silent for a moment and Stavin was afraid he’d made a big mistake, but when he looked around he saw what had happened: every person in the square had gone to their knees and bowed until their foreheads touched the cobblestones. Looking up at the mayor and council, he noted that even they had gone to both knees, though they had just bowed their heads. Stavin climbed the ten marble steps until he was facing the mayor.

    “Rise, Lord Mayor Zel’Gestan.” Again, his voice rolled across the square. “All of you rise. Turn your faces to the light.”

    The mayor and his council rose to their feet, then bowed to Stavin again. “Prince Stavin, it is a pleasure to welcome you to our fine city. Will you join us in the council chamber?”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Yes, Lord Mayor Zel’Gestan.” The mayor bowed and turned away, leading Stavin into the building. Karvik’s team hurried to join them.

    The mayor looked at Karvik’s men curiously, but if he had any objections to their presence he kept them to himself. Once Karvik had cleared the room, Stavin walked in and took the chair nearest the door.

    The lord mayor remained standing once everyone else was seated. “Prince Stavin,” he began and Stavin was glad his voice had returned to a normal volume, “we hoped you would stop for a few days on your way to Rey on the Glimmer.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “We intend to, especially now.”

    “Has something else happened, Your Highness?” the mayor asked.

    Stavin nodded. “Yes. Ten days ago, we came upon a caravan that was under attack by bandits. My royal guards, led by Major Kel’Carin,” he gestured toward Karvik, “saw to the bandits, but unfortunately all of the traders were already dead. The caravansary manager mentioned someone called Bel’Corad when we brought the wagons in.”

    “Bel’Corad and his band are a scourge on Reynadia,” the mayor replied as he shook his head. “How many of his men did your guardsmen kill, Prince Stavin?”

    “Twenty.”

    The mayor looked surprised, as did his councilors. “That is five more men than he was reported to have. I’ll instruct Lord Javan to see to the disposition of the caravan. Do you know what House they were from, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin nodded. “Feralan said they were from the Lake Arrowhead Syndicate.”

    The mayor shook his head sadly. “Another of the Syndicate’s caravans. It’s almost like someone was directing Bel’Corad to them.”

    “That is unfortunately possible,” one of the councilors said in a soft voice, “or directing the caravans into his area. I have a lot invested in the Syndicate. Hopefully this will mean an end to our losses.”

    Stavin nodded again. “Hopefully,” he agreed. “My main hope is that the roads will be safer for all caravans, mine included.”

    “Your caravans, Your Highness?” another of the councilors asked.

    “Yes.” Stavin spent a few moments sketching his plans for House Kel’Aniston in Reynadia. “Now, if you will excuse me,” he concluded as he stood, “I need to find a good inn and clean up.”

    “Of course, Your Highness,” the mayor said as he stood. “The Royal Bull Inn is just up the way. We would be pleased to escort you there.” Stavin nodded and allowed the entire city council to escort him the three dragons to the inn.

    Karvik nodded his satisfaction as he said, “Now this is more like it.”

    Stavin had to agree. The Royal Bull was huge. It was easily a dragon and a half across the front, and three deep down the sides. Four floors towered over the street, and wide balconies circled the building.

    When Stavin’s foot touched the first of the ten steps that led to the entry, the doors opened and a tall blonde woman stepped out, then went to her knees. She didn’t, however, bow her head.

    “Blessed of Arandar, Dragonblessed Prince Stavin of Evandia, we welcome you to the Royal Bull. I am Lady Ava Zel’Kellie,” now she did bow her head briefly, “owner and proprietress. My staff has been setting the Royal Suite to rights since we were informed of your arrival. If you would care to send in your servants, my people will take them to the Royal Suite.”

    Stavin bowed in return before replying, “I am honored by your greeting, Lady Zel’Kellie. I didn’t bring any servants this trip. I hadn’t intended on making much of a fuss.”

    Lady Ava bowed her head again. “I will assign Grantan to act as your butler--”

    Karvik interrupted her, saying, “We cannot allow non-bound servants near Prince Stavin.” At the look of rage that crossed her face, he bowed and continued. “We mean no insult to you or your people, Lady Zel’Kellie. Those are our orders from King Kalin, and not even Prince Stavin can countermand them.”

    “Then who sees to His Highness’ needs, young man?” she asked in a remarkably mild tone.

    Stavin chuckled. “He does. Really, there are only a few things I can’t do for myself.”

    Lady Ava bowed again, though it was obvious that she wasn’t used to being told no. “All of my servants are properly bound, young man. This is a royal inn. However, you may do as you wish, Your Highness. This way, please. I’ll escort you myself.” She bowed and Stavin moved to her side.

    “Our Royal Suite is on the fourth floor for your protection, Prince Stavin. Also for your security, there are gates at each corner of the balcony that are locked and cannot be opened from the opposite side.”

    Stavin was nodding. “I’m impressed.”

    Now she smiled down at him. “Alred stays with me whenever he passes through.”

    “King Alred?” Stavin asked.

    She gave him a sly wink and a smile. “My big brother Al.”

    “Ah, that explains--” Stavin interrupted himself and shook his head. “So I should call you ‘Your Highness’ as well, shouldn’t I?”

    “No,” she replied with a slight smile, “I renounced my claim to the throne to marry Kodan.”

    Stavin bowed slightly, then said, “Very well, Lady Zel’Kellie. We will be down in a span or so. Major Kel’Carin will be posting his men on guard, but they try to be discreet.”

    Lady Zel’Kellie bowed her head as she stopped by a wide door. “This is the royal suite, Prince Stavin.” She pushed the door open and stood aside to let Stavin enter the suite first.  

    Stavin took two steps and stopped. “Gods Above--this is magnificent!” He turned around to find Lady Zel’Kellie standing beside Karvik.

    Lady Zel’Kellie chuckled at his tone. “It’s an exact duplicate of Alred’s suite in the palace. He had it remodeled to match not long after he ascended to the throne.”

    “It’s a pretty good match for King Kalin’s suite back home,” Stavin said as he looked around, “and much more elegant than King Teravan’s suite in Moravad.”

    Lady Ava’s head tilted to the side as she asked, “Really?”

    Stavin nodded. “Many of the palaces were built by the Imperial Architects as homes for the emperor when he was traveling to the provincial capitals. I don’t know if the emperors ordered it, but most of the palaces closely match the imperial palace in Lux. Those that were built later still used the old designs.”

    “How curious,” she replied as she tapped her lips with one finger. “I wish we had traveled more when I was young. I’ve never seen any of the other capitals or palaces.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Lady Ava, we will be down shortly.” She smiled and bowed, then walked away.

    Stavin chuckled as he closed the door. “I can’t imagine Kalin letting Marina run an inn.”

    “Can’t you?” Karvik asked. “What about running a trading house?”

    “But I’m not--King Alred is her brother, not her father, so she wasn’t the heir. She must have married into the Zel’Kellie family and come here to have something to keep her busy.”

    Karvik was nodding. “If you had to just sit around and look pretty all the time you’d go insane in short order. Besides, you might not have noticed before, but all the royal inns in Evandia are owned by the royal family. The innkeepers are hirelings, just like the servants. She said all of her servants were bound, but I’ll bet that’s because of her, not the king.”

    Stavin nodded. “You’re probably right, Kar.” Stavin started shucking himself out of his armor, heading unerringly toward the bathing room.


    Chapter 13

    STAVIN AND KARVIK RETURNED TO THE ground floor to find just a handful of people there.

    Lady Ava walked over to them and bowed, asking, “How can I serve you, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin returned the bow before saying, “I’d like a beer, please.”

    Lady Ava’s smile deepened as she led them to a table. She gestured toward the bar and a serving man brought two tall glasses of light amber beer. She set them on the table with her own hand, then bowed.

    “This is my finest brew. My late husband and his brothers developed this recipe over the course of thirty years. I hope it meets your approval.”

    Stavin nodded, then tried the beer. He and Karvik had settled whether or not Karvik would be ‘tasting’ the food here while they were bathing.

    “That is excellent, Lady Ava. It’s got a very light flavor.”

    “Indeed,” Karvik agreed before taking a second drink. “I think I’d prefer a stouter brew in the winter, but this is perfect in the summer.”

    Lady Ava bowed as she smiled. “Thank you. My cooks have prepared roast bison with roasted tubers and carrots, roast duck with boiled grains, and deep-fried rabbit with mashed tubers.”

    Stavin had tilted his head to the side as she spoke, and nodded when she finished. “The fried rabbit sounds interesting.”

    Karvik nodded. “I think I’ll try the roast duck.”

    Lady Ava bowed slightly and said, “As you wish,” then turned away.

    Karvik saw Varik and waved him over. “Normal watches, Var. This inn is a favorite of the king, so their security is probably sufficient, but we’ll continue on our regular schedule.”

    “Yes, Sir,” Varik replied as he bowed.

    Stavin added, “Var, Lady Ava is the king’s little sister. Pass the word for everyone to be on their best behavior. She might have renounced her claim on the throne, but she is still a member of the royal family.”

    “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll pass the word.”

    Lady Ava returned with a serving man following her with a tray. She again served Stavin and Karvik with her own hands, then bowed. “Here is your supper, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed in his chair, then said, “Lady Ava, this is my brother-in-law, Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval.” Lady Ava nodded as Varik bowed deeply. “He’ll be setting watches on the fourth floor.”

    Lady Ava bowed her head again. “Maral will show you the gates and provide you with the keys,” she replied, motioning toward the serving man.

    Maral bowed and said, “This way please, Lieutenant,” then turned toward the kitchen.

    Lady Ava looked at Karvik and said, “Major, the remaining rooms on the fourth floor are available for your men to use. They are not elegant, but my brother’s guards have never complained.”

    Karvik stood and bowed. “Thank you, Lady Ava.”

    “Lady Ava,” Stavin said as he looked up at her, “I need rooms for eight traders and eight trade guards as well. Six of the traders are from Clan Zel’Aniston, so I’d like to give all of them good rooms. The guards and remaining two traders are from Clan Kel’Aniston, so they don’t need as nice a room.”

    “Kira’s clan,” she replied with a knowing nod. “You are aligning yourself with Clan Zel’Aniston?”

    Stavin nodded. “I was born a Kel’Aniston, Lady Ava.”

    She nodded as she replied, “I hadn’t forgotten that, Prince Stavin. Clan Zel’Aniston and Clan Zel’Karal have been allied for dozens of generations, extending well into the early imperial era. Alankira married my nephew Jerlan more than twenty years ago, and will be queen when Alred and Alantana die.”

    Stavin sat back and said, “Lady Sahrana didn’t mention that.”

    “Sahra doesn’t like to play on her relationship to the royal family, but she and I share a common great-grandfather. One generation closer and Jerlan wouldn’t have been allowed to wed Alankira.”

    “Oh,” was the most intelligent thing Stavin could say for a few moments. Once he regained his wits he continued with, “That puts her much better connected than I thought.”

    “Zel’Aniston was one of the premier Clans of the province of Reynadia. They are, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, still very influential. Are you joining or competing with the Zel’Aniston Trading House?”

    “Joining. We’re going to be seeing to the long-distance trade while Sindal concentrates on the local trade around Aniston and Zel’Kassel.”

    “That will please Alred. There are few Trading Houses that dare the mountains these days.”

    “Because of Bel’Corad, Lady Ava?” Karvik asked.

    She fixed him with an intense stare as she said, “Indeed.”

    Karvik stood and bowed again. “Unless he had more than one band of thieves out there, he’s dead.”

    Lady Ava froze for an instant, then giggled like a little girl. She asked, “You killed Bel’Corad?” in a voice that sounded like she was out of breath.

    Karvik bowed deeply. “We did. His band had attacked a caravan and we happened upon them before they had finished with the traders. We killed twenty bandits, but we were too late to save any of the traders. The last of them was a young girl. Her scream was what drew our attention.”

    Lady Ava shook her head. “That is going to anger some very influential people, young man.”

    “Lady?” Karvik asked as his head tilted to the side.

    “It’s been surmised that Bel’Corad was just the hands for someone else. He was too successful against certain Houses, and never touched others.”

    “Like the Lake Arrowhead Syndicate,” Stavin said as he tapped his lips with one finger. “One of the city councilmen mentioned something along those lines.”

    Lady Ava glanced at their plates and said, “Eat now. I think we’re going to have a long discussion about the politics of Trade and the trade in Politics here in Reynadia.” With that she bowed slightly and walked away.

    Stavin and Karvik ate quickly. When Lady Ava saw that they were finished, she walked over to the table and bowed. “Prince Stavin, the lord mayor and council request an audience.”

    Stavin nodded and stood. “Are they here, or do they want me back in their council chamber?”

    “They are here, Prince Stavin,” she replied with a grin. “They like my husband’s beer.”

    Stavin chuckled as he replied, “So do we.” He and Karvik picked up their mugs and followed Lady Ava into a large private dining room and found nine men and women waiting for him.

    Lady Ava said, “Prince Stavin, I leave you to your discussions,” as she bowed Stavin toward a seat.

    Stavin held up one finger to stop her. “Lady Ava, you are welcome to stay and participate in this discussion as my guest. Your knowledge of the political situation here in Reynadia could prove invaluable.” Lady Ava bowed her acceptance of the invitation and took the seat at Stavin’s right hand.

    The lord mayor looked uncomfortable about Lady Ava’s inclusion, but had the good sense to keep his opinion about it to himself. Stavin bowed his head slightly and asked, “What can I do for you, Lord Mayor Zel’Gestan?”

    The lord mayor stood and bowed to Stavin. “Prince Stavin, we are all curious about you and your remarkable accomplishments, and, of course, your newest accomplishment of becoming the Blessed of Arandar.”

    Stavin shook his head and said, “I can’t take any credit for being blessed. That was Arandar’s decision.”

    One of the women blurted out, “But I heard you went to the temple expressly to seek Arandar’s blessing.”

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head. “No. I went to Arandar’s temple because I had been tainted by the Evilest One, and Arandar reacted to me when I first arrived in Aniston.”

    One of the men stood and glared at the woman for a moment before asking, “What taint did Arandar find, Prince Stavin?”

    “It was a childhood matter,” Stavin replied with a slight shake of his head. “An old pain deep in my soul from something that happened when I was eleven. I encountered several of the evilest one’s priests on my second expedition, and carried four of His amulets for several hands of days before I could find an Adept to cleanse them. The evilest one touched me then.”

    The man shook his head. “I find it remarkable that Arandar would choose someone that Eshokanal had touched.”

    Stavin focused his gaze on the councilor and spoke softly as he said, “I will ask you not to speak that name in my presence.”

    The councilor smiled slightly as he asked, “Are you offended by the mention of the opposition?”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side, then pulled the cuff of his shirt back. As was his habit, he had put his under padding back on after he’d bathed. Now the dragon-scale cloth glowed brightly as it came into view. “Just a little,” he answered as the man took an involuntary step back.

    The room was absolutely silent for a moment. Lord Mayor Zel’Gestan whispered, “You fools, shut your mouths,” as he looked at his councilors.

    Stavin looked at the lord mayor and said, “Explain.”

    The mayor looked at the table for a moment, then replied, “Not everyone worships the Gods Above, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded. “I have never encountered anyone who worshipped any of the Gods Below except those priests I mentioned.”

    Another of the councilors said, “The Gods Above are not the only Gods worthy of worship.”

    Stavin startled everyone into silence by saying, “Agreed.”

    Lady Ava turned toward him and asked, “Prince Stavin?”

    “Our natures, every one of us, are made up of bits and pieces from all ten Gods. No one is wholly good or wholly evil.” He continued to outline what he had learned from the Gods Above during his visits to the temples in Aniston.

    “So even you, the Blessed of Arandar, admit that you are controlled by the Gods Below,” the councilor who had spoken Eshokanal’s name said in a definitely satisfied tone.

    “As I said, all ten of the Gods influence everyone. It is the Gods who exert the most influence that determine if you are considered good or evil.”

    “But you admit Esho--” The councilor stopped talking when Stavin launched himself out of his chair and strode over to face him.

    “Do you really want to see how the Gods Below influence me?” he growled as he glared down into the man’s eyes. “I killed eighty-five men before I picked up the Sword of Zel’Hallan. Eighty-five kills before I saw the nineteenth anniversary of my birth.” He leaned forward so his face was less than a hand’s-width from the councilor’s face. “Are you really that anxious to see which of the Gods will claim your soul?”

    The councilor looked up into Stavin’s golden eyes and stammered, “F-F-Forgive me, Blessed One.”

    Stavin pushed himself away from the man and returned to his seat. Looking around, he asked, “Does anyone else want to try and provoke a response from me?”

    “No, Prince Stavin,” the lord mayor replied as he looked at his councilors. “I think that will be the last question of that kind.” He glared at three of his councilors for a moment before bowing to Stavin.

    “Very well,” Stavin said as he looked around. “I think we should move on to the subject of Trade and the bandit Bel’Corad.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin,” the mayor replied as he bowed his head. “I’m sure that our Traders Guild will welcome the addition of your House on the trade routes throughout the kingdom.”

    Stavin considered that for a moment before saying, “We will be primarily covering the route between Zel’Kassel and Rey, including Orvalavad. As I’ve said before, House Kel’Aniston is going to be supporting House Zel’Aniston. Now that Bel’Corad is no longer a factor, I would expect trade to increase.”

    The councilor who had said he was invested in the Lake Arrowhead Syndicate stood and bowed. “Prince Stavin, I mean no disrespect to you or your men, but eliminating Bel’Corad doesn’t eliminate all of the bandits in these mountains.”

    Stavin shrugged one shoulder. “True. Perhaps King Alred can be persuaded to send regular army patrols through this area.”

    “He does,” Lady Ava said as she looked around, “but he’s having to keep more troops in and around Rey now.”

    “Is there trouble, Lady Ava?” Karvik asked.

    “You weren’t warned?” she asked as she focused on Karvik.

    “No, Lady.”

    She glared at the councilors, then looked at Stavin. “Prince Stavin, for the last five moons Rey has been under attack from within. Someone has been killing innocents. Someone very nasty.”

    “Lady Ava,” the mayor said as his hands made a patting gesture, “perhaps this isn’t the right time--”

    “And exactly when would be the right time, Randy?” Lady Ava demanded. “Would you send the prince into a trap?”

    “No, of course not!”

    “Then have the courtesy to let me speak uninterrupted under my own roof.” Turning back to Stavin, she bowed her head. “Prince Stavin, it has been guessed that a priest of one of the most powerful of the Gods Below has been preying on the people of Rey on the Glimmer.”

    Stavin sat as still as a statue for a moment, then nodded and whispered, “So now we know why.”

    “Stave?” Karvik asked as he leaned toward his friend.

    “Now we know why Arandar Blessed me, Chose me, when He could have just cleansed the taint and let me go. I’m His champion against whoever is doing this.”

    “Stave, you know I can’t allow--”

    “You know you can’t stop this, Kar,” Stavin said gently as he looked Karvik in the eyes. “It’s like that morning up on the Zel’Horgan. This is something I have to do. There is no one else who can do it.”

    “You know what happens if you fail.”

    “Kar, if it gets so bad that they get me, you wouldn’t survive anyway. I know you too well to think you wouldn’t be at my side.”

    “We can turn west now!” Karvik snapped. “Forget Rey. Take the traders to Kavadia and get them vests there. Stave, you’re talking about facing off with one of the Gods Below again.”

    “Yes, I am, Kar. It seems to be my fate.”

    “Stave, the God of Storms nearly killed us. If it wasn’t for your armor, the Evilest One would have killed us. How many of the Gods Below do you think you can square off against and come out standing?”

    Stavin was looking at the floor as he replied, “I don’t know, Kar. But those other times I couldn’t feel Arandar with me. Now,” he paused and shrugged, “I feel Him and the others with me all of the time.”

    Karvik looked him in the eyes and nodded. “I wish we had the Sword of Zel’Hallan with us.”

    Stavin gave him a wry grin as he replied, “So do I. But I really don’t think it would make that big a difference.” Turning back toward Lady Ava, Stavin bowed his head and asked, “Would you please tell us everything you know about what’s happening in Rey?”

    Lady Ava nodded thoughtfully for a moment, then replied, “About five moons ago the bodies of young men and women began appearing in the streets of Rey. That in itself wasn’t that unusual in the riverfront portion of the city, unfortunately, but these bodies were in the Chosen portion of the city, and they were Chosen children.”

    Stavin hissed, “Virgin sacrifices.”

    “Not all,” Lady Ava replied softly. “At first that was the assumption, and a lot of young boys and girls lost their virginity in the days following the first few deaths, but the pace didn’t change and those who had lost their virginity were among the victims. And there was worse to come.”

    She paused and took a sip of her wine. “Alred ordered all of the city’s magi to find whoever was killing the children, but they couldn’t find him. Then there was a backlash from the attempt that killed the Adepts and broke the magic of the Masters and Journeymen. And the next round of killings involved every Apprentice Mage, male and female, who had never used necromancy.”

    Stavin whispered, “Gods Below.”

    “That is the current belief, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded. “It is something of a certainty, isn’t it?” He nodded toward the councilors. “This is the first time I’ve encountered the open, active worship of the Gods Above and the Gods Below. Lebawan and Sahren are the most commonly worshipped gods of the western kingdoms, and I’ve had my share of trouble with the followers of Lebawan.”

    Stavin stood and began pacing around the room. “There is a balance of power between the Gods Above and Below that keeps the world from becoming a heaven or a hell. As I said before, I’m certain that every one of us is under the influence of all ten gods. If one of the Gods Above or Below gains too much influence by creating someone--well, someone like me--the other side has to balance him out. The fact that this started when I was still in Twin Bridges makes me think my being blessed was a reaction, an attempt to rebalance the power of the gods.”

    “So you’re certain--” one of the councilors began, but Stavin cut him off.

    “I’m not certain of anything. I only know what I’ve heard, and most of that was here and now. How can I be certain of anything with so little information?” He let loose a bitter bark of laughter. “Ha! Given the circumstances, I probably won’t know for ‘certain’ until I’m face-to-face with whoever it is and he tells me.”

    “You think he will?” Lady Ava asked.

    Stavin shrugged. “It seems to work out that way most of the time.”

    “But what if you lose?” the lord mayor asked.

    Stavin turned to look him in the eye as he replied, “Then Reynadia will become a living hell for you and your people.”

    * * *

    Stavin and Karvik stayed up late that night discussing the day’s revelations.

    “I still say we should just head home!” Karvik almost shouted.

    Stavin sighed. “If there wasn’t so much at stake I would. I don’t want to die, Kar. I don’t want you, Var, and the rest to die either. But there is someone in Rey that is a threat to everyone.” He snapped to his feet and strode around the room, grinding his right fist into his left palm. “If one of the Gods Below gains control of Rey, all of Reynadia will soon follow. Then Luxandia. Kavadia is a given, considering they already act like Kaysandershandaram controls them.”

    Stavin shook his head as his jaws clenched. “Given what Lady Ava said about the victims, it almost has to be Eshokanal or Ravashanal, and my money would be on Ravashanal. She’s the Goddess of Terror. Lady Ava didn’t say how the innocents died. Eshokanal feeds on pain, but Ravashanal feeds on fear. The fear of innocents and the fear these attacks are stirring up would be like nectar to Her.”

    “Stave,” Karvik murmured, “every time you say one of those names the glow from your under-padding pulses.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Arandar doesn’t like me naming them, but we have to discuss our options.”

    Karvik nodded in return. “Try not saying the whole name.”

    Stavin considered that idea and said, “Esho.”

    “Not a twitch.”

    “Rava.” Karvik’s nod was all the acknowledgement Stavin needed. “Very well. Let’s hope for Rava instead of Esho.”

    “Agreed. But you’re still talking about the Gods Below. You said you could sense all of the Gods Above. Wouldn’t it follow that whoever is doing this can probably sense all of the Gods Below?”

    Stavin nodded and abruptly sat back down. “Yes, unfortunately it does.”

    “So this could be a full out battle between the Gods Above and the Gods Below.”

    Stavin sat quietly for a moment, then whispered, “I hope not. I don’t think anyone would survive from either side.”

    Morning brought the traders to Stavin’s table. Feralan bowed and said, “Prince Stavin, we are going to need you at the caravansary this morning. As our only Master Trader, you are going to have to officiate over the sale of the caravan.”

    Stavin nodded. “Do you know when?”

    “A Lord Javan arrived while the wagons were being inventoried. He posted a notice that the auction would be held at mid day.”

    “Very well,” Stavin said as he sat back. “Come get me about eight spans before mid day. I’ll be meeting with the Master of the Royal Reynadian Academy until then.” Feralan bowed, then walked away with the other traders in tow.

    Karvik was giving him a curious look. “Huh?”

    “I want to meet with the Master of the Royal Reynadian Academy and his subordinates. I want to see what they can tell me about what’s happening in Rey.”


    Chapter 14

    LADY AVA PROVIDED A GUIDE TO the Royal Reynadian Academy as soon as Stavin mentioned his desire. It was a fair walk, and took over three spans to complete, but soon Stavin and his guards were mounting the academy steps. They were met by an exceptionally nervous young woman in Academy robes.

    Bowing deeply, she said, “Welcome to the Royal Reynadian Academy of Orvalavad. I am Apprentice Scribe Rena Zel’Navan. How may I serve you, Blessed Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin bowed slightly in return, and smiled as he replied, “Relax, Rena. I used to be an apprentice scribe in Kavinston. I’d like to speak to the Master of the Academy.”

    “At once, Blessed Prince Stavin,” she replied with a very deep bow. “If you will excuse me, I will inform her that you are here.” Stavin nodded and she backed away, then hurried into the building.

    Karvik chuckled and said, “Blessed Prince Stavin, now. We’re going to have to start writing these down.”

    Stavin laughed, but the return of Rena with seven elderly men and women interrupted. Stavin turned and looked at them as they arrayed themselves in an arch facing him. All of them went to one knee at the same time and bowed their heads.

    The woman in the lead said, “Prince Stavin, Blessed of Arandar the Bright, how may we serve you?”

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “I need all the information you can give me about the current troubles in Rey.”

    The woman stood and bowed again. “We would be pleased to discuss this matter with you, Prince Stavin. I am Master Scholar Kara Zel’Nielson, Master of the Academy. With me are the masters of the six disciplines we specialize in: Mathematics, Engineering, Physical Science, History, Literature, and Languages.” Each of the masters bowed as their specialty was introduced, and Stavin had returned the bows.

    “I am pleased to meet you all,” Stavin replied. “I intend to stay for two more days, and the only thing that I currently have scheduled is a matter of trade at mid day. We should have plenty of time for our discussions.”

    Master Zel’Nielson bowed slightly. “I had my assistants set up our Masters’ Council Room as soon as I heard you were here. They should be done by now, so if you will follow me, I would be quite pleased to escort you.” She swept her arm toward the doors in invitation.

    Stavin nodded and stepped toward her. As he matched pace with her, she continued, “I confess that I had hoped you would consent to stay a while.”

    “Yes,” the woman who had been introduced as the Master of the School of Language said, “I would love the chance to discuss the ancient glyphs with you.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and sighed. “I’d like to, but the incidents in Rey have me worried. I’m afraid there may be the Blessed of one of the Gods Below behind it.”

    “And you, as the Blessed of Arandar, are going to face him,” the Physical Science Master commented. He continued by quoting a science text that was as old as Luxand; “Every action has an equal and opposite reaction.”

    Stavin nodded, saying, “Exactly. And I’m afraid I’m the reaction.”

    The council chamber was a pleasant surprise for Stavin. Unlike the council chambers of the kings and cities he’d visited, this room was a library. The council table was a simple rectangle, and Master Zel’Nielson led Stavin to the head of the table as the masters took the chairs along the sides. Master Zel’Nielson stood by the chair at the foot of the table, then looked at Stavin. When Stavin sat, so did everyone else.

    “Blessed Prince Stavin,” Master Zel’Nielson began, but stopped when Stavin raised his hand slightly.

    “Just Prince Stavin, please. I’d prefer a minimum of ceremony.”

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” she continued. “Are the guards really necessary?”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and nodded. “King Kalin’s orders. Major, place six of your men outside the doors. Keep the highest ranking in here, posted to the corners. You grab a chair and join us. You’re going to be deeply involved in this.”

    Karvik bowed, as did his men, then the junior six went out. Stavin could see them posting on opposite sides of the hall before the doors closed again. Karvik pulled a chair over and placed himself just behind Stavin’s right shoulder.

    Turning back to the masters, Stavin bowed his head. “What can you tell me about the manner of the innocents’ deaths?”

    Master Zel’Nielson bowed her head for a moment before saying, “There is little to tell. The bodies are found with few signs of violence on them. King Alred had the Healer Adepts examine the first few, but they determined that all of them had died of heart failure. They appeared to have been frightened to death.”

    Stavin nodded. “So we are probably dealing with Ravashanal, or one of her creatures.”

    “Prince Stavin,” the Master of Physical Sciences said as he leaned forward, “the glow from your armor just seemed to brighten for a moment.”

    Stavin nodded. “Arandar doesn’t like me naming the Gods Below, but sometimes I have to. We have found that not saying the whole name works better.”

    “It is always better to avoid drawing their attention without a good reason,” the Master of History murmured.

    “Agreed,” Stavin said as he sat back from the table. “She is the Goddess of Terror and Despair, so Terror is a sufficient name.”

    “Indeed,” Master Zel’Nielson said as she looked around. “Still, it would be very hard to frighten someone to death. It has been surmised that there is an Adept who worships the Goddess of Terror committing these atrocities.”

    Stavin smiled slightly. “I can deal with him when we find him.”

    “How can you be so sure?” the Master of Languages asked.

    Stavin detailed his encounter with the priests of Eshokanal in Ormund. “Whoever it is, between my armor and Arandar, I’m sure I can handle him.”

    The masters all nodded, then the Master of Languages sat forward to look Stavin in the eyes and asked, “Prince Stavin, now that we’ve told you all we know of the incidents in Rey, may we turn our discussion toward the ancient glyphs?”

    Stavin laughed and said, “I’d be delighted.”

    It was a lively twelve spans later that there was a knock at the door. Karvik opened it to find Feralan waiting with Rena.

    “Major Kel’Carin, Prince Stavin wanted to be informed when it was eight spans till mid day.”

    Stavin stood and bowed to the masters. “I have enjoyed this discussion, Masters, and I hope to continue them tomorrow.”

    Master Zel’Nielson bowed and replied, “It has been an honor to meet you, Prince Stavin. On behalf of myself and my masters, I would like to extend an invitation to return whenever you wish.” She finished with a deep bow and all six masters copied her action.

    Karvik and the guards formed up around Stavin and Feralan. “I think we could all use a bite to eat, Stave.”

    “Agreed,” Stavin said as he looked up, “especially if we’re going to be trading for the rest of the day.” They returned to the Royal Bull for a filling meal of fried rabbit quarters and beer, then went to the caravansary.

    The caravansary manager saw them coming and rushed over to kneel in front of Stavin. “Welcome back, Blessed One.”

    “Thank you,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. “Are we ready to proceed?”

    “We are, Blessed One,” the man replied. “Lord Javan is waiting for you to join him on the podium.” He gestured to the right and Stavin walked forward.

    Lord Javan turned out to be an older man with the sharp eyes and manner Stavin had learned to recognize in the better traders he’d met. When Stavin reached the platform Lord Javan dropped to one knee briefly, then nodded toward Stavin’s vest.

    “As this is a Trade function, I must insist that you conform to the rules and traditions of the Traders’ Guild.”

    “Of course,” Stavin replied as he looked the man in the eye.

    Lord Javan bowed slightly and pointed to the side. “Remain over there, Master Prince Stavin. Once each lot is sold you may approve or reject the offer. If you reject an offer there will not be a second sale. All sales are final and binding once payment is made and accepted.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly and replied, “That is acceptable. Please proceed.” Lord Javan nodded, then turned away and nodded to another man, then faced the crowd.

    “Good Master Traders,” he began, and his voice boomed across the caravansary, “we have ten wagons and ox teams for auction, as well as the contents of each wagon. First item up for bid is a master’s wagon and team. Do I hear ten? Ten gold crowns. Ten. Do I hear eleven? Eleven it is. Do I hear twelve...?”

    Lord Javan’s voice took on a rhythm that made the exchange seem effortless, and soon Stavin was nodding his approval of a twenty-three-crown sale. All ten wagons sold for at least twice what Stavin estimated they were worth. Next came the contents of the wagons, and again the bidding was spirited.

    At the end of the auction the little caravan sold for three hundred and seventeen gold crowns, nine silver, and five sparks.

    Stavin shook his head in wonder. “That’s more than twice what I thought we’d get.”

    Feralan smiled at him as she replied, “That is because they weren’t just buying the caravan wagons and goods, Prince Stavin. They were buying a part of your legend. I’d bet a crown that every one of those wagons is going to be marked as having come from the caravan you rescued, and probably five or six more belonging to each of the Houses that bought these.”

    Stavin rolled his eyes as Karvik burst out laughing, slapping his thigh as his howls of laughter echoed off the building and across the caravansary.

    * * *

    Stavin had Karvik distribute the payment in equal shares to the rest of the expedition, but left himself out. That gave all thirty-nine of them six gold crowns, seven silver crowns, and six sparks. The traders and guards were openly surprised by his generosity, but the Royal Guards just smiled. They knew their prince’s habits by now. Karvik took the remaining twenty-two sparks and put them in the traveling purse that he’d been given him at the beginning of the summer. We’ve hardly used any of this. Stave keeps paying for everything himself.

    The next day, after a filling morning meal, Stavin returned to the Academy to continue discussing the ancient glyphs and the revelations he’d discovered about the Gods, Above and Below, and their influence on the people of the kingdoms.

    The sun went down far too soon for Stavin, but Varik’s arrival to relieve the watch was the signal that it was time to go. Stavin bowed to Master Zel’Nielson and the rest, and received their bows in return.

    “Masters, this has been a very pleasant interlude in my travels, and I wish I could stay longer, but my duty is drawing me onward. If it should happen that I can return, I will.”

    Master Zel’Nielson bowed deeply as she replied, “Prince Stavin, you are welcome inside these walls whenever you travel this way.”

    Stavin smiled and turned away, but his feet seemed to drag as he walked back to the Royal Bull. Lady Ava met them as soon as they entered the inn.

    “Prince Stavin,” she began with a bow, “I understand that you will be leaving for Rey in the morning.”

    “Yes, Lady Ava,” Stavin replied with a bow in return.

    “I would like to travel with you, if I may. Cimmaresa is old enough and skilled enough to manage the inn, and I think Alred might need a little extra moral support.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “We would be delighted. Will you be traveling by carriage?”

    “Horse. And I’ll only be bringing one servant with me.” She turned and signaled a woman forward. “This is Beatran Fel’Kanal, my matron. She’s also my bodyguard. Alred is as unreasonable as King Kalin when it comes to guarding the royal family.”

    Stavin looked at the woman and felt the familiar tightening of his muscles he experienced whenever he met a truly dangerous person. Just watching her walk toward them told him all he needed to know.

    “I am pleased to meet you, Beatran. I’m not going to bother asking how many knives you’re carrying right now. What level have you ascended to in Esvat?”

    Beatran smiled and bowed, then replied, “Adept, Blessed One.”

    Stavin grinned at Karvik. “Lady Ava and her matron will be joining us, Major.”

    Karvik bowed as he shook his head. “I’m not going to bother saying anything. It’s not like you can actually get into any more trouble than you’re already in. Although, as Lady Ava’s bodyguard, she is technically a royal guard.”

    Stavin nodded and laughed, then went upstairs to wash up before the evening meal.

    * * *

    Morning found the whole group in the saddle. Lady Ava and Beatran were both dressed in dark brown riding leathers, and Stavin eyed each of them carefully. They both carried six throwing knives in bandoleers and four daggers at their waists. Beatran wore the red belt of an Esvat Adept, and Lady Ava, much to Stavin’s surprise, wore the black belt of an Esvat Master.

    Lady Ava saw Stavin’s expression and chuckled. “Bea is my Cho’San, Prince Stavin. She’s been instructing me in the art of Esvat since she came to my service ten years ago, just after my husband’s death. I will never be an Adept, but I can defend myself if I have to. And it keeps me slim so I don’t have to have new dresses made all the time.” She ended with an impish grin and a giggle that would have sounded more appropriate coming from her granddaughter.

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head, saying, “You and Shari would get along marvelously.”

    The group traveled at a brisk pace through the day, reaching the next town well before sunset. Lady Ava led them to the Royal Stag Inn and introduced Stavin to the innkeeper.

    “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, Blessed of Arandar, allow me to introduce Innkeeper Hevana Fel’Corvalas.”

    The woman fell to her knees and placed her forehead against the floorboards, as did everyone in the common room. “We welcome you, Blessed One,” she said loudly.

    Stavin smiled as he replied, “I thank you for your welcome, Innkeeper Fel’Corvalas. Please rise.” He looked up and addressed the room in general, “All of you, please rise.”

    The innkeeper and her customers slowly climbed to their feet, watching Stavin and his guards warily. Innkeeper Fel’Corvalas bowed again to Lady Ava as she asked, “How my I serve you, Lady Ava?”

    “Place Prince Stavin in the royal suite, Hevana. I’ll take the other room on the top floor. His guards will be sufficient protection for both of us.”

    The woman bowed to Lady Ava, then again more deeply to Stavin, and then turned away. A few quick words to her staff sent them scurrying around the inn.

    Innkeeper Fel’Corvalas returned to bow to Stavin again. “The royal suite will be ready in a few moments, Blessed One. May I offer you refreshment?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, I’d like a beer, please. And one for Major Kel’Carin as well.”

    “At once, Blessed One. Please choose a table of your liking and I will be right back.”

    “Hevana,” Lady Ava said to catch the innkeeper’s attention, “for us as well.”

    The innkeeper looked stricken for an instant, then fell to her knees at Lady Ava’s feet. “I beg your forgiveness, Lady Avannala.”

    “It’s all right, Hevana,” Lady Ava said softly. “Just go get the beer now.” Lady Ava watched her go then guided Stavin to a table. “She’s usually not that impressed by rank, but you are an exception.”

    Stavin nodded as they took their seats. Lady Ava chose to sit across from Stavin. That put Beatran at Stavin’s left hand, and made Karvik shake his head in mock-sorrow.

    “King Kalin would never approve of this.”

    Stavin chuckled. “Don’t be so sure. Kalin has earned his brown belt. He’d probably be trying to entice Beatran to come be his Cho’San. Cho’San Kel’Nestav has his black belt, but admits that he’ll never earn red.”

    Beatran bowed her head as she commented, “Your King Kalin sounds like a remarkably practical man, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded as he replied, “He is that. He’s been on the throne for more than twenty years, but he insists on keeping his sword skills as sharp as his blade. Esvat is practiced more for discipline and mental focus than for combat in Evandia, but there are those who learn it as a backup defense in case of trouble.”

    “And you, Prince Stavin?” she asked as she looked him in the eyes.

    “Exercise and discipline only,” he replied with a grin. “The combat techniques of the Farindian Royal Guards are ingrained bone-deep in me. My first reaction is to grab my Dragon’s Tongue.” He ran a finger down the weapon’s haft. “Knives after that. And then this silly thing.” He patted his big knife.

    “You don’t like your short sword?” Beatran asked in a curious tone.

    “Not really. The Warriors of Kel’Kavin use swords, but they are always long swords like Karvik’s.” He nodded toward Karvik. “I tried, but I’m just too small to properly handle a blade that size.”

    Karvik grinned. “You have one sword you can handle.”

    Stavin grinned. “Yeah, and it’s too bad it tried to take over every time I picked it up.”

    “Prince Stavin?” Lady Ava asked.

    “The Sword of Zel’Hallan,” he replied with a small grin. “Every time I drew it the dragon magic took hold, driving me to do things I never would have tried without it. Allowing me to do things no one could ever do without it. But the price was high. The personality of the dragon came with the power, and I became a person I didn’t like.”

    Karvik was nodding his agreement. “The magic made him vicious. Mean. But Arandar took care of that.”

    “I thought the Evilest One was the reason,” Lady Ava murmured.

    Stavin nodded. “In part, he was. I encountered His priests two years before I took up the sword, and He had to have affected me to some extent, but the big changes were from the combination of the two dragons’ magic. This glow,” he nodded toward the mail on his arm, “is as bright as the sun when I hold the sword. Or so I’m told.” He glanced at Karvik. “I couldn’t see it.”

    Karvik looked at Lady Ava and nodded as he said, “We could see that glow in the mid day sun. He was actually hard to look at.”

    “And the physical toll was high as well. I almost collapsed every time I let go of the sword. One time I did collapse and I could barely get out of my bedroll for three days.”

    The innkeeper returned with their beers, and Karvik automatically picked up Stavin’s. Lady Ava looked at him and asked, “Food taster as well, Major?”

    “Yes, Lady Ava. The King’s Healer placed the spells on me several years ago. We mean no insult. We trust the royal inns, but King Kalin’s orders apply everywhere.”

    “Not in the Bull.”

    “Not obviously, no,” Stavin answered. “And not in Lady Sahrana’s estate in Aniston, either. But he always eats first when we’re not someplace we trust.”

    Lady Ava nodded as Beatran took her beer and sipped. “We do as well, even in our royal inns.”

    Stavin chuckled, then his expression changed as he looked toward the door. “Here we go again.”

    Lady Ava looked over her shoulder and frowned. “I’m afraid there’s no way of avoiding them, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded as seven splendidly dressed men and women hurried over to their table and knelt.

    “Prince Stavin,” the man in the lead said, “we welcome you to Riverside. I am Lord Mayor Chillicoff Zel’Almont, and these worthies are the city council.”

    Stavin nodded his head deeply, but didn’t stand as he replied, “I am pleased to meet you all. Have you met Lady Ava Zel’Kellie?”

    The mayor and his councilors looked surprised for an instant, but covered it quickly. “Lady Zel’Kellie, welcome back.”

    Lady Ava smiled bitterly. “Greetings, Chillicoff.”

    The mayor looked like he wanted to say something else to her, but resolutely turned back toward Stavin. “Prince Stavin, how long will you grace us with your presence?”

    “Just the night,” Stavin answered. “We’re already behind schedule. We were supposed to be in Rey tomorrow.”

    “Is there any way we could persuade you to stay longer, Prince Stavin?” one of the women asked.

    Stavin shook his head. “No. The delays we’ve already encountered may be excusable, but making the king wait just to discuss Arandar’s blessing with you would not be.”

    The mayor’s face twisted into a bitter expression, then he bowed his head. “As you say, Prince Stavin. If we can do anything for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

    Stavin again bowed his head and said, “Thank you. If you will excuse us now, I would like to get cleaned up before we eat.”

    The mayor and council stood and bowed deeply, then left without another word. Stavin turned toward Lady Ava and tilted his head to the side. She explained, looking him in the eye the whole time.

    “When my husband died, he tried to get Alred to marry me off to him. Without asking me.” She grinned at Stavin’s wince. “Alred knows me better than that. When I found out I informed Chillicoff, in small, unambiguous words, just how long he would have lived afterwards.”

    Stavin grinned as he asked, “How long?”

    “Until I got within arm’s reach.”


    Chapter 15

    THE EXPEDITION LEFT BEFORE DAWN. STAVIN and Beatran bracketed Lady Ava as they rode.

    “We shouldn’t take more than seven days to reach Rey at this pace,” Lady Ava said as they passed through the gates. “Even with stopping every night in the royal inns.”

    Lady Ava’s prediction was correct: seven days later they reached the mighty Golden Gates of Rey.

    “Gods Above,” Stavin whispered. The famous Golden Gates of Rey were set across the road, hung from a massive white marble arch, but no walls extended to the sides. There were guards, however.

    A man in an elaborate uniform stepped forward and held his hand out as he said, “Stop there. No armed parties are allowed in the city.”

    Karvik rode forward. “We are Evandian Royal Guards escorting His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, Blessed of Arandar.”

    The man took a step backwards in shock, but his discipline held as he shook his head. “I beg the Blessed One’s forgiveness, but my orders are firm and only the king himself may countermand them.”

    Lady Ava rode forward and said, “Guardsman, send a messenger to the palace and inform my brother who is here.”

    The guard’s eyes bulged when he finally realized who she had to be, and he bowed deeply before turning back toward the city. He needn’t have bothered; A man on a horse was already riding away at a gallop.

    A man in an even more elaborate uniform walked forward and said, “Lady Ava, welcome home.”

    Lady Ava’s head bowed just a little before she replied, “It is nice to be home, Jardel. When did Alred give the order about armed parties?”

    The man bowed before saying, “There was an incident about twenty-three days ago. Late one night an armed force hired by Lord Zel’Parten caught someone they thought had been taking the children. Instead of turning him over to the king to be questioned by a Truth Seer, they tied his arms and legs to four separate oxen and slowly pulled him apart, one pace at a time.” The guardsman paused as Lady Ava buried her face in her hands. “That night three children were taken.”

    “And Lord Zel’Parten?” she demanded.

    “The king ordered him to pay restitution to the man’s family. It turns out that he was out late that night because his wife is pregnant and had a craving for pickled carrots. Lord Zel’Parten will be supporting her and her children for the rest of their lives.”

    Lady Ava started crying, and Stavin rode forward to offer what support he could. As soon as he passed his guards all of the men at the gate and a large number of people inside the city went to their knees. Stavin hardly noticed.

    “Lady Ava, what can I do?” he asked softly, reaching over to cover her hand with his.

    “Do what you came here to do, Prince Stavin: Stop this madness before it becomes any worse.”

    Stavin looked at the now-kneeling guard and commanded, “Tell me what you know about these incidents.”

    The guard told him almost exactly the same things as Master Zel’Nielson’s scholars had. The details took long enough that the messenger returned to the gate before the man finished.

    The messenger rode through the gateway and bowed in the saddle. “Lady Ava,” he began with another deep bow from his saddle, “His Majesty requests that you bring the Blessed One to the palace. And he emphasized that it is just a request.”

    Lady Ava grinned at Stavin. “He learned not to order me around when we were children. It was painful, and took several examples, but he got the idea.”

    Stavin laughed. “I really wish I could introduce you to Shari.”

    Varik was close enough to hear and added, “She treated Kahn about the same way.”

    Lady Ava grinned, then led them into the city. Karvik motioned Varik forward, and he rode to Lady Ava’s side as his men took up guard positions, riding single-file to either side of them.

    Beatran gave the formation a critical look, then nodded in satisfaction to Varik before facing forward again, scanning the crowded streets for any sign of danger.

    Stavin was shamelessly looking around, noting the sights as they passed. He saw huge monuments off to the north. They were so tall he could see them over many of the buildings.

    Stavin nudged Karvik and pointed. “Bet you a crown those are the temples.”

    “No bet,” Karvik replied.

    The ride was a long one. Rey easily covered twice the area of Twin Bridges. The palace was larger as well. It was not a single building. Rather, it was a complex of buildings connected by enclosed walkways between the upper floors.

    A platoon of Palace Guards met them at the gates. “Lady Princess Avannala, welcome home,” the captain in charge said as he bowed. “His majesty is waiting for you in the royal suite. The Visitor’s Suite is being prepared for the Blessed of Arandar.”

    “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, Mikan,” she corrected softly. “He is a prince of Evandia first.”

    The captain bowed. “Yes, Lady Princess Avannala.”

    Lady Ava bent forward and said, “Just because you’re my half-brother doesn’t mean you can get away with that, Mikie.” The captain grinned and bowed, then swept his arm around in an invitation to pass into the palace.

    Lady Ava led them around the side, between two buildings, and into a set of stables that had a familiar feel: in this, at least, the palace matched Twin Bridges.

    Stavin was giving Lady Ava an intensely curious look, so she answered the question he was too polite to ask. “Dad slept around a lot. Especially after Mom died. There are about twenty of my half-brothers and half-sisters serving in assorted positions in the palace.”

    Stavin bowed, but made no comment. It was an open secret that King Kalin had sired a few children by women in the palace after Queen Carissa’s death as well. A squad of Reynadian Royal Guards emerged from the palace as they were talking and came to a stop just behind Lady Ava.

    “Lady Princess Ava, we have been given the honor of escorting Prince Stavin to the guest suite,” the lieutenant in charge said as his men stood at attention behind him.

    Lady Ava bowed her head minimally, then replied, “I will accompany you.”

    The lieutenant bowed, then turned to lead the way. The entire expedition, traders included, followed him, and the Reynadian guard brought up the rear.

    It was a long walk, crossing two bridges to reach the guest suite. Stavin was openly impressed by the size of the suite. He whispered, “This is the size of the entire royal suite back home,” as he walked forward.

    “It used to be an exact match to the royal suite here, Prince Stavin,” Lady Ava said from where she stood by the door. “The Royal Suite has been remolded several times since the imperial era, but this one was left alone. This wing of the palace was built just after the fall of the empire to host visiting kings in style. It is an almost exact duplicate of the original palace.”

    Karvik was looking around in wonder. “That’s a huge expense just for occasional use.”

    “Five hundred years ago it was in use quite a bit,” she explained as she looked at Karvik. “Kings used to travel with a large portion of their courts, and there was a lot of visiting done to ratify treaties. As that use died down, court functionaries took over a lot of the offices and suites, and inhabit most of this wing now. But my ancestors made it clear that this suite, the guards’ quarters across the hall, and the four adjacent suites are still reserved for visiting royalty.”

    Stavin bowed as he said, “Thank you.” He fixed his gaze on Feralan and said, “It will probably take a few days before we can visit the Traders Guild. Until then I’d like you to take your people and start enquiring about wagons and teams. Here,” he said as he held out a purse, “there are eight gold crowns in here. Establish yourselves at an inn until I can get away.”

    Stavin looked at the Reynadian lieutenant and asked, “Could you provide my traders a guide to a good inn?”

    The lieutenant looked like he was about to burst from some inner turmoil, but he bowed instead and replied, “Of course, Prince Stavin. Private Zel’Freelan, see to it.” A young woman stepped forward and came to attention, then turned away with a wave to Feralan and led the traders out of the suite.

    “Prince Stavin,” Lady Ava said as she stepped forward and bowed, “I will instruct the palace chamberlain to send you at least two butlers. Until later, I bid you good day.”

    Stavin bowed in return, then watched as she led the Reynadian Royal Guards out of the suite. Once the door was closed and bolted, Karvik took charge. “Search every room. Complacency kills, so we will not let ourselves become complacent.”

    “Yes, sir,” all the guardsmen snapped, then began their search. Three spans later there was a knock at the door.

    At Karvik’s nod, Varik drew the bolts and opened the door. Two men bowed and said, “We have been given the honor of seeing to the Blessed One’s needs.”

    Varik glanced over his shoulder and received a nod, so he let the men into the suite. Karvik met them two paces from the door. “I understand that you are bound royal servants, but Prince Stavin is our responsibility.”

    “Lady Princess Avannala made that clear, Major Kel’Carin,” the older of the two replied. “I am Orlan Fel’Cambar, King Alred’s second butler, and this,” he bowed slightly toward the younger man, “is Caster Fel’Westen, Prince Jerlan’s second butler.”

    Karvik nodded, then glanced at Stavin. Both butlers followed his gaze and went to their knees as soon as they saw Stavin’s golden armor.

    Stavin gave Karvik a long-suffering look and got a grin in reply. Shaking his head, he addressed the butlers. “Rise, please,” he said in a soft voice, and both men cautiously climbed to their feet. “I prefer to be addressed as Prince Stavin. Somewhere down in the stables are about twenty-three outfits on my pack horse.”

    “We brought them up, Warmaster,” one of the Warriors said as he pointed to the King’s Suite bedroom door.

    Stavin bowed his head and said, “Thank you.” Turning back to the butlers, he nodded again. “I am taking a long hot bath. You decide on an appropriate outfit for whatever his majesty has planned for tonight.”

    “Prince Stavin,” Butler Fel’Cambar said with a bow, “we were informed that a formal welcome will be held in Court tomorrow morning. Tonight, his majesty wishes an informal get-to-know-you meal in the royal suite with just the family present.”

    Stavin was nodding his understanding as the butler spoke. “Then pick out something quietly elegant, and if possible comfortable. Butler Fel’Westen, please show Major Kel’Carin the guards quarters and arrange something for them to eat.” Both butlers bowed and went into the King’s Suite with Stavin’s packs while Stavin continued giving orders.

    “Kar, keep watch, but keep it inconspicuous. There is plenty of room in here, so post inside the suite rather than in the hall.”

    Karvik was nodding his agreement. “We’ll do that. Varik, you and Sergeant Zel’Fordan take the watch. I’ll take my team to clean up and we’ll accompany Prince Stavin to the Royal Suite.”


    Chapter 16

    LADY PRINCESS AVANNALA WALKED INTO THE Royal Suite and found her family sitting in the common room. “Hello, everybody,” she said as she dropped her travel-bag by the door.

    “Ava!” King Alred exclaimed as he stood to embrace her. “It’s about time you came home for a visit.”

    “Hi, Al,” she replied against his shoulder as they hugged. “Our visitor is getting cleaned up. I think you’re going to like him.”

    “Aunt Ava,” Prince Jerlan asked, “is he really..?”

    “Yes, Jerry, he’s really the Blessed of Arandar. I don’t know how to describe it, but you’ll know when you see him. His armor glows all the time.” She paused to grin at her nephew. “If he wasn’t as nice and polite as you were at that age he’d be frightening. As he is, he’s a very nice young man with an extraordinary burden.”

    “Burden?” King Alred asked.

    “Al, you know more about the troubles here than I do. Why do you think Arandar the Bright would Bless someone and send him here?” As her brother nodded, Ava continued. “He’s going to end up facing whoever is murdering the innocents.”

    “How can we ask that of him?” King Alred asked as he began pacing the room. “He’s a Prince of Evandia and the Evandian Minister of Trade, as well as next in line to the Coravian crown until little Ellie turns twenty. And even then he’ll be Ellie’s heir until she has a child of her own.”

    “You can’t ask it of him, Al,” Ava said as she took a seat, “but you can’t deny him, either. Arandar chose him, made him His avatar. And don’t forget that it’s not the first time he’s been Chosen. He was born to Clan Kel’Aniston, and was Chosen by a dragon: Chosen much more directly than any of our ancestors. I’ll let him tell you the tale, but this is not the first time young Stavin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral has faced the Gods Below.”

    The discussion turned to family matters until there was a discreet knock at the door. The king’s butler answered it, and Stavin walked into the Royal Suite.

    King Alred stood and said, “Prince Stavin, welcome to Rey on the Glimmer.”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “King Alred, I thank you for your greeting.”

    “All right, that’s enough of that,” Lady Ava said as she stood. “Stavin, that’s Al,” she turned toward the sofa and pointed to each person in turn, “that’s Jerry and Kira, their children Mari, Killian, Bari, Calli, and Daran.”

    “Don’t forget me, Ava,” a voice said and everyone turned toward the speaker.

    Lady Ava smiled. “Of course not. I was just waiting for you to show up. Tana, this is Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed, matching faces and names to the official list of the royal family he’d been given. He bowed deeply and said, “I am pleased to meet you all.”

    The king gave his sister a look of affectionate exasperation and grinned as he shook his head. “So much for formality. Stavin, please join us.” The king motioned to a chair that was facing the rest.

    Stavin replied, “Thank you, Alred,” as he took the indicated chair.

    Jerlan said, “I see what you mean, Aunt Ava. There isn’t a glow, but I do see what you mean.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side as he looked at Ava. She explained, “I told them they would be able to see for themselves that you are the Blessed of Arandar. I also mentioned that your armor glows all the time.”

    Stavin smiled as he nodded. “You should have seen the collection in Zel’Kassel. Between my armor and Arandar’s influence, the whole collection lit up like festival lights.”

    “Aunt Sahra didn’t mention that,” Kira said from the side, drawing his attention. She was a very attractive redhead with brilliant green eyes, and her resemblance to both Lady Sahrana and Mariniva was remarkable.

    Stavin shook his head. “She didn’t get to see it. We visited the museum on our way out of the area.” He turned to the king and bowed his head. “There are a few things about that visit that we need to discuss at a later date.”

    “That sounds ominous,” the king rumbled. “Anything serious?”

    Stavin bowed his head deeply. “I was attacked by the followers of Lebawan. If they had succeeded, you would probably be at war with both Evandia and Coravia right now.”

    The king took a deep, hissing breath through his teeth. “I was told it was a minor disturbance.”

    “Twenty-four attackers died, and four of them were Priests of Lebawan. Two of my men were injured, and the Royal Oak Inn was burned half to the ground. To Mayor Zel’Tessel, it probably was a minor disturbance: It didn’t inconvenience her at all. Not until I left and refused to return, that is.” He grinned, then told the royal family about the mayor and her council’s meeting in Aniston. “When we left, they seemed very upset that I wasn’t asking their permission.”

    King Alred was grinding his teeth in anger, so it was Queen Alantana who said, “Sovana Zel’Tessel will be answering some very uncomfortable questions as soon as she arrives. We’ll send for her in the morning.”

    Stavin bowed his head. “Thank you. Now, something pleasant. Kira, I have a packet of letters for you and your family from Aniston. Arandar, I mean your cousin, not--” he pointed toward the sky “--asked if I’d mind bringing them along.” He handed the folder he was carrying to the butler. “I would also like to share with you my feelings and conclusions about the Gods Above and Below.”

    Princess Callissen sat forward with an eager expression on her face as she said, “Yes, please do.”

    Stavin spent three spans explaining his theories. At the end, he sat back and smiled. “So you see, it is my belief that we are all influenced by all ten of the Gods.”

    “There’s a scholar at the University who has similar theories,” Prince Jerlan said.

    Stavin bowed his head. “Yes, I was told. Dahnav Zel’Tammal is a friend of Arandar Zel’Aniston. I have a letter of introduction. He’s apparently reluctant to discuss his ideas with anyone except his colleagues and students.”

    “That’s because he keeps being accused of heresy by the assorted high priests and priestesses,” Prince Killian said as he sat forward. “I have the honor of being a student of Master Scholar of Comparative Religions Zel’Tammal. He was on the verge of traveling down to Aniston when word of your--I don’t know the right term for it. Blessing will have to do, I suppose. But by the time word reached us, you were supposed to have already been on the road here.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. Prince Killian appeared to be in his early twenties, not much younger than Stavin. “That was Lady Sahrana’s idea. She sent the message by regular courier to avoid an influx of visitors in Aniston. That way I was able to keep to my itinerary. We would have arrived seven days ago if we hadn’t encountered an ambushed caravan.” He told the story as simply as he could.

    Lady Ava was nodding as he finished the tale. “Bel’Corad’s death is good for the entire kingdom, Al. Randy Zel’Gestan is keeping his eyes open to see if he can find out who was profiting from Bel’Corad’s actions.”

    “Good. Very Good,” Queen Alantana said as she sat back. “If you have the time, we would like you to tell that story to a scribe. It will be invaluable in the trial of anyone we catch.”

    “I have it in my saddle bags, Tana,” Stavin replied with a grin. “I wrote everything down during our first night after the ambush. I have Major Kel’Carin’s report as well.”

    Princess Maridyn laughed at her grandmother’s expression. “It can be handy to be your own scribe, Nanna.”

    “Oh, hush,” Tana said with a smile for her granddaughter. Stavin was looking at her curiously, so she explained, “I was educated as a Scribe here in the university. That’s where we met.” She paused to smile at Alred. “Al and I were both students under Master Scholar of Social Dynamics Zel’Vartin. I was in the Scribe program and spent my time writing down the lectures and then transcribing them. He,” she hooked a thumb at the king, “started playing up to me to get access to my notes so he didn’t have to write them down himself.”

    Stavin glanced at the king and had to grin at his expression. The king nodded. “Indeed, but after the third time we spent the evening studying together I had other motives.”

    Stavin joined the younger royalty in their laughter. “I’m glad to see I’m not the only one,” he said as he chuckled.

    “That’s our family tradition,” Alred commented as he folded his hands across his stomach. “We are all expected to be scholars of one kind or another.”

    “Which is where I’m going to take advantage of you, Stavin,” Callie said as she sat forward. “I’m studying languages this year, and your translation of the ancient glyphs is one of my study-texts.”

    Stavin bowed in his seat. Princess Callissen appeared to be in her early to mid-teens, and her bright eyes and enthusiastic manner made him grin. “I will be happy to provide any help I can.”

    Alred grinned at his granddaughter, then turned back to Stavin. “We’ll have a formal greeting in front of the entire court tomorrow morning. There are already hundreds of petitioners begging for a moment of your time. Unfortunately, some of them are absolutely convinced of their own importance, and feel that you should be made available to them for intense examination.” The king took a deep breath and shook his head. “The High Priest of Lebawan has been very vocal.”

    Stavin went completely still, then all but snarled, “I will not submit to Lebawan’s priest, Alred.”

    Alred sat back and held up both hands to ward off Stavin’s evident anger.  “Calm down, Stavin. I said he was very vocal in his demands. I didn’t say he had any support. He is, unfortunately, my youngest brother. Mom and Dad spoiled him rotten.” Alred paused to shake his head. “You aren’t under his authority in any case. The high priests and priestesses of the Gods Above and Below are another group who are demanding access to you, though they are being more polite about it. Arandar the Bright’s high priest is being an ever-so-polite pest. He’s Tana’s cousin.”

    “Thanal Zel’Mestan,” Tana continued when her husband glanced her way. “He’s quite a bit older than I am, and he still tries to treat me like a little girl when he’s pushing for something he really wants. What he really wants in this case is you in his temple so he can question you at length about Arandar’s blessing.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I’ll talk to him, here, but I’ve already had one bad experience with the priests and priestesses in Aniston. I’m not going to put up with being dismissed again.”

    “Dismissed?” Tana asked as she sat forward. “Please elaborate.”

    Stavin gave her a brief account of his ‘interview’ with the priests in Aniston. “In the end, I walked out and Cousin Sahrana threw them out of her estate.”

    Both Alred and Tana were shaking their heads and the younger generations were copying their action. “Thanal isn’t that convinced of his own superiority, but he is sure he has a right to your time and information. We’re warning you now because his favorite threat is to bring me into a matter if he doesn’t get his way.”

    “Do what I want or I’ll involve my cousin, the queen?” Stavin asked.

    “Essentially,” she agreed.

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I am willing to meet with Arandar’s high priest, but only for a handful of spans. I still have other duties to Evandia, my House, and then there is whoever is killing the innocents. I think--No, I feel that Arandar blessed me as a counter to someone who has been blessed by one of the evilest ones. We came to the consensus that it is the Goddess of Terror.” He looked at Ava and received a deep nod of agreement. “The terror of the innocents, along with the fear these deaths are engendering, have to be feeding her.”

    Alred nodded as he looked at his family. “We came to the same conclusion. But I am uncomfortable with the idea of placing you in that much danger. Kalin and Teravan would likely take offense at the very idea.”

    Stavin nodded, but a slight grin was curving his lips. “Almost certainly. But both of them know I’m a warrior first and a prince second.” Now he chuckled a little. “Marina and Ellissan are much less understanding.”

    Alred chuckled. “Neither of them were allowed to serve in the Army because they were the last of the line. They don’t understand what drives you.”

    Stavin shrugged. “Perhaps. Kalin thinks it’s because I’m so small. Both of them tend to ‘mother’ me when they’re not really thinking about it.”

    Tana snorted in a most un-queenly fashion as she covered her mouth. “That must be so very annoying.”

    Stavin chuckled as he nodded. “Yes, but once Marina had Oradal to take care of she stopped doing it so much. Now we just need to get Ellie married and with a baby of her own and I’ll be safe.”

    “How old is she now?” Daran asked.

    Stavin considered his answer for a moment, then said, “She will reach twenty years of age on the fifteenth day of the Fisher’s Moon.”

    Daran looked at his parents with his head cocked to the side. Jerlan just grinned while Alankira nodded and said, “Less than a year younger than you. That would make a suitable match.”

    Stavin was nodding as well. “There are no other suitably aged single princes. Jeff from Andaria is married and has three sisters, and Farkal has two sisters and a much younger brother. Farlad is only eleven. Teravan would probably welcome the alliance.”

    “What about you?” Callie asked. When Stavin gave her a puzzled look, she explained. “Right now, you are effectively the crown prince of Coravia. Daran would be displacing you.”

    Stavin laughed. “Good. I’ve been a king. I prefer freedom to power.”

    Alred gave him a sideways look. “Not many men are given an option.”

    “True,” Stavin agreed with a thoughtful nod, “but I was. I see how time consuming your duties are, and how restricted you have to be to avoid assassins. Kalin finally gave up trying to have me protected. Given my rank as a Senior Warmaster, I spend a lot of time instructing the Royal Guards, and receiving sword instruction.”

    Alred was nodding. “Most men only see the power of the crown and not the limits. I still hate being followed everywhere. And I hadn’t forgotten about your weapons skill, but do you think that will help you against the blessed of the Gods Below?”

    This time Stavin had to shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve faced a Priest Adept of the Evilest One and he could hardly even slow me down. And that was without Arandar’s blessing. Now?” He shrugged again.

    “Tell them the story, Stavin,” Ava suggested as she sat back. “I found it fascinating.”

    Stavin nodded and began speaking. “On my second expedition to the lowlands...” He told the story like he was giving a soldier’s report to the king, sticking to the facts. When he reached the end, Tana sat forward.

    “That is the first time I’ve heard that story, Stavin,” she said in a soft voice.

    Stavin nodded. “Not many people outside my family and the guards and traders who were with me know it.”

    “How were you able to cope with the guilt of killing Adept Sharindis?” Killian asked in a soft voice.

    “Her spirit helped,” Stavin whispered. “After I--After I killed her, I felt her spirit, felt her joy at finally being free. Trader Sahren, Warmaster Kel’Carin, and Karvik all supported me, helped me accept what I’d done.”

    “You don’t sound like you’ve completely accepted it,” Tana said in a soft, mother’s voice.

    “I accept what I did. I accept the necessity of my actions. I accept that she wanted to die. But late at night, I still see that instant when blade met flesh. The instant I killed an unarmed old woman.”

    “From the way you told the story,” Alred murmured, “she was hardly unarmed. No Adept ever really is.”

    “No,” Stavin whispered. “I was sure I was safe from her magic after facing that other Adept. The only reason I carried through with it was because I had agreed to try as the price for cleansing the amulets.”

    Prince Barindal had remained silent through the whole discussion, but now he sat forward and said, “I think you did the right thing, Stavin. You honored the verbal contract for services rendered. I do think giving the estate to the army was a mistake, but you didn’t live in the area so perhaps it was the right thing to do in that instance.”

    Stavin nodded. “I had no use for it and didn’t want it, or what it represented. After we moved to Twin Bridges, I did take Shari and the kids up to Pahlovad to visit the school. It is quite impressive. We spent a hand of days there, teaching and being taught, and both of us were satisfied with the job the scholars were doing. And the general as well.” Stavin grinned as he continued. “He had the girls who wanted weapons training learning sword, archery, and tactics. They’ll be officers if they join the army.”

    Mari asked, “Even if they’re not Chosen?”

    Stavin nodded. “As low as Revered Clans. When we were visiting there was one little girl who wanted to be like Marydyth Zel’Karyn.” He smiled as he shook his head. “She was only six.”

    Alred looked at Mari and chuckled as well. “Sounds familiar.”

    “Gran’pa!”

    “You were such a pest about wanting to be the next Mari Death. Thankfully, a moon later you decided you wanted to be a priestess. Then a dancer. Then a sea captain.”

    “Now she wants to be a queen. Finally,” Kira said with a grin for her oldest child.

    Princess Maridyn glared at her mother for an instant, then turned back toward Stavin. “Do you have to put up with this too?”

    Stavin chuckled as he nodded. “Of course.”

    Ava laughed uproariously for a moment. “Wait until you meet Karvik. He has no compunctions about telling stories about their childhoods. Especially about Stavin’s.”

    Stavin shook his head. “The price I pay for keeping him around.”

    Tana asked, “What do you mean?”

    “Major Karvik Kel’Carin is the leader of my guards,” Stavin explained. “We’ve been friends since we were kids and there was only one year when we weren’t on the expedition together. He’s a year younger than I am, but he’s already reached the rank of Warleader Third of Kel’Kavin, and Major of the Evandian Royal Guards.”

    “How?” Killian asked as he sat forward.

    “By being almost as good as I am with a Dragon’s Tongue, and better with a sword,” Stavin answered with a grin. “He’s got seventy-one combat kills.”

    “Gods Above,” Tana whispered as she sat back.

    “How many do you have, Stavin?” Killian asked as he looked Stavin in the eyes.

    “One hundred and thirty, including the three priests in Zel’Kassel. There were a bunch of mercenaries at Skykon, but no one kept count that time.”

    “Because of the Sword of Zel’Hallan?”

    Stavin nodded to Killian. “Partially. I had eighty-five kills before I picked up Shovar’s sword. I was already a Warleader Second before we went to face the Andarians.”

    “How old were you?” Callie asked.

    “Eighteen.”

    “Gods Above and Below,” Jerlan whispered as he looked at his parents first, then at his sons.

    “How many years had you been on your expeditions then, Stavin?” Alred asked.

    “Three. Just three summers in the lowlands.”

    There was a moment of silence before Ava said, “You must have been the Gods’ Warrior even then.”

    Stavin shrugged. “They called me the Dragon Warrior or the Dragon Blessed because of my armor. A lot of my kills were because people wanted me and my armor, or just my armor for their own purposes. And, honestly, if it weren’t for my armor I would have been killed or crippled several times.” He reached up and traced the faint scar that crossed his eye and cheek. “This was from an ax-blow that would have split a regular helmet and my skull as well.”  

    “I thought you were invulnerable in your armor,” Jerlan said as he sat forward.

    Stavin shook his head. “Not by any means. I got my head rattled in my first fight by an ax-blow. That man was killed by Karvik. It didn’t cut me, but it gave me a concussion anyway. I got stabbed--” he paused and smiled when the young princesses all gasped--”but I wasn’t wearing my armor that time. I got my arm broken by a sword blow because I only have mail on my arms. And I got hurt pretty bad when I was shot in the back with a fire-arrow. I was stupid and didn’t take the time to put my back and breast plates on in the emergency.”

    “I have never heard about you being injured, Stavin,” Alred said as he sat back in his chair.

    Stavin’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace as he shook his head. “Minstrels and their lies are one of my greatest annoyances. Even the ones who know the truth embellish it until it sounds like a tale. The truth is seldom heroic enough to earn them any coin.”

    Alred nodded. “That is unfortunately true. I sometimes wonder what the truth behind some of our legends really is.”

    Stavin shrugged. “Given what’s happened to the stories about me, I suspect they were much less exciting at the time. I know the true story of Warnel Pah’Aflin’s Dragon is nothing like the legend. He and the dragon were both swatted by the God of Storms, and came together by accident. The dragon healed him as a last act of kindness, using the last of its strength before it died. Warnel had nothing to do with it other than being in the right place at the right time.”

    “You speak as if you know him,” Ava said as she looked into his eyes.

    “I do,” Stavin replied. “He lives in a fishing town on Evandia’s southern coast.”

    “So you’ve traded stories?” Killian asked.

    Stavin chuckled. “Drunken lies is more like it. I have very little memory of that night beyond Karvik’s stories. He was highly amused.”

    “Was this before or after you faced the Andarians?” Tana asked.

    “Over a year after. I went to Zel’Fray for a trade conference and stopped in Adak’s Cove on the way back. Warnel is older than my father, and he was delighted to trade true stories about the dragons we had encountered.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly as he continued. “He agrees that minstrels would be better named as singing liars. Not one of them has ever told a story straight, without elaboration. The truth isn’t good enough.”

    “So it is, and has always been,” Daran murmured, repeating a quote so ancient that no one knew where it came from.

    “Indeed,” his grandfather murmured just as softly.


    Chapter 17

    STAVIN SPENT THE EVENING WITH THE royal family, joining them for the evening meal in their suites before returning to his suite for the night. Karvik walked beside him on the way back.

    “How was your visit?”

    Stavin shrugged. “Cordial. They wanted to see who I really was for themselves before protocol and ceremony got in the way. I fit in with the kids, they’re about our age, and I was comfortable with the king and queen, and the crown prince and princess.”

    Karvik nodded. “Were they satisfied with what they saw?”

    Stavin let a chuckle shake his frame for a moment. “No. No one ever really is. The lies that the minstrels sing are so much more exciting than the truth.”

    Now Stavin got serious. “They warned me that we are going to be plagued by priests and priestesses, all demanding my time and attention. Including the High Priest of Lebawan.” Stavin shook his head as his hands balled into fists for an instant. “He’s the king’s little brother, so we have to be gentle with him. But the king will not back him against me. He said that in as many words, so we can just politely brush him aside. Arandar’s high priest is related to the queen, so we have to be nicer to him. He is the one priest that I do want to talk to. And Lord Arandar’s friend, Dahnav Zel’Tammal, as well.”

    “Sounds like we’re going to be busy,” Karvik said without looking at Stavin.

    “Yup,” Stavin agreed. “They are also insisting on providing me with a heavy hand of servants. They should already be at the suite.”

    They reached the suite and found two men and two women waiting with Orlan and the guards. All four went to their knees as soon as they saw Stavin.

    Orlan Fel’Cambar bowed deeply and said, “Blessed Prince Stavin of Evandia, these are additional servants that his majesty has assigned to see to your comfort. Joining us are Fortal Fel’Havat, Harran Fel’Artel, Harsan Fel’Keran, and Amarna Fel’Aniston. We are--Blessed One, did I say something wrong?”

    Stavin had taken half a step back when Orlan introduced Amarna. “No. No, I did something wrong several years ago involving a young girl named Amarna Zel’Hallan. The name just caught me by surprise.”

    “Blessed One, do you wish me to go?” Amarna asked timidly.

    “No,” Stavin whispered as he shook his head. “No, I am honored by your service.”

    “Blessed One, what did--” Amarna began to ask before Orlan silenced her with a gesture.

    “It’s all right, Orlan. She should know. Amarna, during my second expedition we rescued Amarna Zel’Hallan from child-thieves and returned her to her family. Like me, her grandfather, Shovar Zel’Hallan, was Dragonblessed. He’d been given a sword by a dragon long before I was born. When Andaria attacked Evandia, I was sent to challenge Shovar, champion-to-champion, with the fate of the kingdoms in the balance.” Stavin shook his head sadly.

    “We didn’t fight. Shovar yielded to me because--I really don’t know why. But when he announced that he wasn’t going to fight me, his own general shot him in the back with a crossbow. His last act was to pass the dragon sword to me. But Amarna and her father thought I had killed him and stolen the sword.” Stavin paused again and cleared his throat.

    “During the pacification of Farindia I encountered her and her father. When we met, Ambrin demanded the return of the sword, and I complied. Then he cut my cheek with it,” he reached up and touched the golden crescent-moon shaped scar on his cheek, “and the dragon magic flared. They were both burned to death by the magic less than an arm’s length in front of me. And I just knelt there and watched.” Stavin wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “I will never forgive myself for those deaths.”

    Amarna stepped forward a little. “Blessed One, it wasn’t your doing.”

    “Yes, it was,” Stavin answered softly. “I should have returned the sword as soon as the war was over, but I wanted it. My lust for that power let the magic change me. And that change was what caused their deaths.”

    Amarna bowed deeply and Stavin turned toward Orlan. “See to the suite. I prefer my baths very hot. Arrange for someone to see to my guards’ needs as well. They don’t need much, but they will need a few things.”

    Orlan answered, “Yes, Blessed One.”

    Stavin motioned toward Karvik. “Major Kel’Carin is the commander of my guards. Any questions involving them should be directed to him. Now I’m ready for another bath.”

    * * *

    Morning found Stavin being dressed in the most elaborate of his clothes. Orlan and Caster spent more than a span twitching his clothing to make sure everything was exactly right.

    Amarna arrived with a cook-cart and stood ready for Stavin’s desire. As soon as he saw her he breathed, “Kava. Please, Amarna, say you’ve already prepared kava.”

    Amarna smiled and bowed. “Of course, Prince Stavin. Do you like anything in it?”

    “No, black is fine.” He accepted a cup and sipped, then took another before sighing. “That is very good. I’ll have eggs, sausage, and fried tubers.”

    “For me as well, prepared with his,” Karvik added. “We mean no disrespect, Amarna, but I am required to test his food. King Kalin’s personal orders.”

    Amarna gave him an arch look, then bowed and began fixing their morning meals. On the other side of the suite Harsan Fel’Keran was fixing the morning meals for the rest of the royal guardsmen.

    “Whose team is the off-going watch?” Stavin asked.

    “Mine,” Varik answered.

    “Very well. Sergeant Zel’Fordan’s team eats first, and then goes and gets dressed for court along with Karvik’s team.  Full dress kit, gentlemen.”

    Twenty-two voices answered, “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik nodded his approval. “My team already has orders to get ready. We’ll leave one man behind to guard the suite while Var and his team sleep.”

    It took six spans to eat and get everyone dressed up for the ceremony, then Karvik, resplendent in his dress uniform, led the way out of the suite. They had almost retraced their path all the way to the royal suite when they were met by a squad of twenty Reynadian Royal Guards.

    All the men and women went to one knee as the lieutenant bowed and said, “Blessed Prince Stavin of Evandia, we are here to escort you to the court.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Rise, Guards, and lead on.”

    The guards came to their feet almost as one, and then the lieutenant pointed back the way Stavin’s party had just come. “It’s back that way, Your Highness.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and chuckled, then waved for the Reynadian lieutenant to lead the way.

    The court room of the Reynadian palace was much bigger than the one back in Twin Bridges. Stavin stood in silence as a herald in a uniform even more elaborate than Karvik’s announced him.

    “If it pleases your Majesties, I am honored to announce His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, Heir of Coravia, former King of Coravia, Blessed of Arandar the Bright, Minister of Trade for Evandia, and Master of the Kel’Aniston Trading House.”

    The court fell silent almost instantly. Then the king and queen stood, forcing everyone to stand with them. “We welcome Prince Stavin,” King Alred said as he looked around, “and honor the Blessed of Arandar.” Then he and Queen Alantana went to both knees and bowed their heads. Everyone else in the court was forced to do the same, though Stavin was certain that many of the lords and ladies would have rather spit in his face than honor Arandar.

    Stavin walked the length of the room and bowed deeply once he reached the dais. “I thank you for your greeting, King Alred and Queen Alantana, and I am honored. Rise now and let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.”

    The sound of more than a hundred people sighing, some in reverence, others in exasperation, swept through the room as the king and queen returned to their thrones.

    King Alred raised one finger and ten men and women came forward, stopping to bow to the king and queen, then again to Stavin.

    King Alred spoke once everyone was standing again. “Prince Stavin, in acknowledgment of your status as the Blessed of Arandar, the high priests and priestesses of the Gods Above and the Gods Below have joined us. The first is the High Priest of Arandar, Thanal Zel’Mestan,” the king paused as an elderly man stepped forward to bow. He shot a quick glance at the dais, then stepped back.

    Stavin returned the bow with a deep bow of his own, but didn’t say anything.

    The king shifted his attention to the other side of the group. “Of equal importance is the High Priest of Eshokanal, Meral Zel’Ravel.”

    To the obvious surprise of many people, the king included, Stavin bowed to Eshokanal’s high priest as deeply as he had to Arandar’s.

    The introductions continued in the same pattern. The king introduced the High Priestess of Sahrana, Barinda Zel’Corvan, the High Priestess of Ravashanal, Helana Zel’Cordan, the High Priest of Alankarah, Naral Zel’Coopran, the High Priest of Omalaha, Gregan Zel’Winten, the High Priestess of Mariniva, Amelie Zel’Restan, the High Priestess of Nokavala, Carissan Zel’Asten, the High Priestess of Ordendershandaram, Arenan Zel’Havenlock, and finally the High Priest of Kaysandershandaram, Nestor Zel’Keranal.

    Stavin returned every bow just as deeply as the first. When the introductions were done, Stavin addressed the group. “I am pleased to meet you all. My time in Rey is limited, and there are many people and tasks that absolutely must command my attention. For that reason, I would prefer to meet with you all as a group rather than individually. Be aware, however, that there are many things I do not know about my blessing and Arandar’s plans for the future.”

    Thanal Zel’Mestan took half a step forward and said, “That is unacceptable. You must be available to us for rigorous testing and questioning as to your fitness to claim Arandar’s blessing.”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. If you wish to question Arandar’s decision, I suggest you do so in your own temple. I will set aside a short time to meet with all of you and discuss the implications of my blessing and what I’ve learned and surmised about the Gods Above and Below, but it will not be more than twelve spans.”

    “This is intolerable!” the high priest shouted, then turned toward the dais and pointed one hand at Stavin as he snapped, “Your majesties, I demand this man be delivered to the Temple of Arandar at once.”

    Queen Alantana leaned forward and snapped back, “No. Prince Stavin is an honored visitor, a scion of Evandia’s Zel’Andral dynasty, a scion of Coravia’s Zel’Darvin dynasty, and the current heir to the throne of Coravia. Now get back in your place, Thanal, before I have you escorted out of the palace.”

    “Tana?”

    “You will address me as Queen Alantana or Your Majesty, or you’ll be begging forgiveness from the dungeon.”

    Thanal Zel’Mestan, High Priest of Arandar the Bright, bowed to his cousin before silently returning to his place. The expression on his face was a mixture of surprise warring with tightly suppressed anger.

    The assorted priests and priestesses bowed together and filed out of the court. Queen Alantana had left them no other recourse. Stavin met the eye of each of them, but didn’t feel anything odd. Not even from Eshokanal and Ravashanal’s priests.

    The king spoke, breaking Stavin’s concentration. “Our apologies, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “I took no offense, King Alred.”

    “You are a remarkably tolerant man, Prince Stavin. Tonight, we will be having a banquet in your honor. For the rest of today, I invite you to join my council for the purpose of discussing Trade.”

    Stavin bowed deeply before answering, “I would be honored, King Alred.”

    A well-dressed man came to Stavin’s side and bowed. “Prince Stavin, I am Minister of Trade Kaster Brandan Forsin Zel’Nardat,” he said as he smiled down at him. “I would be honored to escort you to the council chamber.”

    Stavin bowed his head and took a step. “Thank you, Minister Zel’Nardat. We shouldn’t keep the king waiting.”

    Minister Zel’Nardat nodded as he turned to keep pace with Stavin. “Indeed, Prince Stavin.”

    The walk was a short one, and Stavin was nodding as they walked. “This palace is almost identical to the Luxandian palace.”

    “Indeed, Prince Stavin. As you probably know, Reynadia was the first province added to the empire. Emperor Caldan Zel’Lepernal ordered an exact replica of his palace in Lux built here.” He chuckled and grinned at Stavin. “Supposedly it was so he’d never get lost sneaking off to his mistresses’ quarters when he was drunk.”

    Stavin grinned and chuckled in return. “I’ve heard similar stories concerning the other palaces. Every palace I’ve visited has had similar layouts.”

    “I’ve only been to Lux,” Zel’Nardat commented. “Perhaps I’ll have the chance to visit you in Twin Bridges if we come to an arrangement on Trade.”

    “I hope that is possible,” Stavin agreed with a smile just as they reached the council chamber doors.

    Stavin looked over his shoulder and said, “Major Kel’Carin, post your men.”

    Karvik replied, “Yes, Your Highness,” and pointed to both sides of the hall. His men split off and took up guard positions to protect their prince, facing the Reynadian Royal Guards who were posted to protect their king and queen.

    The council chamber was almost exactly the same as the one in Twin Bridges, the only difference being in the furnishings. Where King Kalin kept his Council Chamber furnishings plain and utilitarian, King Alred had chosen elaborate furniture that looked Cornardian in design. Stavin automatically moved to the chair closest to the door, the one exactly opposite the king’s chair. He remained standing as the Ministers of the King’s Council sorted themselves out.

    King Alred and Queen Alantana entered the room and Stavin bowed with the rest of the council. The king sat first, then the queen. At the king’s nod, Stavin took his seat. Only after Stavin was seated did the king signal his ministers to take their seats.

    King Alred nodded to Stavin before saying, “If you would care to begin, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin stood and bowed to the king before speaking. “King Alred, Queen Alantana, honored ministers, I am pleased and honored to address you today. There is very little trade between our kingdoms, and that is a situation we, King Kalin as well as the Evandian Traders’ Guild, would like to remedy. The greatest impediment to Trade is the distance, which we can do nothing about. Nearly as great are the taxes each of us charge the others’ Traders. That we can address.” Stavin paused to look at the ministers, then returned his attention to the king.

    “King Kalin proposes, and the Evandian Traders’ Guild endorses, a reduction of the tax to one half of its current five percent. As a member of the Aravad Traders’ Council, I am aware of your Favored Traders agreement with them. I was the one who proposed a similar arrangement between Evandia and the Aravad Traders’ Council.” He paused again and looked Minister Zel’Nardat in the eye for an instant.

    Minister of Trade Zel’Nardat stood and Stavin sat to relinquish the floor to him. “Prince Stavin, the agreement between Reynadia and Aravad is very limited. The greatest impediment to Trade isn’t the distance so much as Kavadia itself, and the southern kingdoms between us. The taxes in Coravia and Luxandia combine to a total of ten percent. Kavadia, while there is no tax on Trade, is the haunt of bandits and thieves the likes of which no other kingdom holds.”

    Stavin stood and nodded. “All true. However, now that we are all thinking along the same lines, I have a second proposal. The Aravad Traders’ Council and the Kavadian Traders’ Guild have reached an agreement to encourage Trade. What they are proposing is that they hire mercenaries, or build an army of Guild Guardsmen, and clean out those bandits.” He looked around and noted the looks of surprise on the ministers’ faces.

    “The Kavadian Traders are, in essence, proposing that they become a real government, with all of the attendant rights and responsibilities of the king and council in their hands. They would turn Kavadia back into a--well, kingdom isn’t the right word, is it? I suppose they’ll think of something to call themselves. Anyway, they would return some semblance of order to the former kingdom.”

    “What’s the catch?” Queen Alantana asked without standing.

    Stavin bowed to the queen before replying, “They are going to start taxing Trade.”

    “What!” one of the ministers snapped as he stood. “Kavadia has never taxed Trade!”

    Stavin stood calmly until the man sat. “The Kingdom of Kavadia did. When the Empire fragmented and everyone went their own way, Kavadia, like Reynadia and the other kingdoms, established a five percent tax on goods entering their territory. It was only after their kingdom fell apart two hundred and twenty-seven years later that the kingdom’s tax went away, only to be replaced by local warlords and bandit kings demanding tribute.”

    “Are you Evandia’s Minister of Trade or Kavadia’s?” a woman asked in a jovial tone, only to be silenced by the king.

    “Shut your fool mouth, Lynnis!”

    The woman looked at the king with wide eyes, then said, “But, King Al-”

    “Shut up, Lynnis!” Queen Alantana snapped, her eyes blazing in fury. “You will not embarrass us today!”

    King Alred stood and faced Stavin. “Our apologies, Prince Stavin. My Minister of Culture sometimes forgets her manners.”

    Stavin bowed and replied, “I take no offense, King Alred.” Turning slightly, he bowed his head to the woman. “I am Evandia’s Minister of Trade, as well as a Master Trader in Evandia, Kavadia, Coravia, Luxandia, and now in Reynadia. Evandia has already agreed to these proposals with Kavadia, and Coravia is considering them. As Evandia’s Minister of Trade, it is my duty to make proposals that will benefit my kingdom. If they also benefit other kingdoms, or whatever Kavadia eventually decides to call itself, then that is an added bonus.”

    Stavin smiled as he looked around the room. “An added bonus for all of us would be security. Reynadia is second only to Coravia in the size of its border with Kavadia. Evandia’s border with Kavadia is only about one third of Reynadia’s.”

    An older man stood and waited for Stavin to sit before speaking. “Prince Stavin, I am Lord General Glan Zel’Pestra. Aside from the Traders controlling their own roads for a change, what benefit is there? Much of the border is wilderness.” The general sat and Stavin stood to answer.

    “Lord General Zel’Pestra, that is a question I cannot answer. The Kavadian Traders’ Guild has instituted a new policy that might work: All goods must have a valid bill of sale to be sold in Kavadia. What we have seen in the west has been a lot of bandits being captured and put out of business when they’ve tried to sell their stolen goods.”

    The general nodded, but he appeared to be lost in thought. Stavin waited patiently until the general looked him in the eye again.

    “We would have to maintain the border forts for quite some time, but eventually we’d be able to scale them back.” Turning to the king, he bowed his head deeply. “While I can see the Traders’ Guild being inconvenienced by this, the rest of Reynadia, and especially the Kavadian border area, will benefit immensely.”

    The king nodded as he looked around, but not all of the ministers seemed to like the idea. None of them were incautious enough to openly disagree with something the king approved of, but the blank expressions some of them wore were just as eloquent.

    Queen Alantana stood and the general immediately yielded to her. “Prince Stavin,” she began with a tender smile, “now that the business of Trade has been discussed, I would like to open the discussion to your ascension as the Blessed of Arandar.”

    Stavin stood and bowed to the queen, then said, “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”

    The discussion was a familiar one. Stavin told the story as it really happened, and politely corrected the misconceptions that were based on minstrels’ tales.

    He answered every question he was asked, though several of the ministers refused to accept “I don’t know” as an answer until the king said, “The Gods keep their own council, and it is not for mortal man to question their motives.”

    That well-known quote, one so old that its origins were lost to the mists of time, ended the discussion. That, plus the angry glare the king was directing at several of his ministers.

    Stavin managed not to grin as he looked around. Glad he’s not looking at me like that. He reminds me of Barvil on the practice ground.


    Chapter 18

    A KNOCK AT THE DOOR WAS answered, and a servant took one step into the room and bowed. “My Lord King, as you instructed, the mid day meal is prepared and awaits your pleasure.”

    “Good,” the king said as he clapped his hands, “I’m hungry.” The king stood and everyone stood with him, waiting in their places until he and the queen had walked around the room to the door.  

    Queen Alantana smiled and said, “Walk with us, Prince Stavin.” Stavin bowed deeply, then stepped forward to walk at the queen’s right hand.

    King Alred spoke without looking at Stavin. “My staff had a few words with your guardsmen, Stavin, and my cooks have made an effort to fix your favorite dishes.”

    Stavin replied, “Thank you, Your Majesty,” without breaking stride, not bothering to tell the king that his favorite dishes were anything he didn’t have to cook himself. His guardsmen had probably just given the servants their own favorites, knowing that Stavin would eat just about anything.

    The dining hall was as ornate as any Stavin had seen. The roof beams were bare, and had been ornately carved to depict scenes from Reynadia’s history. The walls, the height of three normal rooms, were decorated with frescoes and reliefs. The dining hall was dominated by a raised platform with a single long table that stretched across the room. The lower portion of the room was filled with ten long tables surrounded by ornately carved and luxuriously padded chairs.

    Queen Alantana noticed Stavin’s intense scanning of the room and smiled. She whispered, “You seem impressed, Stavin.”

    “I am, Your Majesty,” Stavin whispered back. “I’ve never seen a dining hall that was anywhere near this impressive, not even in the Imperial Palace of Luxand.”

    “That, my young friend, is exactly why my ancestors had this built,” King Alred whispered.

    The room was already full of far more than a hundred people, and they all fell silent when a herald banged his staff on the floor.

    “Their Majesties King Alred and Queen Alantana thank you for joining them, and ask that you greet their guest, His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, Heir of Coravia, former King of Coravia, Blessed of Arandar the Bright, Minister of Trade for Evandia, and Master of the Kel’Aniston Trading House.”

    Almost as one everyone in the room bowed deeply. Stavin bowed slightly in return, then followed the king to the table.

    “On my right, please, Stavin,” King Alred murmured. “Jer and Kira will move down a seat.”

    Stavin acknowledged the request with a bow, and looked at the table. The king’s seat was obvious and the seat beside it was empty. Prince Jerlan was already in the next seat, and he winked at Stavin then glanced at the empty chair. Stavin couldn’t help grinning back.

    Once everyone was in place, King Alred addressed the crowd. “We are honored by the presence of the Blessed of Arandar, Prince Stavin of Evandia. He will be with us for just a short time, but he has assured us that he will make what time he may available to speak to those who desire an audience.” With that he took his seat, with Queen Alantana just a heartbeat behind him.

    Orlan came forward and seated Stavin as the senior servants seated everyone else. Stavin was hyperaware of everything in the room, and he felt the familiar, warm and comforting presence of Arandar. There was another presence as well, one he could not identify but made his stomach flutter all the same. Fear, like he’d felt facing Barvil when he asked for Dorvina the first time, brought his shoulders forward. His eyes darted around the room until he saw a woman staring at him. Her face was beautiful, and her body everything a man could desire, but her eyes repelled him.

    Stavin felt his lips form the words, “I know you,” though no sound accompanied the motion. The woman looked startled for an instant, then looked away.

    Stavin felt the fear dissipate all at once and a wry smile twisted his lips.

    “Lovely, isn’t she?”

    Stavin whipped his head around to find Prince Jerlan grinning at him. “I beg your pardon, Prince Jerlan?”

    “Lady Servallan,” the prince replied with a grin. “I saw you two lock eyes. She’s from the western mountains. Word is that she’s unattached.” The prince’s grin was suggestive, but Stavin shook his head.

    “I am attached.”

    “No one would know.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I would know. That’s enough.”

    Now Prince Jerlan’s expression became puzzled. “Are you telling me that you haven’t availed yourself of a willing young companion this entire trip?”

    Stavin pulled back a little. “Of course not. That would be dishonorable.”

    “Jerry,” the king’s voice intruded in a tone that carried a note of warning.

    “Yes, Father,” the prince replied in a subdued tone and turned toward his wife.

    Stavin turned toward the king and found him glaring at Prince Jerlan. Stavin bowed his head and said, “Your Majesty.”

    The king actually blushed a little as he said, “It has become a game among the youth to try and compromise people.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “It won’t work with me or my men. Besides, your Lady Servallan wouldn’t be my choice even if I was single.”

    Queen Alantana looked around her husband and asked, “Why ever not? She’s lovely.”

    Stavin grinned and replied, “She’s too tall.”

    The queen giggled like a school girl while the king chuckled and shook his head. “That’s a new one,” the king murmured.

    Stavin shook his head again. “From the looks of it, she’s a head taller than Shari, and Shari’s a head taller than me.”

    “Poor Stavin,” the queen giggled, “you’d have to look up between her breasts.” The arrival of the first course stopped the king from saying anything else.

    The selection was amazing, and the food superb. Stavin ate a small portion of almost all of the dishes, with Karvik hovering at his shoulder. The King’s Food Taster sampled every dish first, and then the king was served. The queen was served next, but the king had Stavin served before the crown prince and the rest of the royal family. Prince Jerlan took it in stride, so Stavin did so as well.

    As the meal was coming to a close, a group of nobles came forward and bowed to the king.

    “King Alred, we request permission to question the Blessed of Arandar,” the apparent leader asked.

    King Alred looked the man in the eye, then scanned the rest of the group. “No,” was his only reply.

    “King Alred, please reconsider,” the leader of the group asked in a tone of forced courtesy. “The appearance of Arandar’s Avatar is unprecedented in all of our history. Such an occurrence must be thoroughly documented.”

    Stavin glanced at the king, then asked the man, “Who are you, good sir?”

    The man looked startled for an instant, as if surprised that anyone wouldn’t recognize him. “I am Master Scholar Vartal Zel’Melan, Dean of the Royal Reynadian University in Rey on the Glimmer.”

    Lady Ava was on the other side of the queen, and now she sat forward and said, “Mind your manners, Vartal,” in a dangerous tone. The Dean looked at her with a puzzled expression, and she continued in a more moderate tone. “In addition to being the Blessed of Arandar, he’s a prince of Evandia and Coravia, as well as being the former King of Coravia and the current Heir Apparent. Your birth and position do not place you above him in any way.” The Dean looked even more startled at that.

    Before the Dean could embarrass himself further, Stavin intervened by asking, “Is Dahnav Zel’Tammal with your group?”

    “He is not,” the Dean replied in a huffy tone as his face reddened.

    “Ava told you to watch your manners, Vartal,” the king snapped. “If you are discourteous to Prince Stavin again I’ll have you removed from the palace, and the University as well.”

    The Dean looked at his king as his face drained of color. He whispered, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

    Stavin bowed his head to the king, then addressed the Dean again. “Please ask him to visit me in my suite tomorrow night.”

    Now the Dean looked offended. “Scholar Zel’Tammal is not considered an authority on the Gods, in spite of his theories and self-proclaimed accomplishments, Prince Stavin.”

    “That’s not what I asked, Dean Zel’Melan,” Stavin replied in a low tone. “I asked you to invite him to visit me tomorrow night. But no matter. If you can’t manage that small courtesy, I’ll send one of my guardsmen, the Heir of Zel’Karyn perhaps, to issue the invitation.” Eldick stepped closer to Stavin’s chair and glared at the scholars.

    The Dean looked stunned as Stavin looked down the table and said, “Prince Killian, as you are a student of Master Scholar Zel’Tammal, I extend this invitation to you as well.” Turning back to the uncomfortable-looking scholars in front of the table, he concluded his verbal torturing of the Dean by saying, “I can tell you now that the majority of Master Scholar Zel’Tammal’s theories are absolutely correct.”

    “That-That’s not what is written in the--” the Dean began to protest, but Stavin cut him off in mid-protest.

    “What is written and what is accepted dogma is for priests, Dean Zel’Melan. Scholars must keep an open mind in order to accommodate and integrate new information.” Stavin looked around the room and saw many nobles nodding their agreement, including Lady Servallan.

    Turning back to the king, Stavin bowed his head. “Your Majesty, I don’t believe anything constructive can be accomplished by continuing this discussion.”

    King Alred nodded and replied, “I believe you are correct, Prince Stavin.” Turning to the scholars, he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “You may go.”

    The Dean looked like he wanted to protest the dismissal, but two Royal Guardsmen walked up and escorted him away. Stavin looked at the king and bowed his head.

    “Your Majesty, the invitation is, of course, extended to the entire royal family, but I believe we covered everything last night.”

    King Alred nodded. “The invitation is appreciated, Prince Stavin, but we’ll let Killian and the scholar have you to themselves.”

    “Don’t leave me out,” Lady Ava interjected.

    Stavin bowed as the king sighed in exasperation. Stavin grinned as he said, “You are always welcome, Lady Ava.”

    “I’d better be,” she murmured.

    The king concluded the meal and Stavin returned to his suite. Karvik was at his shoulder and said, “That Lady Servallan sure is something to look at.”

    “Look, but not touch,” Stavin agreed.

    “Oh?”

    Stavin said, “I’m pretty sure she’s the Blessed of Ravashanal,” without looking up at Karvik.

    Karvik’s feet got tangled for an instant and he grasped Stavin’s shoulder. “You must be joking,” he muttered. “The way she looks?”

    Stavin nodded and described what really happened when he locked eyes with the ever-so-lovely Servallan. “She’s why I’m here.”

    Karvik demanded, “Why didn’t you tell the king?”

    “Because I have no proof beyond how I feel, what Arandar made me feel. And what I felt before Arandar stepped in.”

    Karvik took several deep breaths. “What are you going to do?”

    “The only thing I can do, Kar: Wait until she makes a move against me that I can prove to the king. And be prepared for when she does.”


    Chapter 19

    THE REST OF THE DAY WAS Stavin’s to do with as he pleased, so he asked, “Does anyone know where my Traders are staying?” Looks were exchanged all around, but no one answered. “Does anyone know where the Royal Guards’ Barracks is?”

    This time a guardsman stepped forward. “Yes, Your Highness.”

    “Take a hand of men with you and go find that private. What was her name?” Stavin asked in a distracted tone.

    “Zel’Freelan,” Karvik answered.

    “That’s it,” Stavin agreed. “Go find Private Zel’Freelan and find out where the traders are staying. And while you’re at it, find out where the Guild offices are as well.”

    The guardsman bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin,” then turned away. Four other guardsmen followed him.

    It took five spans for the guardsmen to return. Feralan and the rest of the traders were with them. Stavin smiled as he stood and walked toward the door. “Is everything ready?”

    Feralan bowed and replied, “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    “Good,” Stavin said as he clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Let’s go to the Guild offices and get you credentialed. Have you made any progress as far as wagons and teams?”

    Feralan bowed slightly and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin. A Master Trader’s wagon is going to be thirty-five gold crowns.”

    Stavin exclaimed, “Gods Above!”

    Feralan nodded, and spoke in a sour tone as she said, “Welcome to Rey: Everything is more expensive here.”

    “That’s ridiculous,” Stavin muttered, “but I don’t see a choice.”

    One of the other Masters, a former caravan guard, grumbled, “We should just go home and buy from the cousins.”

    Stavin looked at Feralan and she nodded. “We can get better wagons in Aniston at a much better price, Prince Stavin. And he’s right about keeping it in the family.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head, then finally nodded. “We’ll get your credentials today, and you can head out tomorrow.”

    All of the traders bowed, then Feralan said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin headed toward the door and everyone fell into line behind him. The path out of the palace was clear, but as soon as they walked out the gates they were surrounded by thousands of people.

    It took a while for the people to realize who they were seeing. Then the shouts began. People cried out, “Blessed One!” and “Avatar!” all around them, and the guards moved to surround Stavin. He smiled and waved to the crowd, but Karvik and Varik knew him well enough to realize how tense he really was.

    When they reached the headquarters of the Reynadian Traders’ Guild Stavin put his vest on. As they walked forward, they found three ornately dressed people waiting for them. Two older men bracketed a very old woman, and she was smiling broadly as she bowed.

    “Blessed of Arandar, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, Master Trader, Master of House Kel’Aniston, we welcome you to the Reynadian Traders’ Guild. I am Senior Master Trader Cherry Fel’Ankal. With me are Senior Master Trader Gerral Bel’Corvat and Senior Master Trader Terral Fel’Orvan.” Each of the men bowed when they were introduced.

    Stavin bowed slightly in acknowledgment. “Greetings, Councilors. I am here to establish my House in Reynadia and post bond on eight new Master Traders to handle my caravans.”

    The councilors all bowed, and Senior Master Fel’Ankal smiled at him. “We received word from House Zel’Aniston that you would be approaching us, Prince Stavin. Are your Master candidates present?” Feralan led the seven other candidates forward.

    Cherry looked at each of them, then asked, “Do you have your hundred crown bonds?” As one the candidates bowed. “Master Mage Kel’Bortan, provide these men and women with their credentials.”

    A tall, skeletally thin man came forward and bowed to the councilors, then more deeply to Stavin. A much younger woman at his side was carrying an armful of vests.

    The mage nodded and said, “Each of you take a vest and put it on, please.” Once everyone was ready, he placed his hands on Feralan’s chest and intoned the spell that changed the plain leather vest into Master Trader’s credentials. The process was repeated for each of them, then the mage and his assistant turned and walked away.

    Feralan was stroking the golden dragon on her vest as she turned and smiled at Stavin. He waved her closer and handed her all eight drafts. Without a word, she took the drafts and presented them to the council.

    Senior Master Fel’Ankal bowed to Stavin. “We welcome House Kel’Aniston and its Masters to the Reynadian Traders’ Guild.” There was a scattering of subdued cheers from around them as Stavin bowed his head in acknowledgment.

    Stavin waved Feralan over to his side again. “Take everyone back to the inn and have a good night. Things are probably going to get interesting soon, so it’s a good thing you’re leaving. How full is that purse?”

    Feralan bowed then said, “Lodgings and food for the sixteen of us cost eight silvers a night, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded and pulled out his pouch. He poured the coins out in his hand and started picking through the silver and gold. “Here are twenty additional gold crowns and thirty-seven silvers. Give what you don’t spend to Rhovan and Veralan. And keep a ledger. You’re officially part of House Kel’Aniston now, and your expenses are part of the House account.” Feralan and all the traders and guards bowed deeply, then she led them away.

    “Interesting?” Karvik asked as he looked at Stavin. “That’s an understatement.”

    Stavin nodded as he said, “Unfortunately,” in a sour tone.

    The walk back to the palace was uneventful. That ended when they reached the suite. Varik met them at the door. “Stave, a very tall woman stopped by and seemed like she was ready to rip my head off when I told her you weren’t here, and left in a towering rage when I refused to tell her where you’d gone.”

    “Blonde, about your height?” Stavin asked as he looked up at Varik’s face.

    “Yes,” Varik replied as he nodded. “I was really surprised.”

    Stavin turned toward Karvik and said, “Servallan.”

    “I wonder what she wanted?” Karvik asked as he stroked his chin.

    “There’s no telling, Kar. It could be anything.”

    The butlers approached Stavin not long after that and bowed. “Prince Stavin,” Orlan said as he straightened, “we have sorted your clothing and laid out an appropriate outfit for the banquet tonight.”

    Amarna bowed again and said, “With your permission, Prince Stavin, I would like to trim your hair.” Stavin reached up and combed his fingers through his hair, then nodded. Amarna smiled and bowed again, then motioned to a chair. “Please sit here.”

    Stavin sat in the indicated chair and held still. Amarna was busy with the outside of his head, so he let his mind wander.

    What could Servallan have wanted? I know who and what she is just as surely as she knows who and what I am. She couldn’t have thought I’d play bed-games with Ravashanal’s Avatar. Maybe she was just trying to get a feel for me, for how strong I really am.

    He kept mulling over the same thoughts until Amarna stepped back and said, “I believe that will do, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin glanced at Karvik and he nodded his approval. “She’s better than Aran, Stave.”

    Stavin nodded, then stood and headed for the bathing room. All the butlers followed him while the matrons cleaned up the suite. It took six spans before Stavin was cleaned and dressed to the butlers’ satisfaction.

    Karvik nodded his approval as he looked Stavin over. “Very nice.”

    Stavin nodded and grinned. “I think Marina would actually be impressed by this one.”

    Karvik chuckled and moved close enough to whisper. “The matrons collected your hair and divided it. I think they’re keeping it.”

    “Why?” Stavin whispered back.

    “Relics of Arandar’s Avatar?”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Gods Above, Kar. That’s so embarrassing.”

    Karvik chuckled as he stepped back. “Serves you right.”

    Stavin shook his head as a wry grin crossed his lips. “Probably.”

    The guards who were going to accompany Stavin to the banquet had cleaned up and put on their dress uniforms while Stavin was being fussed over, and now they formed up around him.

    Stavin nodded to Karvik, and he ordered, “Forward march.”

    They made it back to the banquet hall without any missed turns, and Stavin stopped to admire the decorations for a moment. He whispered, “Magnificent,” as he turned in a complete circle. It was the only word that came to mind as he looked around.

    Karvik was gawking like a yokel. “Incredible, Stave,” he murmured as his head swiveled. “This is absolutely incredible.”

    The banquet hall was festooned with garlands of flowers, bright ribbons of silk and bouquets of flowers in every niche. Festival lights cast pools of color, and tiny mirrored triangles below each of them sent colored shafts of light throughout the room.

    “Do you like it?” Princess Callissen asked in a happy tone as she walked up to Stavin.

    Stavin grinned at her bubbly enthusiasm. “I’ve never seen anything like it, Your Highness,” Stavin replied, warning Karvik and the rest of the guardsmen who they were dealing with. Princess Callissen giggled happily and hurried away.

    “That’s Princess Callissen, the youngest of the princesses,” Stavin said for the benefit of his guardsmen. “Let’s walk around a bit.”


    Chapter 20

    STAVIN STROLLED AROUND THE ROOM, PAUSING to admire the decorations on occasion. People bowed as he passed, and he made a point of returning those bows no matter who they were from. Then they encountered someone who didn’t bow.

    “You think you know me, Blessed of Arandar?” Lady Servallan asked as she stepped out to block his path.

    Stavin answered, “I know you, Blessed of Ravashanal.”

    Her lips twisted into something that approximated a smile. “Perhaps you know my Mistress, but you know nothing of me.”

    Stavin looked up at her face, then glanced at Karvik. Kar was actually having to look up at her. Stavin whispered, “I know enough,” as a tight smile pulled his lips thin.

    Servallan laughed merrily. “You know nothing. You wouldn’t be so sure of yourself if you did.” With that she turned and sauntered away.

    “That rude little--” one of the guardsmen began, but Stavin raised a hand to stop him.

    “She’s baiting me, us, but we will not rise to the bait. I know some of you are single, but don’t let her get you alone. Ravashanal and Her followers are not to be trusted--or trifled with.”

    Karvik added, “And I don’t think Servallan is the only one. Any woman here could be in the service of the Gods Below, so don’t fraternize at all.” There was a little grumbling from the single men, but the Royal Guards were known for their discipline.

    Stavin began strolling around again, finally making his way back to the king’s table. He was met by a broadly smiling Princess Alankira.

    “Well, Cousin Stavin, what do you think?”

    Stavin replied, “It’s amazing, Cousin Kira,” and almost chuckled at her bright grin at his chosen form of address.

    “I’m so glad you accept me as a cousin,” she continued in a tender tone. “Arandar’s letter said you would.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Lord Arandar was the one who started calling me ‘cousin’, and by the time I left almost all of the Zel’Anistons and Kel’Anistons were calling me that. The ones who spoke to me at least. Too many of them just bowed and stayed silent.”

    “What of the lower castes?”

    Stavin rolled his eyes and grinned. “Lady Sahrana would have popped her cork.”

    That reduced Princess Alankira to incoherent giggles for a moment. “Aunt Sahra has a very ‘proper’ attitude toward the lower castes. But I get the impression you don’t.”

    “I grew up a warrior, and spent my first years out of the valley surrounded by members of every caste. I’m used to them.”

    Princess Alankira grinned and wrinkled her nose. “Daddy let me be friends with whoever I wanted. My best friend when I was growing up was Mardis Del’Kerval.”

    Stavin laughed. “And where is she now?”

    “Married to a farmer. She has nine kids.”

    Stavin laughed again. “That’ll keep her busy.”

    Princess Alankira nodded. “Her oldest is two years older than Mari, and her youngest is two years younger than Daran. We’ve kept in touch, though we haven’t been together in seventeen years. Alred and Tana aren’t as tolerant as mom and dad.”

    “Kalin isn’t either,” Stavin grumbled.

    “Speaking of Alred, here he comes,” Princess Alankira whispered, and Stavin turned to find the king and queen walking toward him.

    Stavin bowed deeply when the royal couple was three paces away. “Good evening, Your Majesties.”

    King Alred bowed his head slightly and replied, “Good evening, Prince Stavin.”

    Queen Alantana wasn’t so formal. “You two seemed to be having an amusing conversation,” she said, focusing her attention on Princess Alankira.

    “Cousin Stavin and I were just comparing notes about our younger years, before we became part of the royal families.”

    King Alred tilted his head to the side as he looked at Stavin. “Cousin Stavin, is it? Sahrana Zel’Aniston’s influence?” he asked, looking Stavin in the eye.

    Stavin grinned and bowed slightly. “Not at first, Your Majesty. Arandar Zel’Aniston started it, then Mariniva. Lady Sahrana joined in when she finally got over the shock of hearing Mariniva address me as ‘cousin’ at the morning meal.”

    The king tilted his head to the side and grinned at Princess Alankira. “Your aunt’s family has never been proper.”

    Princess Alankira giggled while Stavin said, “Your Majesty, I believe they’d take that as a compliment.”

    “Probably,” the king replied with a laugh.

    “Definitely,” Lady Ava said as she stopped beside her brother. “Sahra was absolutely outrageous when we were children.”

    “You were just as bad,” her big brother commented sourly.

    Lady Ava just grinned up at him for an instant, then turned her attention back to Stavin. “What do you think?” she asked as she waved toward the room.

    “Magnificent. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

    King Alred bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, Prince Stavin. My staff has been planning this since we first received notice that you were coming.”

    “Your Majesty, I am truly impressed,” Stavin said with a bow. “You’ve far outdone both Coravia and Luxandia.”

    “Really?” Queen Alantana asked with a bright smile. “But you were Coravia’s king for a time. Didn’t they honor you with a celebration?”

    Stavin smiled as he bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty, they did. But compared to this,” he paused to wave his hand at the room in general, “it was almost subdued. Whoever planned these decorations is very talented and has exquisite taste.”

    Princess Alankira hugged Stavin’s arm and said, “Please tell Killian that when he arrives. He is our designer. With a little help from his girlfriend.” Stavin smiled up at her and nodded. It wasn’t long before the younger royals joined them and Stavin was able to repeat his compliment directly to the younger prince.

    Prince Killian flushed with pride and bowed deeply. “Thank you, Prince Stavin. Sahren and I spent several days drawing out and trying different designs for this celebration.”

    Stavin grinned. “Your girlfriend is named Sahren, after the goddess?”

    Prince Killian bowed slightly and replied, “Yes,” in a cautious tone.

    Stavin grinned as he said, “So is my oldest daughter, in an indirect way.”

    “Really?” the prince asked with a wide grin.

    “In an indirect way, yes,” Stavin responded with an equally wide grin. “Sahren is the older of my twins by about half a span. Sahry was named after Master Trader Sahren Kel’Vandar of the Kavadian House of Zel’Vandar. Master Trader Sahren led my first two caravans, and mentored me in Trade when I showed an interest. Master Sahren was named for the Goddess Sahren. Her worship is dominant in that portion of Kavadia.”

    “I didn’t know that,” King Alred rumbled. “What does Arandar think of Lady Sahren?”

    Stavin shrugged. “As far as I’ve been able to tell, Your Majesty, He doesn’t. Where the mention of the other Elder Gods elicits a response, positive or negative, Sahren, Lebawan, and the other younger gods seem to be meaningless to Him.”

    The king grinned and murmured, “I wish my brother had heard that.”

    Queen Alantana chuckled, “You can tell him later. Now you have a celebration to preside over.”

    “Indeed,” the king agreed, then motioned toward the table. “Shall we?”

    Stavin was again at the king’s right hand, and the rest of the people in the room quickly moved to their seats when they saw the royal family take their places. When most of the people were in their places, the king sat.

    Stavin was amused to see Lady Servallan striding across the room, very conspicuously late. Prince Jerlan saw the direction of his gaze and chuckled.

    “She does draw the eye, doesn’t she?”

    “As she no doubt intended,” Stavin muttered.

    “What do you mean?”

    Stavin looked the older prince in the eye as he said, “She’s been drifting around the room since before we arrived, and I saw her near her seat a moment ago. She was intentionally one of the last nobles to take her seat.”

    Prince Jerlan tilted his head to the side as he asked, “Why?”

    Stavin nodded toward the room. “To draw attention to herself. She’s like a Dariman bird.” When the prince looked puzzled he explained, “The Dariman bird is native to Evandia’s south-western coast. Where the peacock male is the fancy one, it’s the Dariman female that shows off. They’re usually red, orange, and gold, and make a spectacle of themselves when they are trying to attract a mate.”

    “We have another name for women like that, Cousin Stavin,” Princess Alankira said in an angry tone around the crown prince. Looking at her husband she continued, “As for you, eyes front.” Prince Jerlan smiled sheepishly, but his eyes focused elsewhere.

    There was a sound from Stavin’s other side, but when he looked around he couldn’t tell which of the elders had made it.

    Queen Alantana smiled at Stavin and whispered, “I’m glad you see her for what she really is.”

    Stavin’s smile twisted bitterly for an instant before he replied, “There’s one in every court, Your Majesty. Seldom more, though. They can’t tolerate their own kind.” There was a strangled sound from beside him and he caught the king laughing into his wine.

    “Absolutely true, Stavin. Absolutely true.”

    The feast was exceptionally good, though Stavin limited how much he ate. And how much he drank. Wine had never been his first choice, but he wasn’t going to be plebeian and ask for beer.

    Along with the food was a wide assortment of entertainments. Minstrels strolled through the room playing and singing softly. Jugglers, dancers, and gymnasts gamboled between the tables. And between them all were servants making sure no one went thirsty.

    Stavin made a pretense of drinking as much as Prince Jerlan, getting his cup refilled every time the prince did. The difference was that Stavin seldom needed more than a splash of wine to top off his cup. Prince Jerlan, on the other hand, was usually close to dry by the time the servant came to his side again.

    Stavin was caught off guard by a minstrel playing a new song about him and Arandar’s Blessing. His cheeks and ears reddened as he flushed with embarrassment. A chuckle drew his attention to the king.

    “That girl has talent,” the king rumbled.

    Stavin bowed his head and replied, “Indeed, Your Majesty. And quite an imagination as well. None of that happened.”

    The king chuckled. “Songs don’t have to be true, my boy, just pleasing to the ear.”

    Stavin bowed his head as if to acknowledge the king’s point, but he was actually hiding his shock. Even Kalin never called him a boy. Then he noticed the king’s slurred speech and realized that King Alred was quite drunk.

    The queen caught the wine steward’s eye and raised two fingers. The man bowed slightly and turned away. When he turned back he gave a different pitcher to the woman serving the royal table. The king’s food taster approved the wine, then the king’s glass was refilled.

    King Alred didn’t notice, but Stavin saw the pleased grin on the queen’s face. She caught his gaze and bowed her head slightly, then touched a finger to her lips. Her grin never dimmed, though, so Stavin just bowed his head in return.

    The evening wore on, but Stavin’s suspicion remained. When the king left for a trip to the necessary, Stavin looked a question at the queen.

    She leaned toward him and whispered, “It’s been heated and most of the alcohol removed. By now he can’t taste the difference, and it allows him to carouse the whole evening away without falling out of his chair.”

    Stavin was caught between outrage and amusement, but the humor of the queen diluting the king’s wine so he could continue drinking all night won out. He bowed his head deeply, then sat back without saying a word. But he just couldn’t stop grinning.

    The night grew late, and the celebration had begun to slow down when two lords stood and started toward the royal table. Stavin couldn’t understand why the Royal Guards allowed them to approach, and he looked at the king for an answer.

    No one at the royal table seemed to even notice them.

    Stavin looked up at Karvik, but even he seemed oblivious to the disturbance. Stavin felt his skin chill as he looked around the room. Then he realized that no one was watching the lords except him--and Lady Servallan.

    Stavin locked his gaze on the woman, but she didn’t look right somehow. There was a haze around her that was partially obscuring her, making his eyes move away from her. He shook his head sharply and the haze vanished. Then the lords reached the royal table.

    Stavin remained seated, biding his time. When the men were right in front of the table one of them lunged forward and his momentum carried him over the table. The knife he had pulled from behind his back was in his outstretched arm like a spearhead, aimed at the king’s heart.

    Stavin moved, his youthful strength and trained reflexes letting him get his shoulder between the knife and the king. The instant the knife touched him, everyone seemed to notice what was happening. Then chaos took hold of the banquet hall.

    The king tried to stand but only managed to tip his chair over backwards. The queen screamed and fell into Lady Ava’s lap. Beatran and Karvik started forward at the same instant and dove over the table to meet in a collision with the attacker. The royal guardsmen stationed at either end of the table finally reacted and fell on the other lord, driving him to the floor and pinning his arms.

    Through it all, Stavin stood with both hands on the table, glaring at Servallan across the room as his head bent forward, and his grin turned into a feral snarl. 

    The king finally made it to his feet with the help of Prince Jerlan and roared, “Guards!” Twenty Reynadian Royal Guardsmen burst into the room along with ten Evandian Royal Guardsmen.

    The king grabbed Stavin and spun him around as he said, “Sit down. How badly are you injured?”

    Stavin shook his head, then fingered the cut in his shirt. “Just bruised, Your Majesty, nothing more.”

    “How--?” the king asked in a puzzled tone, then he probed the cut with a finger. Before Stavin had any hint of what he was doing, the king’s hand pulled down, ripping the shirt half way to Stavin’s waist and revealing the golden cloth underneath. The king stepped back a little and looked down into Stavin’s eyes.

    Stavin answered the unasked question. “I always wear my under padding under my clothes, Your Majesty. It helps me look less like a waif.”

    The king reached out and stroked one finger across where the knife had hit Stavin’s chest. “There is no mark.”

    “No, Your Majesty, there never is,” Stavin replied softly. “Like all of my armor, it’s made of dragon scale. It won’t stop an impact, but nothing can cut it.”

    The king seemed relieved, and said, “Dragon scale. I didn’t even think to ask--” He shook his head, then he focused his eyes on the man Beatran and Karvik were holding and demanded, “Who paid you to kill Prince Stavin?” The man tried to answer, but collapsed before he could say anything.

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “That’s unfortunate, but not unexpected. Look at the knife.”

    The king looked down toward his feet and hissed. The knife had the Evandian Royal Crest on the hilt. The king mused, “Why kill you with your own knife?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I wasn’t the target, Your Majesty: You were.” He glanced toward the room, but wasn’t surprised to find Servallan gone.

    “I was the--But you took the knife.”

    Stavin chuckled. “Once a Royal Guard, always a Royal Guard, Your Majesty. From the looks of it, you were supposed to have appeared to die at my hand. The spell broke as soon as the knife struck my under padding.”

    “Spell?” Queen Alantana asked.

    Stavin bowed as he replied, “Yes, Your Majesty. No one was aware that anything was wrong until the end. No one except me, that is.”

    “Why weren’t you--your armor,” the queen concluded with a knowing nod.

    “But what would be the point?” Prince Jerlan asked.

    Stavin turned and looked him in the eye. “If it appeared that I had murdered your father, you would have had me executed, prince or not. That would eliminate me as the Blessed of Arandar without the direct interference of the Gods Below. I’m pretty sure the Blessed of Ravashanal was behind it. She left during the commotion.”

    “You know who it is?” Princess Alankira asked in a stunned tone.

    Stavin bowed, then answered, “I have no proof, Cousin Kira, but I have a strong suspicion.”

    “I’ll take that into consideration, Stavin,” the king rumbled. “Who do you suspect?”

    Stavin bowed then replied, “Lady Servallan, Your Majesty. She and I were only people who were not affected by the spell.” Stavin’s eyebrows drew together and he shook his head. “There was something wrong with how she looked as well, but I don’t know how to properly describe it.”

    “Servallan?” the king asked. “How could anyone that beautiful be evil?”

    The queen put a hand on her husband’s shoulder and said, “Good and Evil are human terms, beloved. If Stavin is right, and I believe he is, then we all have the capacity to be either or both.”

    “And I am living proof that appearances can be deceiving,” Stavin added as he looked up at the king.

    “Indeed,” the king mused as he looked Stavin over. “Captain Zel’Grovan, have Lady Servallan detained until we can question her in the morning.” He paused to rub his temples. “Good thing I can hold my wine or we’d be in real trouble.” He didn’t seem to notice the smile that Stavin and the queen shared.

    Morning arrived too early for most of the palace, but Stavin had been up for several spans before the servant came and announced that Court would be held in eight spans.

    Karvik walked over and sat by Stavin before asking, “Are you ready for a confrontation?”

    Stavin nodded, then looked at the clothes he’d chosen for the day. “I’ll be wearing my under padding and mail under my clothes today, Kar. Have your men prepare to assist the Reynadian guards, but stay out of it if you can. I don’t want any complaints about us interfering with internal Reynadian politics.”

    Karvik nodded, then put a hand on Stavin’s arm. “Unless you’re threatened, Stave. You’re still my responsibility.” He locked eyes with Stavin until he got a nod of agreement.

    Stavin was soon dressed in an outfit that was fit for a prince, but it didn’t fit him all that well with his mail under it. “Gods Above, I can hardly breathe,” he moaned as Karvik looked him over.

    “Doesn’t look good either,” Karvik muttered.

    Stavin grumbled as he waved the butlers back to his side. “Help me take it off,” he said as he struggled to get his arms free. The butlers peeled him out of the fine clothing, then helped him squirm out of his mail. Then the process of dressing him began all over again, but this time with more satisfactory results.

    Karvik nodded his approval. “It still looks tight, but more like it was intended to be that way rather than you gained a bunch of weight.”

    Stavin laughed, “Shut up, Kar,” and got an amused grin in return.

    “Glad to see you can still laugh,” Karvik replied. “Are we ready?”

    Stavin breathed, “As ready as I’m going to be.”


    Chapter 21

    THE COURT WAS PACKED WITH HUNDREDS of lords and ladies, and the murmur of all those voices was like the buzzing of angry bees. Everyone went silent when King Alred and Queen Alantana entered the room. The king walked to the edge of the dais and looked around the court for a moment before speaking.

    “My noble lords and ladies,” he began in a soft voice that forced everyone to be absolutely still and silent in order to hear, “last night an attempt was made on my life.” He paused as a ripple of shock rolled through the crowd. “We have Prince Stavin of Evandia, the Blessed of Arandar, to thank for stopping the conspirators.” The king found Stavin in the crowd and bowed slightly in his direction.

    The king continued, “Lady Servallan Zel’Cordan has been revealed to be the Blessed of Ravashanal,” and had to pause again as noise erupted throughout the room. The king snapped, “Be silent!” and the noise subsided.

    The king said, “Bring forth the prisoner,” and looked toward the side of the room.

    A single Royal Guards Captain walked forward alone and bowed. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty, but she is gone. She was confined to her suite and two guardswomen were stationed inside with her.” He paused to look at the floor and take a deep breath before looking the king in the eye and continuing. “When we went in to get her this morning, both guardswomen had been slaughtered, and she was gone.”

    The queen asked, “Slaughtered?” in a stunned tone.

    The captain visibly mastered his own reaction as he replied, “I can think of no other word to describe what was done to them, Your Majesty. I will not describe it.”

    Stavin walked forward and bowed to the king and queen before saying, “As dangerous as she has proven herself to be, your Majesties, it might be better to let her go. She is well known and easily recognized. She can do no more harm here.”

    The king shook his head and replied, “No, Prince Stavin. She must be caught and punished for what she tried, and what she did.”

    Stavin bowed again. “Then I offer my assistance as Arandar’s Blessed, as well as Senior Warmaster of the Evandian Royal Guard.”

    King Alred stared at him for a moment, then bowed his head. “The Blessed of Arandar is welcome in our search for the Blessed of Ravashanal, and Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral is welcome to assist in the search for the woman who tried to kill me and implicate him in my murder.” With that he turned away and led Queen Alantana from the dais.

    Karvik whispered, “That was stupid.”

    “It lets me go armed and wear my full armor all the time,” Stavin whispered back.

    Karvik looked down at him and whispered, “Maybe not so stupid after all.”

    Stavin returned to his suite to find a servant waiting at the door. “Prince Stavin,” the man said with a bow, “his Majesty invites you to join him in the Council Chamber.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. You may lead us there after I change.” The man looked nervous, but Stavin just brushed past him. It was a matter of moments later when Stavin came out of the suite in full armor, Dragon’s Tongue in his hand and his honors on his left biceps. The glow from his armor was bright enough to light up the dim passageway. The servant dropped to his knees like a spiked ox and placed his forehead against the floor.

    Stavin snapped, “Oh, would you get up? Lead us to the king.” 

    He saw the man twitch, then he looked up and swallowed before answering, “Yes, Blessed One.” He got to his feet, bowed deeply, then led the way. His posture was hunched over as if he expected a blow at any moment.

    Karvik and Varik were behind Stavin, and both of them were fighting not to laugh. Karvik whispered, “Do you think people are going to bow or run away?”

    Varik answered, “Both.”

    Stavin looked around and brought a finger to his lips to silence them while the guardsmen who had heard the exchange chuckled.

    The Reynadian Royal Guards at the Council Chamber door saw them coming and almost panicked. Several of them drew their swords, but then they went to one knee with their swords at salute. Soon all of them were kneeling to the Blessed of Arandar.

    Stavin stopped three paces short of the door and said, “Rise, Guardsmen. King Alred has invited me to join his council.”

    The captain of the guard squad nodded and stood, then bowed before saying, “Yes, Blessed One, we were told. Your forgiveness, please, but even you may not take weapons into the king’s presence.”

    “There is nothing to forgive, Captain,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. “My weapons will remain out here with my guards.” He turned and handed his Dragon’s tongue and knives to Varik, then removed his gauntlets and helmet and handed them to Karvik.

    Turning back toward the captain, he nodded once. “Captain, I do not wish to keep the king waiting any longer.” The captain swallowed convulsively, then knocked on the door.

    A servant opened the door and asked, “Who desires admittance?”

    Karvik said, “Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, the Blessed of Arandar.”

    The servant had turned toward Karvik when he spoke, and fell to his knees as soon as he saw Stavin. He spoke without looking up. “Blessed One, you are expected.”

    Stavin said, “Stand, goodman, and lead me to King Alred.” The servant stood and backed into the chamber.

    Stavin’s entrance caused everyone in the Council Chamber to stand. King Alred rose to his feet as he whispered, “Gods Above.”

    “Told you so,” Lady Ava chuckled as she looked up at her brother’s face.

    Stavin stopped and bowed deeply to the king. “Your Majesty.”

    Queen Alantana asked, “Prince Stavin, why are you in armor?”

    Stavin bowed to the queen before replying, “Your Majesty, I am here in my capacity as the Senior Warmaster of the Evandian Royal Guard. As such, it is incumbent upon me to wear my armor and carry my weapons at all times. It is only my regard for your presence that caused me to leave my weapons with my guards in the passageway.”

    The king and queen exchanged a long look, but Lady Ava’s giggles distracted them. “I told you he was much more than he appears to be, King Alred.”

    “Indeed you did, and I see the glow you described as well. Very impressive. Warmaster Zel’Andral, please join us.” The king indicated the same chair Stavin had used the day before, then returned to his own chair.

    The queen spoke across the table to Stavin. “We are questioning Servallan’s close friends, digging into her associations, but we’ve hit a root: She doesn’t appear to have had any close friends.”

    The king continued, “Before a few moons ago, she doesn’t seem to have been in the kingdom at all.”

    Stavin nodded, turning it into a bow to the king. “She is a real person, Your Majesty, but she might not be a real lady.”

    “What do you mean, Stavin?” Lady Ava asked.

    Stavin sighed. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve run into a priest or priestess who had decided to elevate themselves to Chosen status. That fool priest of Lebawan down in Zel’Kassel was just the latest.”

    “Her credentials were impeccable,” one of the ministers said with a sigh.

    The queen made an exceptionally rude noise. “She’s tall, thin, and beautiful so no one wanted to question her credentials. Hells, I thought she was gorgeous. And I saw how she affected the men. Especially you,” she concluded, glaring at her husband.

    “That was undoubtedly by design, Your Majesty,” Stavin muttered, drawing both the king and queen’s gaze. “King Alred, did she look familiar? Like someone from your past?”

    The king looked startled for an instant, then said, “Yes. I wondered if she might be Seras’ daughter. She was--”

    The queen stopped him with a single finger to his lips. “Yes, she was beautiful, but she didn’t look like Seras. She looked more like Morilan.”

    “I thought she looked like Cahranas,” Lady Ava interjected.

    “And I thought she looked like Saralee Zel’Coy,” Stavin said in a hushed tone as he nodded slowly. “Based on this, and my trouble seeing her last night when I was wearing my under padding, she may not look like any of the people we thought she did.”

    “There are such spells, Your Majesty,” one of the ministers put in as he stood and bowed to the king, “that can make you think a face is familiar, or looks like someone from your memory.”

    “A spell to make you trust someone,” Queen Alantana muttered, “even if you don’t know them at all.”

    “That, Queen Alantana, is another reason for me to wear my armor: No human mage can match the strength of the dragon’s magic.”

    “What about Ravashanal?” another of the ministers asked, and everyone gasped when the glow around Stavin’s armor flared.

    Stavin looked the woman and said, “Arandar does not like it when the Gods Below are mentioned by name. Perhaps referring to Her as the Goddess of Terror would be a better idea. In answer to your question, the Gods work through intermediaries. Direct interference would invite direct conflict between the Gods Above and the Gods Below. I doubt any of us would survive that.”

    The king and queen shared a long look, then the king turned and nodded to Stavin. “What do you suggest, Warmaster?”

    Stavin bowed slightly before replying, “Your Majesty, I suggest we go to the source and summon the Goddess of Terror’s high priestess.”

    The king nodded, then motioned to the servant. “Have Helana Zel’Cordan summoned at once.”

    The man bowed deeply as he said, “At once, Your Majesty.” Then he turned away and went to the door.

    The king looked at Stavin and shook his head. “I hadn’t realized until just now that they are of the same clan.”

    The queen shook her head. “Helana I’m sure of. I knew her mother. But Servallan? I’ve never heard that name before.”

    “That was probably another trick to make us lower our guard,” the king muttered. “Give her a familiar name.” Queen Alantana and Lady Ava were both nodding their agreement.

    “Your Majesty,” another of the ministers began as he stood, “if this person, whatever her true name might be, is the Blessed of the Goddess of Terror, what can we do against her?” The king and everyone else looked at Stavin for the answer.

    Stavin stood and bowed slightly. “She’s mortal, as am I. Her actions warrant a death sentence, not as Terror’s Avatar, but as a woman who attempted to kill King Alred, and who did kill two palace guardswomen.”

    Lady Ava stood and looked around. “If she is who and what we suspect, her fate has already been sealed by the deaths of the innocents throughout the city. Her latest crimes only add to the fate she has already set for herself.”

    The king nodded. “True. I wish we knew what else she’s planning.”

    * * *

    Servallan sat bent over a bowl of water with a thin skin of precious oil on it, scrying her enemies.

    “So, you think to find and bind me?” she asked the reflection. The idea that King Alred and his men might be a threat to her was laughable. Not so funny was the Blessed of the Bright One. Ravashanal, like the Bright One, didn’t like Her adversaries to be mentioned by name.

    The Blessed of the Bright One was a challenge to her mistress’s dominion over this hive of humanity. Worse was her own failure to realize the strength of his protections before she acted. She’d seen the protective magics around him, but thought it was nothing more than a protective amulet like the king wore. Now, in his full armor, she couldn’t even see or hear him. He was even hidden from her scrying. Such power was a nuisance to her, but was as nothing to her mistress.

    Servallan turned to the Altar of Ravashanal and went to the ground in complete obeisance. “Mistress, I beg your counsel,” she asked the screaming statue.

    There were no words in the answer. Pain coursed through Servallan’s body. Terror clenched her heart. Finally, a picture formed in her mind of the great temple complex filled with fighting humans. Servallan struggled to breathe as the terror expanded into an all-encompassing feeling of helpless panic, then faded.

    “Yes, Mistress,” Servallan managed to whisper. The feelings that were so close to stilling her heart vanished instantly.

    “War it is,” she whispered. “War between the followers of the Gods of Dracana.”

    Servallan levered herself up from the floor and limped to her bed. The Mistress of Terror’s messages were never pleasant to receive in the best of circumstances. And these, through her own arrogance, were not the best of circumstances.

    As she finally managed to master her reaction to her Mistress’ touch, she began to plot. “How can I bring him into the open?”


    Chapter 22

    HELANA ZEL’CORDAN STOOD TALL AND PROUD before her king. “Your Majesty has summoned me?”

    “We have, Helana,” Queen Alantana answered. “What do you know of the woman who calls herself Servallan Zel’Cordan?”

    Helana looked puzzled. “Servallan, Your Majesty? She is a cousin from the far south-west region of the kingdom. She arrived with a letter of introduction from my Uncle Barrow.”

    “Had you ever met her before that?” King Alred demanded.

    “No, Your Majesty.”

    Now the queen sat forward and asked, “Had you ever even heard her name before?”

    “No, Your Majesty. May I know the basis of these questions? Servallan is young and impulsive. Has she done something to incur your anger?”

    Now Stavin stepped forward. “Priestess, are you aware that Servallan Zel’Cordan is the Blessed of your Goddess?”

    “What?”

    Stavin nodded. “The woman you know as Servallan is the Blessed of Ravashanal.” His armor pulsed with Arandar’s light as he once again uttered that name.

    Helana’s hand came to her lips when Stavin’s armor pulsed. She shook her head and cleared her throat before replying, “You must be mistaken.”

    Now it was Stavin’s turn to shake his head. “Arandar is certain.”

    Helana’s eyes searched the faces around her, but found no sign of doubt. “Why wouldn’t she tell me?”

    Stavin’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace. “Maybe she thought she’d be subjected to the same level of doubt that I have received from Arandar’s priests.”

    “Not Servallan, you fool! Ravashanal!”

    Queen Alantana shouted, “Watch your manners, Helana!” When the priestess looked up at her with a puzzled expression, she continued in a more moderate tone. “You will address Prince Stavin with all of the respect he is due or you’ll be begging forgiveness from the dungeon.”

    Helana looked startled for an instant, then turned and bowed to Stavin. “I beg your forgiveness for my lack of courtesy, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin looked at her and nodded slightly. “I’ll let it go since you were apparently not informed that your goddesses’ avatar was here. That has to be very disconcerting.” Helana bowed, but it was obvious from her expression that she was feeling humiliated at being left out.

    “Prince Stavin,” she began tightly, “how is it that you know about Servallan and I don’t?”

    “Arandar.”

    Helana clenched her teeth, possibly to prevent herself from saying something she’d regret. After a moment, she bowed and asked, “Did your Bright One tell you directly?”

    Stavin bowed his head before replying, “He did. He also spoke through me to let your goddess know that Servallan had been identified.” Now Stavin’s lips twisted into a nasty grimace. “That is probably what precipitated the attack last night.”

    “Attack?” Helana demanded, looking around the chamber in confusion. “What attack?”

    “Last night an attempt was made on my life,” the king said in a deep rumble. “Lady Servallan was confined to her own quarters under guard, and this morning her guards were found slaughtered. Of Servallan there was no sign.”

    Helana drew herself up and looked at the king before saying, “Your Majesty, you have no proof that it was Servallan.” Then she asked in a less certain tone, “Do you?”

    The king shook his head. “At this time we do not. That is why she was under guard in her own quarters until she could be questioned. However, her actions testify quite loudly. If the attack last night hadn’t been sufficient to condemn her, her murder of two palace guardswomen certainly was.”

    Helana was stunned by the king’s pronouncement. “King Alred, she’s just a girl.”

    “And by your standards Prince Stavin is just a boy, but that didn’t stop Servallan from trying to implicate him in my murder. And it didn’t stop Warmaster Zel’Andral from stopping the assassin from killing me. Rest assured, we will take full advantage of Prince Stavin’s expertise.”

    Helana looked at Stavin through narrowed eyes before saying, “I will consult with my goddess, Prince Stavin, and determine if you are correct.” Turning to face the dais once again, she bowed deeply.

    “Your Majesties, if Servallan is in fact the Avatar of Ravashanal, I would be so bold as to remind you that she is immune to your judgment. Only Ravashanal or Eshokanal have authority over her.”

    King Alred sat forward to glare at the High Priestess of Ravashanal and growled, “And I will remind you that I, as King of Reynadia, have the power to outlaw the worship of your goddess and order Her temples razed to the ground.” His voice had risen to a roar by the time he was finished, and Helana Zel’Cordan suddenly saw the true depth of the trouble she was in.

    Helana bowed deeply and said, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

    Queen Alantana sat back and said, “You may go, Helana, but take with you the knowledge that we are watching your every move.” Helana bowed deeply to the king and queen, then again to Stavin before backing away three steps. She turned and walked away, and her stiff posture almost screamed her rage.

    Stavin looked at the king and grinned. “That, your Majesties, is one seriously angry priestess.”

    The king nodded as he said, “Perhaps, Prince Stavin, but she finally got the message.”

    The queen agreed. “In the end, yes she did. It’s unfortunate that you had to rub her nose in it. She won’t forgive that.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head. “I’m more worried about her mistress and the Blessed. Servallan is, at the least, a murderer. She may be responsible for the lost innocents as well.” He paused and shook his head. “And since none of us saw her the same way, we can’t post a picture of her with a reward. She could show up with her real face and we’d never know.”

    Lady Ava was nodding her agreement. “There is one person who can see her, Stavin.”

    Stavin’s head tilted to the side as he asked, “Who?”

    “You.”

    “Me? No, I thought about that. My armor will eliminate the magic disguise, but I don’t know what she looks like underneath it.”

    Lady Ava was shaking her head. “That’s not what I meant, Stavin. I meant the Blessed of Arandar. You, Blessed One, should be able to see the Blessed of Rava.”

    Stavin took a deep breath to argue, but blew it out in short bursts as he considered what she’d said. “You may be right, Lady Ava. You may be right. But I have too many demands on my time to allow me to go searching a city this size for one woman. Not when we don’t know what she really looks like.”

    “Then we don’t search,” the king murmured. “We draw her to us.”

    The queen turned toward her husband and asked, “What are you up to?”

    The king just chuckled in reply, and even Stavin was chilled by that sound.


    Chapter 23

    A PROCLAMATION FROM THE KING WAS posted throughout the city the next day.

     


    
      Let it be known to all our people that the second day from today shall be a day of festivities in honor of the presence of the Blessed of Arandar, His Royal Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, Minister of Trade for the Kingdom of Evandia.

       

      A feast shall be presented in front of the Temple of Arandar, and the Blessed One shall be present for all to see.

       

      In the name of Alred Dahlgren Faran Zel’Broldan, King of Reynadia

       

    

    Stavin and Karvik read the notice with a shared feeling of disquiet. Karvik looked at Stavin and said, “No. Absolutely not.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly as he considered the proclamation. “It seems to be the only way, Kar. We have to make her come to us, and I have to be the most tempting target around.”

    “Stave, it puts you out there as a target for every religious fanatic and mental defective in the city. Arandar might protect you from Terror, but I doubt He will protect you from some fool who just wants to make a name for himself.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head. “True, Kar, but that’s been my life since Kalin and Marina named me a Friend of Evandia. Alred and Tana are going to be right beside me, and he is increasing the guards around us. I’ll also be in full armor, and I’m going to be armed. That took some arguing, but Alred finally overrode the objections of his guards and allowed it.”

    Karvik looked puzzled as he asked, “How’d he manage that?”

    Stavin chuckled. “He pointed out that buried among my other titles is Senior Warmaster of the Evandian Royal Guard. I’m not only allowed to be armed around the king, I’m required to be armed around the king. His general looked like he’d eaten a crab apple, but he accepted it.”

    Karvik snorted in amusement. “I’ll bet that was an unpopular decision.”

    Stavin grinned as he said, “Not as bad as this one: You and Var are going to be on the dais behind me.”

    Now Karvik laughed out loud. “That must have been some argument.”

    “No,” Stavin replied with a slight shake of his head, “not really. Alred simply pointed out that as a prince of Evandia I was required to have my personal guards around me.”

    Now Karvik’s amusement turned to hilarity. He gasped, “At least one of you obeys the rules,” between bursts of laughter.

    The two days before the festival were spent in preparation. King Alred freed up some of Stavin’s time by simply accepting all his trade proposals without any further negotiations. That upset Minister of Trade Zel’Nardat, but delighted Princess Callissen.

    The princess presented herself at Stavin’s suite within moments of the council’s dismissal. She approached the guards and said, “I’d like to talk to Prince Stavin.”

    The guardsmen exchanged glances, then the senior guardsman respectfully asked, “May we know your name and the nature of your business with our prince, my lady?”

    The princess looked surprised that they didn’t recognize her, then bowed her head regally. “I am Princess Callissen Ravala Alantana Zel’Broldan, fifth in line of succession to the throne of Reynadia. My business with Prince Stavin involves his translation text of the ancient glyphs of Vaskan.”

    The guardsmen all bowed and one of them immediately turned away and knocked on the door. Matron Fel’Keran opened the door and bowed when she saw the princess.

    “Welcome, Princess Callissen. I will inform Prince Stavin of your arrival.” She stepped aside and motioned for the princess to enter the suite.

    Stavin had heard Harsan and walked across the room. He asked, “Princess Callissen, how may I serve you?” as he bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, I was hoping to discuss the ancient glyphs, if you have a moment to spare for me.”

    Stavin smiled broadly and motioned to the door on his right. “I would be delighted, Your Highness.”

    The princess wrinkled her nose and said, “Call me Calli.”

    Stavin bowed and replied, “I shall if you will call me Stavin.”

    The room was the suite’s sitting room, and was brightly lit by a set of five tall windows. Stavin hadn’t been surprised to see the glyphs of the Gods Above at the top of each window.

    Princess Callissen grinned and said, “Deal.” She laid her book on a table and said, “I’m having trouble with--” Stavin worked with Callissen on the glyphs for twelve spans.

    “--so you see, most of the glyphs have the same meaning. Some have had elements removed, some have been added to, but the basics are the same.”

    Callissen shook her head as her eyebrows drew together. “I wonder why our ancestors changed them?”

    “Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan explained what he thought happened. Are you familiar with the Varkat Plague during the reign of Emperor Jestat Zel’Marlan?” Callissen nodded, so he continued.

    “During that outbreak, most of the scholars and scribes at the Luxandian Repository were killed. The plague was harder on the elderly than the young. Afterward, a lot of half-trained students were thrust into master’s positions. If you look at our glyphs beside the ancient ones that have the same meaning, you’ll see that a lot of them are just simplified versions of the ancient glyphs.”

    “So, they’re not really different,” Callissen mused, “just more elaborate versions of the same glyphs?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, and once we figured that out the translation went much faster. There was a difference in the language as well, but Master Kel’Zorgan said that was just drift due to the addition or loss of words over the thousands of years since Inatat ruled Vaskan.”

    Princess Callissen got a dreamy look in her eyes and said, “Wouldn’t it have been wonderful to live in that time?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. When you get a chance, you should read the Book of Inatat. By our standards, Vaskan was a brutal, barbaric place where life was hard on all but the elite, and nearly worthless. The Vaskan warrior elite had the power of life and death over the commoners, far more so than your father and our Chosen. There is one incident detailed in the book of one of Inatat’s young guardsmen killing a man and raping his daughter with her bent over the body. That was Vaskan.”

    The princess’ hand had come up to her mouth in shock as Stavin spoke. “That’s horrid. What was his punishment?”

    “Promotion to corporal. He was rewarded for proving his willingness to be brutal.”

    Princess Callissen covered her face with both hands for a moment. She whispered, “Why did you have to tell me that?”

    Stavin reached over and squeezed her shoulder. “Because you need to realize that beyond the glyphs, there was nothing noble or admirable about Vaskan. Their culture revered the Gods Below over the Gods Above.”

    Princess Callissen nodded and took a deep breath. “I understand, Stavin. I just didn’t know.”

    Stavin smiled and squeezed her shoulder again. “How old are you, Calli?”

    “Fifteen.”

    “You’re old enough to know that not everywhere is as nice and civilized as our kingdoms.” He paused and got her to look at him before continuing. “Even the lands north of Andaria, in the so-called Kingdom of Zamaria, are mostly wild lands where might makes right. Law is a thing of the moment and depends on the person making the law having the strength to enforce it.”

    “Like Kavadia?”

    “Worse. In Kavadia the Traders’ Guild runs things. They want peace and stability because it’s good for Trade. In Zamaria, once you get away from a city or town, you’re on your own.”

    Princess Callissen nodded, then stood up and bowed. “Thank you, Stavin.”

    Stavin had come to his feet at the same time. “It was an honor, Calli.” He bowed deeply and watched as she allowed Amarna to guide her out of the room.

    Karvik was standing just inside the door and bowed as the princess passed. Turning to Stavin he said, “There was a time not so long ago when all of that could be said of Farindia as well, Stave.”

    Stavin nodded his agreement. “I remember, and there are still places where a lone traveler will disappear. But those are fewer and fewer each year.”

    Karvik nodded. “So, what’s the possibility of you canceling this madness and letting me sleep peacefully for a change?”

    Stavin laughed. “You know better than to ask me that.”

    Karvik sighed. “I know, but I had to try.”

    “Relax, Kar. This will work out for the best.”


    Chapter 24

    THE FIRST DAY OF THE FESTIVAL dawned clear and warm, promising to be hot by mid day. Stavin was dressed in full armor, much to the disgruntlement of his butlers, and stood in front of his mirror like a golden statue of Arandar Himself.

    Varik muttered, “Quit preening,” as he loomed over Stavin’s shoulders.

    Stavin looked at the figure reflected above him and laughed. “I’m not preening, Var. And you shouldn’t talk. How long did you spend polishing your helmet and hilt?”

    Varik chuckled. “Point taken. You don’t expect trouble today, do you?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, but we’re going to be ready for it anyway.”

    Varik nodded and moved away, only to be replaced by Karvik. “King Alred and Queen Alantana are playing a dangerous game, Stave.”

    “I know, and so do they. Servallan hasn’t been seen anywhere since she killed her guards. She has to react to this provocation. The royal family has always been neutral, honoring all of the Gods Above and Below without favoring any of them. Now, in response to the killing of the innocents and my arrival, they’ve openly shown favor to Arandar and the Gods Above. The Gods Below have to react, even if it’s just in the form of protests from their priests.”

    “And you stand out there with a target on your chest.”

    Stavin turned and clasped both of Karvik’s arms. “Yes, but remember how tough a target I am. Unless they bring a dragon against me, or one of the Evil Ones takes a direct hand in the proceedings, I’ll be fine.”

    Karvik shook his head. “Unless Rava’s Avatar has Her power.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t think she can, Kar. That would be direct interference and would invite direct reprisals from Arandar, or at the very least Sahrana. I don’t think any of them will risk that.”

    “Still don’t like it.”

    Stavin patted Karvik’s arm and walked around him to address his guardsmen. “The Reynadian Royal Guards are going to be out in force today. King Alred ordered all but one watch section on duty. That means five hundred royal guards will be at your sides. We’ll all be well protected behind their lines, and your only responsibility is going to be protecting me.” He turned and nodded to Karvik. “Major?”

    Karvik stepped forward and addressed his men. “Prince Stavin is still our responsibility, so we follow him where ever he goes, and eat whatever he eats. Just don’t try to keep up with him. The only difference is he gets beer, but we don’t. There will be no fuzzy heads while on guard duty. Understood?”

    As one the twenty-one men on duty answered, “Yes, Major.”

    Karvik said, “Very well,” then turned toward Stavin and bowed. “After you, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin laughed and led the way, heading out of the palace. They reached the courtyard and found a reception party waiting. A Reynadian Royal Guards major walked up to them and bowed.

    “Blessed One, we have been given the honor of reinforcing your guards detail. I am Major Berdal Zel’Jalavan, commander of Dragon watch.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “Greetings, Major.” He raised his hand to the figures towering over him and said, “On my right is Major Karvik Kel’Carin, and on my left is Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval.”

    Major Zel’Jalavan’s jaws clenched for an instant, but he bowed his head to Karvik anyway. “Major, I have been instructed to place myself and my men under your command.”

    Karvik bowed before replying, “Thank you Major Zel’Jalavan. Please take over Prince Stavin’s left side from the lieutenant and have your men form up beside ours. How many men did you bring?”

    The major stood straight and tall, but still had to look up at Karvik anyway. “I have my twenty top men with me.”

    Karvik’s eyes narrowed for an instant. “I have twenty-one. Four columns of ten with Lieutenant Kel’Horval in the lead?”

    Major Zel’Jalavan nodded. “I have no objection to that.”

    Stavin had stayed out of the discussion until now, but felt that he needed to say something. “Major Zel’Jalavan, I am pleased to have you with us. Please guide us to the Temple of Arandar the Bright. I don’t want to keep his Majesty waiting.”

    The major bowed deeply to Stavin, and his men followed his example. “It would be an honor, Blessed One. If you will lead off, I will guide your steps.”

    Stavin nodded and headed toward the gate. The major murmured, “Turn to the right, Blessed One.” That turned out to be the only instruction he needed to give. The road in front of the palace led straight to the Great Temple Complex of Rey on the Glimmer.

    The people of Rey had been waiting for Stavin, and thousands of them lined the road to see him. Many of the people cheered as he passed, but he noticed that not everyone was cheering.

    Karvik noticed as well. He muttered, “This is not a good idea.”

    Major Zel’Jalavan heard and replied just as softly, “That’s why we’re with you, Major Kel’Carin. My men are all followers of Arandar or Sahrana.”

    “I still don’t like it,” Karvik replied as his eyes scanned the crowd.

    The walk was a long one. Stavin guessed they had walked twenty dragons or more before they reached the temple complex. He slowed to a stop at the encircling wall and stared.

    The Great Temple Complex was easily ten dragons across. A wall circled the temples of the Gods Above and Below, with a wide, sinusoidal, raised pathway running east to west dividing the circle with the temples of the Gods Above on the north side, and the temples of the Gods Below to the south. Arandar’s temple was located in the widest part of the northern half while Eshokanal’s temple was on the far side of the circle in the widest part of the southern half. The rest of the temples were evenly spaced around the circle in the order of precedence of the gods.

    Karvik whispered, “This is almost more than I can handle.”

    Stavin grunted in the affirmative, then took his first step into the temple circle--and froze. Feelings assaulted him from every direction, some friendly and some malevolent, and every one of them familiar.

    Stavin whispered, “Kar, they’re here.”

    “Who’s here?”

    “The Gods: All ten of them. Remember what I told you about the temples in Aniston? Now I feel all five of the Gods Below as well.”

    Karvik grabbed Stavin by the shoulder and spun him around. “We have to get you out of here.”

    Stavin swallowed to wet his suddenly dry throat and shook his head. “It’s too late. I’m sorry, Kar. I don’t think I can leave here until this is settled.”

    Varik was beside Karvik now and put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder. “What do you need from us?”

    Stavin shook his head. “Just stay with me. We’ve stood here long enough.” He swallowed again, then turned and resolutely started walking toward Arandar’s temple.

    Prince Jerlan and his family were already there and Princess Alankira smiled broadly as Stavin mounted the steps up to the platform. “Well, Cousin Stavin, what do you think?”

    Stavin bowed his head to Prince Jerlan before answering. “I’m overwhelmed, Cousin Kira.” He looked around and shook his head slightly. “I can feel them all. Each of them watching and weighing me, seeing if I measure up or am in some way deficient. And I can’t escape them.”

    “Stavin, what do you mean?” Prince Jerlan demanded as he stepped closer and grasped both of Stavin’s shoulders.

    “All ten of the Gods are here, Jerry,” Stavin whispered. “It’s as if this was preordained. Servallan is here, that I’m sure of. This is the final battlefield. One of us will not leave here alive.”

    King Alred arrived just in time to hear Stavin and grabbed Stavin’s shoulder in one hand. “You can’t be certain of that, can you?”

    “I can, Your Majesty,” Stavin replied as he faced the king squarely. “I told you what I felt from the Gods Above in Aniston, King Alred. Here I feel all five of them as well as Pain, Terror, Sorrow, Anger, and Confusion. And it’s very apparent that they can feel me as well.”

    “We have to get you out of here. Clear a path,” the king ordered, but Stavin shook his head.

    “I don’t think that’s possible, Your Majesty. I don’t think they’ll allow it.”

    “Stavin?”

    “I was brought here for a reason, Your Majesty.” Stavin looked around and shook his head as he bit his lips. “I was brought here to kill--or die.” Karvik punched Stavin in the back of the helmet, knocking him forward two steps.

    “Snap out of it, Stave!” he shouted as he took a step toward his friend. “Damn it, Stave, that’s not you! It’s them! It’s Rava playing on your fears, and Kysander muddling your thoughts. You’re probably getting hit by the rest of the dark ones as well.”

    Stavin had gone from a terrified funk to a blazing fury in the two steps he’d taken, but now that rage was cooling into clear logic. “Thanks, Kar. I needed that.” He turned and snarled as he looked across the circle toward Eshokanal’s temple. His gaze shifted to Ravashanal’s temple and he hissed, “Bring it on, bitch!”

    The ground trembled and people started screaming, but there was a strangely clear path to the center of the wall that divided the temple circle. Stavin’s eyes locked on the tall, elegant figure on the far side and he started forward.

    “Stavin, wait!” the king commanded as he made a grab for Stavin, but his hand couldn’t grip Stavin’s shoulder. Instead it slipped off as if it had landed on an ice sculpture.

    Karvik, Varik, and all of the Evandian Royal Guards and Stavin’s Reynadian Guards detachment marched forward behind him. When they were twenty paces from the wall they could go no further. Something stopped them in their tracks.

    Stavin sensed when Karvik stopped. He wasn’t surprised. There was no one behind Servallan either. He slowed to a stop three paces from the wall and said, “Lady Servallan, we’ve been looking for you.”

    Servallan smiled, and something in that expression made Stavin shudder. “Have you indeed, Prince Stavin? That was foolish.”

    “No, it was--” A magebolt sent Stavin tumbling backwards and landed him flat on his back.

    Karvik was suddenly at his side, propping him up. “Stave, are you all right?”

    “Oh, Gods Above,” was all Stavin could manage to say. He sat up with Karvik’s aid and looked toward the wall. Servallan was standing on it with a smile on her face.

    “Stave, you can’t fight her! She’s too powerful a mage! Ravashanal is helping her!”

    “No. I don’t think she can, Kar. If Rava interferes, Arandar can as well. That’s all Servallan.” Stavin slowly climbed to his feet and used his Dragon’s Tongue as a staff to keep himself upright. “Get back, Kar. Outside the circle.” He looked around and saw that his own words were entirely correct: There was a circle of people around him and Servallan.

    “Stave,” Karvik began, but Stavin shook his head.

    “No, Kar. She won’t take me by surprise again.” Stavin limped forward again, reaching the same place, but this time he went to one knee. Servallan struck again, but he was braced by his Dragon’s Tongue and she just knocked him back a little, like a strong gust of wind.

    “You can’t win, human,” Servallan hissed.

    “What are you?” Stavin asked in a suspicious tone.

    “Your death!” she screamed in reply and took a leap that was beyond any human, landing in front of Stavin. Her hand swung, hitting Stavin’s breast plate and knocking him onto his back. She attacked again, but Stavin, the tiny boy who had always fought bigger opponents, was ready.

    The Dragon’s Tongue in Stavin’s hands flashed in a circle, taking Servallan’s hand off. Ruby red droplets sprayed in an arch as she whipped the stump of her arm back, but the damage was done. Stavin was sprayed with her blood, and some of it fell on the exposed skin of his face. He gasped in pain because the blood was scalding hot, like hot kava or tea.

    Servallan staggered back screaming, and that scream turned to a screech that tore at Stavin’s ears. Her form seemed to flicker, then blur, then she changed. The lovely woman was gone: What remained was a small dragon-like creature about the size of a horse. Stavin recognized the creature from his studies: Servallan was a Draiger. But she was deformed.

    Servallan’s left wing was stunted, resembling a withered leaf. Her left leg and arm were similarly twisted. As her head rose to keen in pain, her face was revealed to be as twisted as the rest of her left side.

    Stavin scooted back on his hands and butt, frightened and intrigued by the creature above him. Then a trickle of the blood that had sprayed onto his face, just a drop of the draiger’s blood, entered his mouth and the dragon magic in his blood reacted to the magic in the Servallan’s blood. Stavin’s entire being ignited, lighting the scene and making him once again look like a statue of Arandar come to life.

    Servallan was holding her severed wrist, howling in anger and pain, as Stavin rose to his feet. He was blazing with power now. His armor was brighter than Arandar above. His Dragon’s Tongue was a shaft of light. He felt invincible, like he had when he first held the Sword of Zel’Hallan.

    Stavin’s voice rang across the circle and echoed off the temples surrounding them as he looked to the south. “You think to defeat me with this! You think the puny magic of a draiger can overcome the magic of a dragon?” He shifted his gaze to Servallan and sneered. “You foolish little bat! I will destroy you!”

    Servallan fell back, holding the stump of her hand up to ward off Stavin’s wrath as she tried to escape. She tried to push herself back to the wall, back into the territory of her goddess, but without the magic to support her she was just a crippled creature of the air stuck on the ground.

    Stavin stalked forward slowly, his Dragon’s Tongue spinning in his hands like the quarterstaff that was its ancestor, his golden eyes blazing at Ravashanal’s creature. Blazing at the creature he’d maimed. Blazing at the crippled little dragonet. Blazing at the defective little--runt. His fury chilled into dread and confusion, and he began to feel again. He could feel half of those terrifyingly powerful beings anticipating his kill, while the other half dreaded it. But that wasn’t right either: The dread was coming from behind him.

    Stavin looked at the draiger and found the compassion of Alankarah in his heart. He finally took the last step forward and went to one knee, grasping the stump of Servallan’s missing hand in his blazing fist. Dragon magic burned against draiger blood, cauterizing the wound closed as she screamed and writhed in his grip.

    Stavin stood and moved back a step. He glared at the temples in the southern half of the circle, and his voice echoed off the stones as the dragon in him roared, “I won’t murder a helpless creature! I won’t kill her for your amusement! I will not do evil at your bidding!” There was a feeling of shock, joy, benevolent amusement, loving pride, and above all else, relief from the ever-so-powerful beings behind him while the influence of the Gods Below faded. Stavin looked at Servallan in time to see her form engulfed in darkness, and hear her last scream.

    “What’s the matter, Ravashanal? You can’t kill me, and can’t get me to kill her, so you kill your own Blessed?” There was a moment of heat and menace, followed by a vastly more powerful feeling of protection. Somehow Stavin knew that Sahrana had just protected him from the anger of a Goddess that no human, not even one backed by dragon magic, could have survived. Given what he’d just felt, he decided not to push his luck any further and kept his mouth shut.

    Stavin turned and stalked back toward the temple of Arandar as people fell all over themselves to get out of his path. His royal guardsmen formed up behind him, and he was aware of Karvik’s intense gaze. “I’ll explain later, Kar,” was all he would say until he faced the king.

    Stavin bowed deeply to the king before saying, “Your Majesty, Rey is safe from the followers of Ravashanal--this time at least. With your permission, I would like to return to the palace and take a bath. I feel sticky.”

    King Alred looked like he needed a drink as he replied, “Of course, Prince Stavin. Please take your time and return only when and if you wish.”

    Stavin bowed deeply to the king again, then bowed even more deeply to each of the five temples behind the royal family, and finally turned away.

    * * *

    Back in the palace, everyone from the guards at the gate to the servants in his suite fell to the floor as soon as they saw him, not daring to look at the Avatar of Arandar. Stavin was still blazing like Arandar, but he was already feeling the power of the dragon beginning to ebb. He shook his head as he walked past his prostrate servants and just climbed into the tub still wearing his armor. “Help me take off my armor, Kar, but be ready. I think the backlash is going to be a real mule-kick this time.”

    Karvik stood at the side of the tub and received Stavin’s armor one piece at a time as soon as the draiger’s blood was rinsed off it. When he finally helped Stavin shuck himself out of his under padding, he had to grab his friend by the arm to keep him from drowning.

    Stavin was so tired he felt drunk. “Oh, Gods Above, why did it have to be a dragon-kin?” he moaned. “They are close enough in lineage and power that the dragon magic reacted once her blood was in my mouth. I feel like I’ve been beaten.”

    “Stave, you’re one big bruise from head to toe. When she hit you, you looked like you had been kicked by a mule. A big mean one. You flew through the air like a rag doll for about ten paces.”

    Stavin whispered, “Wow,” as he tried to ease his body into the hot water. “I don’t think I can get out anytime soon, Kar. Send someone to express my apologies to his majesty. I don’t think I’ll be back to the festival today.”

    When Stavin opened his eyes again the butlers were beside him. They all wore expressions of fear on their faces, but seemed determined as well. “Blessed One, how may we serve you?” Orlan asked.

    Stavin mumbled, “Broth. And willow bark tea. Lots and lots of willow bark tea.”

    Someone left, but the others remained. “May we summon a Healer, Prince Stavin?” Harran asked.

    “Yes. Yes, that would be a good idea.” It seemed to be just a matter of moments before an old woman knelt by the bath.

    “Prince Stavin, Blessed One, I am Healer Adept Valeria Zel’Martan, the King’s Healer. With your permission, I would like to see to your injuries.” Stavin just nodded and groaned, so she placed her hands on either side of his head. She murmured, “Hold still, Blessed One.”

    Stavin felt her erasing the pain from his body. He felt her repairing the damage his short flight had done. He felt her--Stavin shifted in the water and looked at the old woman with shock-widened eyes. He brought one finger out of the water and shook it at her.

    “That was naughty.”

    Valeria chuckled warmly and smiled, then said “My pleasure, Blessed One.” She was still chuckling as she stood and walked out of the room.

    Karvik was looking confused as he asked, “What did she do?” Then he saw that Stavin was blushing and burst out laughing.

    “Shut up, Kar,” was all Stavin could manage to say.

    The next morning Stavin, dressed in a splendid outfit, and his full escort returned to the festival. The people were cautious around him until they saw him dancing with Princess Maridyn. Then they became friendly, though it was obvious that many of them were remembering his performance of the day before.

    For Stavin’s part, he was finally relaxing a bit. He wandered through the crowd, watching the shows, playing a few of the games, until something caught his attention. It was a familiar scent blowing on the breeze, and he glanced at Karvik and grinned. Before Karvik or Varik could stop him, he was jogging through the crowd to a vendor’s booth.

    He said, “Good morn, good lady,” as he stopped. “Sausage with peppers and onions for myself and my men.”

    The woman was looking at him with an expression that shifted between pride, avarice, and pure, unadulterated terror. “Y-Y-Yes, Blessed One.”

    Stavin took the first sausage and bit into it. As he’d expected from the smell, the sausage bit back and he enjoyed the slight burning sensation in his mouth. It was a matter of moments before all forty-three members of his escort were similarly enraptured by the delicious food. Stavin tossed five gold crowns on her table, then led the way to a nearby beer stall. He again ordered for all of them, and again overpaid by an outrageous amount.

    Major Zel’Jalavan said, “Blessed One, you needn’t pay. All of this is yours for the asking.”

    Stavin laughed and grinned up at the major. “I’d never get my armor on again!”

    Karvik was laughing as well. “If he ate like that we’d have to roll him home.”

    “Ignore them, Major,” Varik said as he looked at the two laughing men. “When these two get together, even Shari can’t make them behave.”

    Stavin and Karvik laughed even harder, then Stavin led them through the festival. Major Zel’Jalavan glared at Varik and muttered, “You forget yourself, Lieutenant.”

    Varik shook his head as Stavin and Karvik continued to laugh. “Your pardon, Major, but no, not really. Prince Stavin married my big sister Sharindis, and I married Major Kel’Carin’s little sister Zahrinis. We’re all family. About the only person who can get either of them to sit straight and behave is my mother-in-law, Sahrena.” He grinned as Stavin and Karvik went instantly silent. “Even King Kalin gives Sahrena a wide berth.”

    Stavin muttered, “After he saw her make Charvil and Barvil look like misbehaving little boys that time, who can blame him?”

    “Your Highness?” the major asked as he looked at Stavin.

    Stavin shrugged and said, “Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval and Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin. Varik and Karvik’s fathers.”

    Major Zel’Jalavan looked between them before asking, “How many Warmasters are in your ranks?”

    Karvik chuckled as he replied, “Just three: Dad, Charvil, and Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin turned so the four hollowed stars on his armguard were toward the major. “Four stars for greater than one hundred and one combat kills.”

    “And hollowed for greater than one hundred twenty-six,” Karvik added.

    The major whispered, “Gods Above.”

    Karvik looked the major in the eye as he replied, “Yes, fortunately for us.”

    The rest of the festival was a blur of singing, dancing, and celebrating the victory of Arandar’s Blessed.


    Chapter 25

    STAVIN SLEPT LATE THE DAY AFTER the festival officially ended. He felt he deserved it. After all, his mission was a complete success. Reynadia was willing to accept his trade proposals for Evandia and Kavadia. He’d established House Kel’Aniston in all the kingdoms except Andaria. And he’d defeated Ravashanal’s Blessed.

    Someone must have been listening for him, because he’d no more than yawned at the early light than all the butlers entered his bed chamber.

    “Good day, Blessed One. His Highness Prince Killian stopped by and asked if you could find time to speak to Master Scholar Zel’Tammal. Prince Killian said you’d know what it was about.”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, I know. How late am I?”

    “You are still early for the morning meal with the court, Blessed One.”

    “That late, huh?” Stavin asked with a grin. “Very well. Please lay out something simple and comfortable. What else do I have scheduled for today?”

    Orlan bowed deeply. “You have no other obligations for today, Blessed One.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. I’d like another hot soak. I’m still stiff, a little sore, even with the Healer’s ministrations. After I eat, please invite Prince Killian and his Master Scholar to join me in the library.”

    All four butlers bowed deeply, then began carrying out his orders. It was just six spans later that Prince Killian, dressed in Apprentice Scholar robes, escorted a skeletally thin man dressed in Master Scholar robes into the suite.

    Stavin stood to greet his guests. He said, “Prince Killian, I’m pleased to see you again,” then looked at the scholar.

    Prince Killian bowed slightly and then motioned toward the man behind him. “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, I am pleased to introduce Master Scholar of Comparative Religions Dahnav Zel’Tammal, my master this year.”

    Stavin bowed slightly as he said, “Master Scholar Zel’Tammal, I am pleased to meet you. Arandar Zel’Aniston said I should look you up to discuss my Blessing, and provided me with a letter of introduction.” Stavin bowed slightly as he held out the letter.

    Prince Killian passed the letter to his still silent master. Dahnav bowed as he took it, opened it, then snorted in amusement. He looked at Stavin with an expression of mortified embarrassment on his face.

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin. Arandar’s choice of words is, as usual, highly inappropriate.”

    Prince Killian asked, “Master?” The scholar handed the letter to his student, and the prince read it aloud. “Dahn, Stavin is living proof of your theories, so don’t be an ass.” Prince Killian gave his master a look of horrified sympathy, then turned toward Stavin.

    “I beg your forgiveness, Stavin.”

    Stavin chuckled. “I take no offense, Killian. Remember, I was around Aniston for fourteen days. Arandar was the least reserved around me.”

    Master Zel’Tammal bowed before asking, “May we sit, Prince Stavin? I fear my back is not up to prolonged standing.”

    Stavin immediately led them to a table and chairs. “Please sit, Master Zel’Tammal. Prince Killian.”

    “Thank you, Prince Stavin,” Master Zel’Tammal said as he carefully lowered himself into a chair.

    Prince Killian went to the door and said, “Fortal, bring us some white wine.”

    Master Zel’Tammal smiled at his student’s back, then turned his attention to Stavin. “I suffer from a fortunately rare bone disease, Prince Stavin, and it makes prolonged physical exertion or standing very painful.”

    “Like arthritis?”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin, something like it, but not exactly the same. What is the same is that the Healers cannot do anything about it. The best they can do is give me potions and smelly unguents that dull the pain for a short time.” He suddenly stopped talking and bowed his head. “Forgive me, Prince Stavin. I sound like a peevish old man.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “There is nothing to forgive, Master Zel’Tammal.”

    Prince Killian returned with Fortal, and served the scholar with his own hands while Fortal served Stavin. The scholar fumbled with the front of his vest and Prince Killian again served him, retrieving a medicine box and providing a small white pill. The scholar was able to take his medication unassisted, and Killian stepped back.

    Prince Killian turned toward Stavin and nodded. “That will take effect in a few moments, Prince Stavin. With your permission, I will be taking notes for Master Zel’Tammal.”

    Stavin nodded deeply. “Of course, Prince Killian. I do, however, have most of this written down.” He smiled as the younger prince nodded. Turning his attention to the scholar, Stavin nodded once.

    “Master Zel’Tammal, I have skimmed through your treatise on the Elder Gods. The majority of your conclusions are absolutely correct. However, while we are one and all influenced by all ten of the Gods, they do not take a direct, active role in our lives.”

    The scholar gave Stavin an intense look. “Your forgiveness, Prince Stavin, but you appear to be a contradiction of that statement.”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, but we’re never going to get anywhere if you keep apologizing every time you disagree with me.” He nodded toward Prince Killian. “Please treat me the same as you do your student.”

    The scholar sat up a little straighter and bowed his head. “If that is your wish, then so be it.” He paused and moved into a more comfortable position. “You say the Gods do not take an active role in our fates. Support your assertion.”

    Stavin felt his spine stiffen in response to the change in the scholar’s tone and demeanor. “Master Zel’Tammal, the fact that I am still alive to speak to you is proof that the Gods don’t take an active role. When I faced the Blessed of the Goddess of Terror there was a moment, just an instant, when the goddess Herself turned Her gaze directly upon me. For the space of a heartbeat I felt Her, and almost died. Then Sahrana intervened and kept me from being destroyed.”

    The elderly scholar nodded. “That is one extraordinary incident. What of the rest of your life? Are you certain they had nothing to do with your rise to prominence?”

    “Only they know what they do, Master Zel’Tammal, but their influence is evident in many ways. I have seen and felt evil. I have felt the touch of the Evilest One and survived. If He had wanted me, He could have brushed aside the protection of my armor and taken me against my will. But He only tried to seduce me into His service through dreams of glory. Dreams of power. Dreams of ruling a world that worshiped Him and the Gods Below.”

    “Tell him what you felt in Aniston,” Prince Killian whispered.

    Stavin bowed slightly, then spoke to the scholar again. “In Aniston, I felt each of the Gods Above. Arandar’s embrace made me feel like I was safe in my father’s arms. Sahrana’s touch was like my mother’s hand on my fevered brow. Alankarah felt like my kindly old uncle. Mariniva, oh, she felt so much like my wife that--never mind. And Ordendershandaram felt like my old master, Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan.”

    “And the Gods Below?”

    Stavin’s expression hardened. “I could feel them, their regard, but not like the Gods Above. Pain, Terror, Sorrow, Anger, and Chaos were there, but I was shielded. I suppose Arandar was responsible for that.”

    “What conclusions have you drawn as to how the Gods actually do influence us?”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “As your theory states, we are all influenced by all ten of the Gods. It is the God or group of Gods that influence us the most that makes us who and what we are. Whichever God we most closely relate to determines our life. A man who likes hurting others is influenced by the Evilest One. A man who nurtures his fellows is influenced by Alankarah.”

    “A moment,” the scholar said as he raised one finger. “You mention the Gods Above by name, while you only refer to the Gods Below by their attributes. Why is that?”

    Stavin answered immediately. “Because Arandar does not like me or anyone near me speaking those names.” He spent a moment telling the story of mentioning the evilest one by name in Aniston. “You know the old saying: Don’t draw the Evil Ones’ attention. I believe that to be an absolutely real warning, with real consequences.”

    The old scholar shifted in his chair and sat forward to gaze intently into Stavin’s eyes. “You think simply speaking their names can really draw their attention?”

    Stavin bowed his head as he answered. “Yes, that is what I believe to be true. Even just mentioning the Gods Above and the Gods Below probably draws them as well, though not as strongly.”

    Master Zel’Tammal sighed and sat back. “If you are correct, Prince Stavin, then I have drawn their attention almost every day for half my life. The Gods Below were the original focus of my research, and I lectured on the subject extensively.”

    Stavin nodded. “And you did it here, near their main temples. I have no doubt that the Gods Below took note of you and your research.”

    Prince Killian caught Stavin’s attention and said, “I think we should go.” He cast a worried look at his master. “This is not good news to either of us.”

    Stavin bowed his head to the prince. “Do you need any help?”

    Prince Killian shook his head. “No, but I’d like to have this book copied.”

    Stavin nodded. “You can keep that one. I have a second copy almost finished.” At the prince’s surprised look he chuckled. “Scribe’s habit. When I can’t sleep, I write.”

    Master Zel’Tammal chuckled as he levered himself to his feet. “Your early training has served you well, Prince Stavin. I thank you for your information and your book. I think I’ll assign my apprentices to make copies for the other branches of the university. Nothing embeds knowledge in a young mind quite like passing it from eye to finger.” He bowed, then let Prince Killian help him out of the room.

    Karvik came to the doorway and just stood there with his arms crossed. Stavin shook his head as he finished his wine.

    “You were listening?”

    “Of course.”

    “That man has spent his life deeply involved with all ten Gods. I have to wonder if the Gods Below are responsible for his affliction.”

    Karvik nodded as he stepped into the room. “I think he’s wondering the same thing, and so is Prince Killian.”

    Stavin nodded again as he headed toward the door. “How far behind our original itinerary are we?”

    “We should have left for home three days ago. The wagons slowed us down, and so did staying in Orvalavad so long.”

    Stavin shook his head. “We have to leave, but we can’t just go. I’ll ask Alred’s permission tonight, but I wouldn’t bet on leaving before three days from now.”


    Chapter 26

    STAVIN WAITED UNTIL AFTER THE EVENING meal to approach King Alred. “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty, but my I have a moment of your time?”

    King Alred looked at him and said, “Of course, Stavin. You seem pensive.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty. I know we’ve only been here six days, but I request permission to leave. I’m anxious to get home.”

    King Alred smiled as his eyes softened. “Very well, Stavin. Ask again in court tomorrow morning and we’ll see you on your way.” The king grinned and winked. “But be prepared to be fussed over. Tana and the kids have something planned for you.” Stavin didn’t roll his eyes or sigh, but a trickle of dread ran down his spine: Alred looked highly amused about something.

    Stavin walked into the court room the next morning and barely managed to not run away. The entire court was filled with people except for a lane three people wide down the center of the room.

    A herald banged his staff on the floor three times and announced, “May it please the court, I am honored to announce the Blessed of Arandar the Bright, his Royal Highness, Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, heir to Coravia, heir to Evandia, former King of Coravia, Minister of Trade for Evandia.”

    The entire court, every Chosen lord and lady who could squeeze into the room, stood and then went to their knees. Stavin was shocked to see the entire royal family kneeling together on the dais.

    Stavin mastered his reaction and bowed deeply. “I thank you all for this honor. Now please rise and return to your seats. I am not worthy of this.”

    The people stood and then took their seats. Once the room had settled, Stavin started forward with Karvik and Varik just behind his shoulders. The rest of his guards had posted themselves outside the doors.

    Stavin marched all the way to the foot of the dais and bowed deeply. “Your Majesties, having completed my mission in your beautiful kingdom, I request permission to leave Rey and Reynadia in order to return home.”

    The king and queen stood and walked hand-in-hand to the edge of the dais. “Stavin Zel’Andral,” the queen began, “you have proven yourself to be everything the stories say you are and so very much more. It has been our honor and pleasure to host you during your stay.”

    The king took over from his wife. “Prince Stavin, in the short time you have been in Rey you have delivered us from a peril we could hardly comprehend. We know the honors you have received for your actions in Evandia and Coravia. Now we are going to add to them.” He looked to the side and Crown Princess Alankira stepped forward.

    She smiled before she spoke, and then winked. “Cousin Stavin, after careful consideration, the royal family has chosen a suitable reward for your actions. You already hold military rank higher than we could bestow upon you. You are personally richer than our treasury, and we know you value many things above gold. You are already the scion of two royal families, and that’s enough for anyone.” She paused as a ripple of laughter swept the room.

    “The only suitable reward we could come up with is this: you, Stavin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, are hereby named the Hero of Reynadia. Any and all that Reynadia has is yours for the asking.”

    Stavin bowed deeply before answering. “Cousin Kira, the only thing I desire is to go home to my wife and children.”

    The entire royal family came forward and stood together. The king said, “Stavin, you have our permission to return home, but remember that Reynadia is forever in your debt. Return whenever you can, and whenever you wish.”

    Stavin bowed again before saying, “Thank you, King Alred.” Then he took three steps backward and bowed again before turning to walk back down the aisle. There was a disturbance and the entire room was filled with the sound of people cheering.

    Karvik shouted, “I thought you wanted to leave quietly!” Stavin turned and glared at him in silence, but his expression made it obvious what he was thinking.

    * * *

    Stavin led his men out of Rey on the Glimmer two days later amid all the pomp and ceremony due a legendary hero. He rode slightly ahead of Karvik and Varik so he could be seen by everyone. And it seemed that just about everyone in Rey had turned out to see him off, no matter how spur-of-the-moment their decision to leave had been.

    The noise was far too loud to allow even a shouted conversation. That suited Stavin just fine. Karvik was being tiresome about the whole risking his life business.

    Stavin shook his head as he went over it again in his mind. Yes, he’d risked his life, but that had been beyond his control. True, if he’d refused to go along with King Alred’s plan it never would have happened, but they hadn’t known that at the time. And if he’d refused, his mission to Reynadia would have failed and Ravashanal would hold dominion over the entire kingdom.

    He was waving to the crowd without really thinking about it. He’d ride waving with one hand for five steps and then switch hands. The multitude of voices mixed so all he heard was the roar of the crowd, so he was just waving to everyone.

    He could still feel all ten Gods watching him far more acutely than at any time except when he was facing Servallan. They all seemed to find him significant now, and that was an uncomfortable feeling. It was like being selected for special attention by the Warmaster: it wasn’t necessarily bad, but it wasn’t necessarily good either.

    In front, beside, and behind Stavin and his men, rode two hundred Reynadian Royal Guards in full dress kit. They were tasked with keeping everyone away from Stavin, and it was a real challenge at some points. A few people, mostly teenage girls, managed to slip between their horses, but none of them got closer than three paces from Stavin without being intercepted. Those individuals were pushed back to the side, but the guards had orders not to be harsh about it.

    It took their procession nine spans to reach the edge of the city and the road west toward Kavadia. When they finally had clear road ahead of them, Stavin picked up the pace to a gallop.

    Karvik and Varik moved up to bracket Stavin. Karvik looked at him and asked, “What are we going to do now? Major Zel’Jalavan said minstrels and bards are traveling in every direction spreading the tale of your victory over Ravashanal.”

    Stavin’s armor visibly brightened in the sunlight. “Arandar still doesn’t like anyone saying their names, Kar. And it’s not a good idea to rub her nose in it. I might be protected by Arandar, but you aren’t.”

    Karvik scowled at his best friend for a moment, then shook his head. “I’m just saying what the songs are saying.”

    “And you know how I feel about minstrels, Kar,” Stavin growled in a hoarse whisper. “Bards are just as bad, even if they are more talented.”

    “And better paid,” Varik added.

    Stavin looked at his brother-in-law and sighed. “You’re not helping, Var.”

    “Depends who I’m trying to help, Stave,” Varik replied with a grin.

    Stavin shook his head again, then looked up the road. “Alred said it was fifteen days to the Kavadian border. I hope we can avoid any more delays. I’m actually in a hurry to get home now.”

    Karvik looked at him sideways and asked, “Oh?”

    “I want to really go home, Kar. I want to go to Kavinston.”

    Karvik and Varik exchanged glances. “We’re already a hand of days behind schedule, Stave,” Karvik reminded him.

    “I know,” Stavin sighed in reply. “But we can make it to Aravad, and I’ll send a message from there to Twin Bridges. I was going to send it from here, but I couldn’t get out of the palace to do it without being mobbed.”

    Varik looked at Karvik and grinned. “Being a hero is so tiresome.”

    Stavin shook his head and sighed deeply. “Shut up, Var.”

    Karvik laughed at Varik’s expression. “Now you know what I’ve been going through since our last year in the academy.”

    Varik laughed. “And what Shari has to put up with.”

    “Oh, no, not Shari,” Stavin corrected. “I only said that to your sister once. It took a full moon of apologizing to get her to allow me back into my bed.”

    The sound of laughter drifted up from behind them and Stavin shook his head. “I’m never going to hear the end of this.”


    Chapter 27

    THE FIRST TOWN THEY ENCOUNTERED WAS a small farming community. Being so close to the capital allowed it to have an open, wall-less layout. Stavin grinned as first one, then two, then a hand of people saw and recognized him. Those few became a hundred in moments, and Stavin braced himself for the cheering.

    The crowd remained deathly silent.

    Karvik muttered, “I don’t like this.”

    Stavin nodded, but remained silent as they rode into town. The only sound was the clopping of their horses’ hooves on the cobblestones of the road. They finally reached the center of town and found the town square full of people.

    A group of richly dressed people stood in front of the crowd. One man stepped forward but remained stiffly erect rather than bowing.

    “Who are you supposed to be?” he asked as his chin rose slightly.

    Stavin replied, “I am Prince Stavin Zel’Andral of Evandia,” in a neutral tone.

    The man’s chin rose even more before he replied, “The Blessed of Arandar passed through here two days ago.”

    “No, he didn’t!” Karvik shouted. “Prince Stavin is before you now, you ill-mannered lout.”

    “Kar,” Stavin cautioned, “let it go. It doesn’t matter.”

    “Someone is posing as you again, Stave! How can you say it doesn’t matter?”

    “Because it doesn’t.”

    Someone shouted, “Prove you’re the real Blessed of Arandar!”

    Karvik grasped the hilt of his sword and said, “I’ll--”

    “No, Kar,” Stavin said as he held his hand out to touch Karvik’s. “We’ll continue on our way.”

    “You’re not going to stay and force us to serve you?” the apparent leader asked as he looked up at Stavin.

    Stavin shook his head minimally. “No. That’s not my way, nor Arandar’s.”

    “Stave, be careful,” Varik cautioned.

    The leader focused on Varik and asked, “If he is the Blessed of Arandar, and a prince, who are you to address him by his bare name?”

    Varik shrugged. “His brother-in-law.”

    The man took a step back and shifted his attention to Karvik. “And you?”

    Karvik bowed in the saddle. “Major Karvik Kel’Carin of the Evandian Royal Guard, Warleader Third of Kel’Kavin, leader of Prince Stavin’s escort.”

    One of the people behind the leader said, “I know that name from the early stories about Stavin Kel’Aniston.”

    “As do I,” a woman said as she walked forward. Looking up at Stavin she asked, “Do you have your vest?” as a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

    Stavin simply reached to the side and pulled his vest out of his saddlebag. Nodding to the woman he said, “Introduce yourself,” as he put it on.

    The woman took off the light jacket she was wearing and displayed her own vest. “Master Trader Marshan Fel’Servat. I own the general mercantile here in Corsat.”

    Stavin nodded. “I am pleased to meet you, Master Trader Marshan. We are in need of supplies for the road. Cured meats, grain for ourselves and our horses, bread, and, of course, beans.”

    “Of course,” Karvik muttered.

    Stavin looked at him and grinned. “Do you want something else, Kar?”

    “Cheese, kava beans, and how about some preserved fruit spread? It doesn’t last long around some people.” There was some subdued laughter from behind them as Stavin shook his head.

    Stavin looked at Trader Marshan and nodded. “Better add his items as well.”

    The man who had first confronted them stepped forward to glare up at Stavin. “You expect all of that for free, don’t you?”

    Stavin shook his head and said, “No, I expect to bargain for it, but I’ll pay silver and gold. Who are you, anyway?”

    Trader Marshan said, “Mayor Vandan Fel’Greval. The man claiming to be you was--rude to all of us, but especially to the mayor.”

    “He made me kneel and let him use me as a stool, and then he raped my daughter!”

    Stavin looked at him, then bowed his head. “If we encounter him, I will kill him. This I swear as a prince of Evandia.”

    “But you’re the Blessed of Arandar! Can’t you just kill him from here?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. I am still just a man with a man’s limitations. However, we are traveling the same road. If I catch him I will exercise my authority as a prince to order his execution for raping your daughter. This I can and will do.”

    “But what of him pretending to be you?” another man asked.

    “Punishing him for that is not in my power. I will, however, lodge a complaint with his Majesty’s sheriffs. They can deal with the others with him.” Stavin turned back to the mayor. “But for raping your daughter he shall die.” The mayor bowed and backed away while the people of the town milled about.

    Stavin leaned toward Karvik and whispered, “We’re not staying. I want to continue on until dark.”

    Karvik whispered back, “Agreed. I don’t feel safe here. The impostor has caused a lot of bad feelings among these people.”

    Stavin nodded to Trader Fel’Servat and said, “We’d like to get our supplies now.”

    The trader bowed as she replied, “As you wish, Prince Stavin. This way, please.”

    The entire group followed the trader through the town until they reached a very large building. The sign bore the bundled sheaves of the Grain Merchants, but Stavin could see a wide variety of goods through the windows.

    Only Stavin and Karvik followed Trader Fel’Servat inside. She went to a long counter and walked behind it before turning to face Stavin.

    “Now, Master Trader Zel’Andral, what supplies do you need?  I remember you mentioning cured meats, grain, bread, beans, cheese, kava beans, and preserved fruit spread.”

    Stavin nodded. “The grain is probably the largest order.” Turning to Karvik he asked, “How much room do we have on the pack horses?”

    “Twenty of the horses are down to bare packs. We didn’t load up nearly enough in Rey.”

    Stavin turned back to the trader and said, “We’ll start with fifty bags of grain.”

    She shook her head. “I don’t have that much of any one grain, Master Stavin,” she replied, smiling at the delighted expression on Stavin’s face, “but I can accommodate you if we mix things up a bit.”

    Stavin bowed slightly before replying, “Barley, oats, and rye would be my choice. Kar?” Karvik simply nodded so Stavin returned his attention to the Trader.

    “Master Marshan, I would like thirty bags of oats, fifteen of barley, and five of rye.”

    “I have that quantity of each of those grains, Master Stavin. Now, as to price.” She paused and appeared to be lost in thought for a moment, then said, “Five gold.”

    Stavin choked. “I said I’d pay, not be robbed. One gold and five silver.”

    “Oh, come, Master Stavin. You are one of the wealthiest traders in all the kingdoms. Four and five.”

    “Two and five. I didn’t get wealthy by being a fool.”

    She gave him an offended look. “You admit to vast wealth, yet you’d deny me a modest profit? Four gold.”

    “Modest? That’s a laugh. Three.”

    She stepped back as her hand came to her breast. “Three and seven.”

    “Three and three.”

    “Three and five.”

    “Done,” Stavin agreed. “Three gold and five silver. Now, as to the rest of our order.”

    It only took three spans of bargaining to leave Master Fel’Servat smiling. “Master Stavin, it has been a pleasure bargaining with you. You truly are a talented trader.”

    Stavin laughed. “And you, Master Trader Marshan, are far better than I. I think you managed a full crown profit.”

    The Trader bowed deeply. “It has been an honor to meet you, Blessed One.”

    Stavin bowed slightly, then let Karvik lead him out of the building. All of the horses were loaded, so Karvik said, “Mount up.”

    A woman on the porch of the next building asked, “Blessed One, are you leaving?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes. We are going to push on in search of the man who raped the mayor’s daughter.” The woman bowed, then backed away. Stavin glanced at Karvik as he urged Tru forward. They remained silent until they were clear of the town.

    “Something about all of that was wrong, Kar.”

    “I noticed. It may just be that the impostor left them angry and frightened, but once they knew for certain that you were the real Prince Stavin they should have tried to get you to stay.”

    “Unless they had a reason to want me gone.”

    Now Karvik gave him an intense look. “Or wanting the Blessed of Arandar gone.”

    Stavin paused, then turned in his saddle and looked back. He let his eyes close and just opened himself to his feelings. He whispered the word “Fear” and turned to face forward again. “They worship Rava there.”

    Karvik shook his head. “No wonder they weren’t very welcoming.”

    Stavin nodded. “We’ll still try to find this fool who is pretending to be me, but we won’t just execute him. He may be what the mayor accused him of being, but we’ve seen how girls have been throwing themselves at me. That girl may have been an eager and willing accomplice in her supposed rape.”

    Karvik nodded. “We, or at least you, should have spoken to her about it.”

    Stavin looked back again, then shook his head. “I don’t want to go back and ask.” Karvik just nodded and faced front.

    The next town was two days ride away. This town was bigger, but seemed deserted. No one met them. No one was on the streets at all.

    Karvik said, “I don’t like this. Swords!” Behind him every guardsman drew his sword and prepared for battle.

    Stavin had his Dragon’s Tongue in his hands as he guided Tru with his knees. He whispered, “Listen,” and pointed up the street. Karvik nodded and headed toward the sound of men shouting.

    The sound led them to an inn, and soon they could distinguish the voices encouraging someone. Then a woman’s scream cut through the shouts and Stavin leapt from Tru’s back. Karvik and all his men were right on his heels.

    Stavin burst through the door and found a dozen men in the common room. Several women were there as well, and it was all too obvious which one had screamed and why: she was being gang-raped on a table by four of the men.

    Stavin didn’t hesitate for more than the blink of an eye before attacking the rapists. None of them had a chance to defend themselves as his Dragon’s tongue cut their spines or drove through their hearts.

    Karvik had been barely a step behind Stavin and went after the others. Few of them were armed, but all of them were reaching for weapons when Karvik reached them. His father’s sword, handed down for six generations of Kel’Carin warriors, cut down two of the men before the rest of the guards joined in.

    In a moment, the only survivors were the women. Stavin started to speak when a large man appeared at the top of the stairs. He bellowed, “Who dares to attack the Blessed of Arandar?”

    Stavin looked over and saw Varik starting toward the stairs. He called out, “Var!” and when Varik looked at him he tossed his Dragon’s Tongue to his brother-in-law and shouted, “Take the kill!”

    Varik caught the weapon and spun around to throw in one fluid motion. He threw the Dragon’s Tongue with all his considerable strength, and the weapon passed completely through the man and lodged in the inn’s roof. The man knelt slowly as he held the wound in his chest, then fell forward to tumble down the stairs. He landed on his back at the bottom, already dead.

    Stavin ordered, “Var, take your team upstairs and look for any more of these bastards, and see if there are any more women up there. And pull my Dragon’s Tongue out of the roof.”

    Varik and all ten of his men replied, “Yes, Warmaster!” then they pounded up the stairs as fast as they could.

    One of the women stepped forward. She was crying and gulping for air as she snapped, “You fools! You’ve condemned us all. That was the Blessed of Arandar! The king will execute all of us!”

    The guard closest to her said, “Your pardon, good woman, but the true Blessed of Arandar is the short guy in the golden armor. Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    The woman gulped air and said, “But he said he was--He had a writ with the king’s seal!”

    Stavin said, “Find it.” All of the guardsmen started searching while Stavin walked over to the women. They had gathered around the rape victim and the woman who had confronted them turned to face him.

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “Do what you can for her. Is anyone here from the inn?”

    “I am,” a younger woman said and stepped forward. “What do you demand of us?”

    “I do not demand anything. See to these women. I will pay for their care.”

    The woman seemed about to break down as she asked, “You’re real? You’re really the Blessed of Arandar?”

    “I am,” he confirmed with a slight bow. “Where are the rest of your people?”

    The first woman said, “The Bles--That bastard claimed the entire town was his and ordered everyone out. Except us. They chose twenty women to keep them happy.”

    Stavin bowed so she wouldn’t see the rage on his face, then straightened and looked her in the eye. “If any of you have any idea where they went, tell them the impostor is dead and they can return to their homes.”

    Stavin turned away as Varik came to the top of the stairs and said, “Stave, come up here,” in a flat, emotionless tone. Stavin and Karvik both ran up the stairs. Varik was standing with his men outside one of the rooms. He wouldn’t look into the room or look Stavin in the eye.

    Stavin paused and looked at Karvik, then went into the room. The ‘woman’ on the bed was no such thing. Stavin guessed she was no more than ten years old. She was huddled against the headboard and clutching the blanket to her breast as she cried. When Stavin took a step into the room she whispered, “No. Please no.”

    Stavin stopped where he was and looked at Karvik. “Go down and see if one of the women will come up here.”

    Karvik bowed and said, “Yes, Your Highness.”

    Stavin turned back toward the girl and removed his helmet, then pushed the mail hood off his head. “You are safe, child. The man who hurt you is dead.”

    The girl gulped air and said, “He called you highness.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “I am Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    “But he said he was the Blessed!”

    Stavin bowed his head and shook it side-to-side. “He was an impostor, child. He was just a bandit pretending to be me.”

    Karvik returned with the woman who had confronted them. As soon as she looked into the room she burst into tears and rushed past Stavin.

    “Get out. All of you, get out!”

    Stavin backed away, closing the door behind him. “One man, post against the far wall. Offer any assistance they need, but otherwise leave them alone. Warleader Kel’Carin, detail Sergeant Zel’Fordan’s team to see to the horses. We’ll be here a day or two. And have those bodies hauled out to the dung heap.”

    Every man there answered, “Yes, Warmaster,” then turned away to carry out his orders. Karvik followed Stavin down-stairs and gave his orders while Stavin went over to the women.

    Stavin stopped more than three paces away from the women and waited for them to acknowledge him before he spoke. “We will be staying until the day after tomorrow. Is there a Healer left in the town?” All of the women shook their heads. Looking at the woman who had said she was from the inn, he bowed his head before saying, “We will need rooms for twenty-two of my men. The other eleven will be posted on watch.”

    She asked, “Why?”

    “They are tasked with protecting me.”

    She shook her head and corrected him. “No. Why are you staying?”

    Stavin took a half-step back from the rage in her tone. “I thought--If it is your wish we will ride on.”

    Another of the women asked, “You’d really go? You’d really just leave us alone?”

    “If you asked it of me we would.”

    “I ask it,” a voice said from behind him. He turned to find the woman and girl from upstairs behind him.

    Stavin bowed deeply and said, “As you wish. Major Kel’Carin, change of plans. We’re not staying. Everyone out of the inn.” He looked around and shook his head. “But get these bastards out of here first.”

    “At once, Prince Stavin,” Karvik replied, then turned to his men. “You heard him. Go out and stop Sergeant Zel’Fordan and his men. Drag the bodies out with you, then tend the horses and prepare to leave.” All of the guardsmen braced to attention, then filed out of inn with two men dragging each body. Karvik remained until Stavin turned toward the door, then joined him.

    Karvik muttered, “I don’t like leaving them alone and unguarded, Stave.”

    “I don’t either, Kar, but what can we do? I won’t force our presence on them.”

    Karvik shook his head as he checked the tack on his horse. “I said I didn’t like it, Stave. I didn’t say I don’t understand. Good thing we loaded up on supplies in Corsat.”

    Stavin climbed onto Tru’s back and looked at the bodies. “Tie ropes to their feet. We’ll drag them out of town and leave them for the scavengers.” Once all of his guards were mounted he led the way out of town. One look back showed that none of the women were watching them.


    Chapter 28

    THE NEXT TOWN WAS TWO DAYS away. It was also the location of a Reynadian Army fort, and Stavin led the way straight to the compound. As soon as they were all within the walls, the gates slammed shut and they were surrounded by five hundred armed troops.

    A voice shouted, “You are under arrest by order of his Majesty King Alred.”

    Karvik said, “Stave?”

    “Do nothing to provoke them, Kar.”

    A short, lightly built old man came out and announced, “I am Lord General Victan Zel’Horvak. You will all dismount and surrender your weapons. King Alred has ordered your arrest for treason.”

    Karvik gave Stavin a look of determined resistance, but Stavin just raised one finger to stop him, then raised his voice to say, “Obey the king’s order,” then dismounted.

    All the guardsmen obeyed as well and let the Reynadian troops take their weapons. The private who wrenched Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue out of his hand grabbed his biceps and forced him forward to face the general. He tried to force Stavin to his knees as well, but Stavin stubbornly stayed on his feet.

    The private bellowed, “Kneel, you dog!” and brought his armored fist down on Stavin’s helmet.

    Stavin was driven to his knees, but not into submission. His elbow snapped back and up into the private’s crotch, then when the private bent over he pulled the man forward to bury his nose in the dirt at his general’s feet.

    Stavin had surged to his feet to face the general, but the troops were ready for a fight. Five crossbowmen launched their bolts at the same time only to see them bounce off Stavin’s armor and fly away.

    The general shouted, “Hold!” as his men reacted. “Hold your hands.” Turning toward Stavin he snarled, “You obey the king’s command poorly.”

    Stavin growled, “I am a prince of Evandia. Even if I had committed treason, I would still be treated with the respect due my station.” The general’s chin came up, but he was prevented from replying by the arrival of several elegantly dressed men and women.

    “Did you catch him?” one man shouted. “Did you catch that bastard?” The whole group forced its way to the general. “We heard he was here.”

    The general looked at them, then indicated Stavin. “He stands before you.”

    All the men and women turned and looked at Stavin, then one man looked back at the general. “Where?” The general mutely pointed at Stavin but the man shook his head. “That’s not him. The Blessed of Arandar is a big man, not a little runt like you, Vic. The Blessed One is the size of that sergeant.” He pointed to a tall man behind the general.

    The general looked at the others and received nods of agreement. Turning to Stavin he asked, “Who are you?”

    Stavin let a slight smile touch his lips as he replied, “I am Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, former King of Coravia, current Heir of Coravia, Minister of Trade for Evandia, Master of the Kel’Aniston Trading House, and Blessed of Arandar the Bright.”

    One of the women said, “The big man just said he was the Blessed One. He had a writ saying he was the Hero of Reynadia.”

    “This one?” Karvik asked as he held up a piece of yellowed parchment.

    The woman walked over and snatched it from his hand. “Yes, this looks like it. How did you get it?”

    “We took it off the body of a man who was raping a young girl in a town two days’ ride behind us. I believe that was the man you mistook as the Blessed of Arandar.” Karvik shifted his attention back to the general. “As for Prince Stavin, there is one thing that no one can counterfeit. General Zel’Horvak, look into his eyes.”

    The general whispered, “Stavin Goldeneyes,” and looked as Stavin removed his helmet. A look of almost comical alarm crossed the general’s face, then he was on his knees with his forehead in the dirt, begging Stavin’s forgiveness.

    “Blessed One, we were just following King Alred’s command,” he all but whined.

    “General Zel’Horvak, return to your feet,” Stavin commanded in an angry tone. “I would like you to send a report of this incident to King Alred. The man we killed had also raped a young girl in the town of Corsat. He had a dozen followers, and was impersonating me to use my status in an effort to rape and rob the people of Reynadia.”

    The general scrambled to his feet and bowed, then backed away as Stavin turned toward the mass of troops behind him. “Return our weapons. Evandian Royal Guards always go armed.” There was some hesitation from the Reynadian troops until their officers started shouting, “Do it! Do it!”

    Stavin bent over and retrieved his Dragon’s Tongue from the private’s hand, then followed the general. A young lieutenant opened the door and snapped to attention as Stavin passed, and he wasn’t surprised when Karvik and Varik pushed in behind him. They found the general sitting at his desk, feverishly writing in his Message Book.

    It took half a span for the general to finish, then he closed his book and looked at Stavin. “Blessed One, your message is sent.”

    Stavin smiled slightly. “General, you may simply call me Warmaster. Now, why in the five hells do you let that crashing ass get away with calling you a runt? Especially in front of your men?”

    “And you by comparison, Prince Stavin. Please accept my apologies, Warmaster. That ‘crashing ass’ as you called him is my little brother, Edrin.” The message book started flashing and the general opened it.

     


    
      “To Lord General Zel’Horvak

      From King Alred,”

       

      “General Zel’Horvak, express our apologies to Prince Stavin. I should have known such an honorable man would never do the things you accused him of.

      “Inform Prince Stavin that a proclamation making impersonating him a crime punishable by death is being drafted. As for the town of Rendan, you will personally escort our people back and give any aid they need.”

       

      “By my hand and in my name,

      Alred Dahlgren Faran Zel’Broldan, King of Reynadia.”

       

      “And Vic, I know that fool brother of yours is somehow involved.”

    

     


    Stavin looked at the general and grinned. “King Alred knows you?”

    The general sighed. “I was his captain when he first came to the Army.”

    Stavin chuckled. “General, we would appreciate the hospitality of your fort for the night. That bastard spread a lot of bad feelings.”

    “Indeed, Warmaster. My mess and barracks are open to you.” He looked behind Stavin and raised an eyebrow.

    “The leader of my escort, Major Karvik Kel’Carin, and his second, Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval.”

    The general looked past them to the young lieutenant by the door. “Inform Colonel Kel’Nevran that we are having honored guests. And tell my brother and his friends to return to their inn. We’ll escort them back to Rendan tomorrow.”

    The lieutenant bowed and said, “Sir, yes, sir,” then turned and left the room.

    The general stood and bowed deeply. “Warmaster, it will take some time to arrange a room suitable for you to stay in.”

    Stavin chuckled. “So long as there’s a bed that’s fairly flat and reasonably soft, it will be fine, General Zel’Horvak. I’m a Warrior of Kel’Kavin: I don’t need anything fancy.”

    The general looked unsure as he said, “Warmaster, you are a prince.”

    Stavin smiled and said, “General, I’ve been sleeping on the ground for the last five nights. Trust me: so long as it’s flat and doesn’t have any rocks in it, any bed will do.”

    The general bowed again. “As you wish, Warmaster. Is there anything else I can provide you?”

    “We’ll tend to our own horses, thank you, but afterward I need a bath.”

    “Yes,” Karvik agreed, “we all do, General Zel’Horvak.”

    “You tend your own mount?” the general asked in a husky tone.

    “It is the tradition of the Warriors of Kel’Kavin, General, to see to our horses first and only then to tend to our own needs,” Varik supplied. “Warmaster Zel’Andral also chose, gentled, and trained his horse so they may act as one in the field. We all do. That is the Kel’Kavin tradition.”

    The general fixed a withering glare on Varik. “You speak out of turn, young man. And how is it that a Kel’Horval became a lieutenant so young?”

    Stavin said, “By saving the life of Princess Sharindis, Prince Karlin, Princess Sahren and Princess Mahren by direct action.”

    Karvik continued, “Any Royal Guard who, by his direct action, saves a member of the royal family is promoted to lieutenant. Prince Stavin earned his commission saving King Kalin from an assassin.”

    “And you, Major?” the general asked.

    Karvik bowed his head. “I had achieved the rank of Warleader Third before becoming part of the Evandian Royal Guard. It was judged that Major was the closest equivalent rank.”

    “I’ve heard your name before, Major Kel’Carin. Usually in association with Stavin Dragonblessed.” The general looked at Stavin.

    “There was only one year when Karvik wasn’t by my side, General.”

    The general bowed. “I will escort you to your horses and give the appropriate orders. Warmaster?” he said as he bowed again toward the door.

    Stavin led the way out and returned to Tru’s side, gentling her nose for a moment before following the general to the stables. It only took a moment to tend their mounts, and Stavin allowed the general to order the stable hands to tend to the pack horses. Once the horses were seen to, the general led all of them to the fort bath house.

    “Warmaster,” he said with a bow, “I leave you to your bath while I make arrangements for the rest of your stay. And have a word with my brother.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, General.” With that the general left and Stavin headed for a tub. He said, “Everyone bathe quickly. I still don’t feel very safe here.”

    Karvik agreed. “Last ten men stay dressed and armed until relieved. Everyone armors up and stands ready once you’re clean. I’d prefer to avoid killing anyone, so use your fists and feet if you can.”

    Stavin and Karvik were the first to finish, and both of them obeyed their own orders. They relieved two of the guards and joined the men guarding the door. Most of the men had finished bathing before the door burst open and four men rushed through shouting, “You bastards!”

    Karvik met them with his sheathed sword and dropped two of them to the floor while the other guards used their armored fists. Two of the guardsmen grabbed Stavin under his arms, lifted him from the floor, and hauled him back behind the tubs.

    Just a breath behind the attackers came a dozen Reynadian soldiers. “Prince Stavin, Blessed One, are you all right?” the only officer bellowed.

    “I am,” Stavin replied as he shook off the guardsmen. “Who are they and how in the five hells did they get in here?”

    The officer bowed and explained, “They are from Rendan. General Zel’Horvak called all of the survivors here to announce that you’d killed the impostor, but some of them were sure you were the man who wronged them and wanted revenge.”

    General Zel’Horvak shoved his way forward only to run into a wall of flesh named Varik Kel’Horval. “That’s close enough, General.”

    “Stand aside!” the general snapped, but Varik held his ground.

    “With all the respect due to your rank, Lord General Zel’Horvak, no.”

    “Prince Stavin!”

    Stavin walked forward, but stopped a full pace behind Varik. “Lord General Zel’Horvak,” he began in a soft voice, “I was just attacked in your fort. Decide what you will tell his Majesty when you beg his forgiveness.”

    The general’s face went pale. “I beg your forgiveness, Warmaster.” He bowed deeply and remained that way until Stavin spoke.

    “Very well, General, I’ll forgive you. Now you may deal with those men,” he waved at the ground with a dismissive gesture, “while my men finish bathing.”

    It was obvious that the general was not used to taking orders, but he bowed and said, “Yes, Warmaster,” as Stavin walked away.

    The general glared at Varik and snarled, “You overstepped yourself, Lieutenant.”

    Varik bowed and said, “When it comes to my brother-in-law’s safety, I fear no man more than I fear my sister. She’s really mean.” He nodded toward the men on the ground. “I think you know that he doesn’t want you to kill them, Sir. Just keep them locked away until we leave in the morning.”

    “Brother-in-law? Your sister? So the members of the royal family you saved are members of your own family as well.”

    Varik bowed. “They are, Lord General Zel’Horvak. Are you familiar with the song about Blind Princess Shari and the Assassins?”

    “I am.”

    “That was the incident in question.” He smiled proudly. “Prince Stavin allowed me to use his Dragon’s Tongue that season and the next. I killed one man with Prince Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue, while Shari killed two men with her walking staff.” 

    “While blind? That really happened?”

    “I told you sir, she’s mean. And dangerous. Prince Stavin’s big sister Sorandis killed the fourth man with a tea service.”

    The general whispered, “Gods Above.”

    Varik grinned and bowed. “The only people the men of Kavinston fear are the women of Kavinston.” With that he bowed again, then turned away and waited for his turn to bathe with the last of the guardsmen. Behind him, the general was directing his men to haul away the attackers.

    Stavin and his men were given the entire top floor of the officer’s quarters. Karvik split the men into just two reinforced teams, and had everyone sleep in their armor. Still, it was many spans before first light when Stavin got up and joined his men.

    “Prince Stavin,” one of the Chosen guardsmen asked, “what are you doing up so early?”

    “Bad dreams. I’ll be glad to show my back to this place.”

    The man nodded and resumed his watch while Stavin wandered around the rooms. His men were either asleep or on watch, except one. Eldick Zel’Karyn was standing at a window, looking at the eastern sky.

    “In a hurry to get home, Eldick?” Stavin asked softly.

    “No, sir, just in a hurry to get out of here.”

    “You know the saying about watched pots, Eldick. Aren’t you supposed to be asleep?”

    Eldick shook his head. “Couldn’t, Prince Stavin. Kept waking up thinking someone was attacking us. I never thought we’d be attacked inside a fort.”

    Stavin nodded and patted the younger man’s shoulder, then moved on. It seemed just moments later that word was passed to all the men: first light. Everyone got up and saw to their needs, then got dressed. Only when every man was fully armored and armed did Karvik give the order, “Head outside.” They made quite a racket as they pounded down the wooden stairs, but after the events of the previous day they didn’t care.

    Someone had been watching them because Lord General Zel’Horvak and his officers were waiting outside. “Warmaster Zel’Andral, I wish you’d stay another day. There is so much we’d like to ask you.”

    Stavin shook his head minimally. “No, General, we need to be on our way.” Just then a shaft of sunlight slipped between two buildings and illuminated Stavin. All around them men fell to their knees as if Stavin was Arandar the Bright Himself.

    Raising his right hand, Stavin said, “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.” Then he mounted Tru and led the way out the gate. The city was barely even stirring as they made their escape from a fort and town they had never even learned the name of.

    Stavin led the way out of the town in a pensive mood. General Zel’Horvak had done his best, but there were still rumors circulating about the ‘Blessed One’ raping young girls and confiscating towns. He didn’t realize that he was pushing Tru so hard until Karvik asked, “Are we in a hurry?”

    Stavin looked at him and nodded. “I want to put Reynadia behind us, Kar. The truth will eventually make it as far as the rumors, but the rumors have gone farther faster.”

    Karvik nodded. “Unfortunately, we’re supposed to have another ten days of travel before we reach the Kavadian border.”

    Stavin was looking down the road as he said, “Let’s see if we can trim a little off that.”


    Chapter 29

    THREE DAYS LATER THEY PASSED THROUGH a town, and found that the rumors had made it there first. Doors slammed and shutters were bolted as soon as they were recognized. Stavin hardly slowed down. There didn’t seem to be any reason to.

    The same greeting awaited them at two more towns, but the last town before the border was another fort. Stavin decided to stop because he really didn’t have much choice: They were out of food for themselves and their horses.

    Fort Zel’Borandil was typical for an army town. The road ran straight past the gates of the fort, but they had been in town for two spans before they reached them. Stavin led his men straight into the compound, and reined Tru to a stop as men of every rank scrambled to their stations.

    A young-looking general came out of his office still fastening the buttons of his blouse. A harried-looking young lieutenant was right behind him with a baldric and sword. The general somehow managed to be fully dressed by the time he reached Stavin.

    “Blessed One, welcome to Fort Zel’Borandil. I am Lord General Dothan Zel’Alamar.”

    Stavin bowed his head. “I am pleased to meet you, General. We won’t impose on you for very long.”

    The general seemed startled for an instant, then said, “It’s no imposition, Blessed One.”

    Stavin bowed his head again. “Thank you. Could you direct me to an honest Trading House?”

    “Blessed One?”

    “We need supplies for our horses and ourselves.”

    The general bowed deeply. “My storekeepers will see to your re-supply, Blessed One.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Thank you, general, but I would prefer to leave your supplies alone. I’ll bargain with a local house for our supplies.”

    The general took a breath to argue, but the lieutenant behind him whispered something that made the general simply nod. “As you wish, Blessed One. My supply officer will escort you to the Merchants’ Quarter.”

    A young female lieutenant came forward and bowed. “I am Lieutenant Zephara Kel’Borandil. If you will please follow me, I’ll escort you to the Traders’ Guild compound.”

    Stavin shared a glance with Karvik, then looked back at the lieutenant and nodded. She bowed and turned away, and started walking. Stavin nudged Tru with his knees and she followed the lieutenant out of the gates.

    Lieutenant Kel’Borandil walked halfway across the town before leading Stavin and his men into what amounted to a secondary fort. High palisade walls of thick timbers surrounded a large complex of trading houses, and armed men in no discernible uniform patrolled the tops of those walls.

    Lieutenant Kel’Borandil led Stavin to a large building with the bundled sheaves of the Grain Merchants over the door. Several Master Traders rushed out as the lieutenant stopped.

    “Zephara, is there a problem?” the trader in the lead asked.

    She bowed and replied, “No, Uncle Ahlvar, no problem. I am pleased to introduce the Blessed of Arandar the Bright, Prince Stavin Zel’Andral of Evandia. He is in need of supplies for his journey home.”

    All three men transferred their attention to Stavin, then went to their knees. “Are you truly the Blessed One?” one of the men asked.

    Stavin bowed in the saddle. “I am. And you?”

    The lieutenant bowed and said, “Blessed One, this is my Uncle Vander, my Uncle Tanden, and my Uncle Ahlvar, all of Clan and House Zel’Borandil.”

    Karvik kneed his horsed forward and stopped beside Stavin. “Is the fort named for a member of your Clan, lords?”

    All three men exchanged glances before Ahlvar answered. “The fort is named Zel’Borandil because this is the Borandil estate. Clan Zel’Borandil settled here in the early days of the Empire of Luxand, and we’ve been here, guarding Reynadia’s border since then.”

    Karvik bowed in the saddle. “Thank you, lord. I appreciate the information.”

    Lord Ahlvar returned his attention to Stavin. “How may we serve you, Blessed One?”

    Stavin had pulled his vest out of his saddlebag and now he put it on. “We are in need of supplies. Fifty bags of grain, a ten-weight of dried meat, five of cheese, five of kava beans,” he paused and flashed a grin at Karvik, “and an assortment of fruit preserves, three jars of each kind you have.” Then Stavin smiled and bowed his head slightly. “Who will I be bargaining with?”

    The traders looked confused. Lord Ahlvar said, “Blessed One, Prince Stavin, you are the Hero of Reynadia. All of this is yours for the asking.”

    Stavin shook his head. “While I appreciate what King Alred and the royal family did for me, I pay my own freight.”

    “Blessed One,” the lieutenant said in a barely audible tone, “let us give you this. It is our honor.”

    Karvik looked at Stavin and nodded. “It’s their honor to be of service to the Hero of Reynadia. You know that. You’d feel the same if the situation was reversed.”

    Stavin bowed deeply to the traders. “If you feel that my bargaining and paying for my supplies would be an offense to your honor, then I will accept the supplies and give you my thanks.”

    All three Traders looked relieved, as did the lieutenant. She said, “Thank you, Blessed One,” as she bowed.

    The Traders had their men bring the grain and other goods from the warehouses. It turned out that the Zel’Borandil Trading House dealt in all kinds of goods. Less than a span after they arrived all the pack horses were loaded, and Stavin bowed to the Master Traders.

    “I offer you my gratitude for your assistance.” He paused and raised his hand. “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.”

    The traders, master and laborer alike, fell to their knees and bowed their heads as Stavin led his men out of the trader’s compound.

    It took another full day to reach the Kavadian border and, as expected, there was a border station on the Reynadian side. What wasn’t expected was the border station and guards on the Kavadian side. Stavin rode to the border crossing slowly as men and women bowed or went to their knees as soon as they saw him.

    At the border, there was a simple pivot arm across the road that marked the crossing. Five armed men in what appeared to be Traders’ Guild Guards uniforms stood shoulder-to-shoulder across the road.

    The man in the center announced, “There is a five percent tax on all goods entering Kavadia by order of the Kavadian Traders’ Guild Master Council.”

    Stavin heaved a massive sigh and muttered, “Serves me right.” Reaching back, he pulled out his vest and shrugged it into place. Riding forward he said, “I am Master Trader Stavin of the Kavadian House of Kel’Aniston. We are only carrying supplies for ourselves and our animals. We have no trade goods.”

    The guards were looking uncomfortable. The leader asked, “You’re him, aren’t you? The Dragonblessed? The Blessed of Arandar?”

    Stavin nodded as he said, “I am. I am also the one who negotiated the treaty between Reynadia, Kavadia, Luxandia, Coravia, and Evandia establishing these crossing stations.”

    “Yes, sir. We know that. Your tax will be two and a half percent.”

    Stavin was chuckling as he nudged Tru forward. The guards were watching the horses closely as they passed. The lead guard came to Tru’s side and bowed.

    “Master Stavin, we estimate the value of your goods at three gold and six silver crowns.”

    “I told you they are not trade goods. They are just our supplies.”

    The man bowed again. “Yes, Master Stavin, but the Guild says all goods, not just trade goods.”

    Stavin grumbled as he brought out his purse. “Two and a half percent of thirty-six silver crowns is, let’s see, nine sparks.” He handed over one silver crown. “You owe me a spark.”

    The guard bowed and backed away until he reached their little shack. Someone inside took the silver coin and handed back one dark-copper coin. The guard returned to Stavin’s side and handed the coin up.

    Stavin took the spark and dropped it into his pouch, then kneed Tru forward. The border guards all stood back as Stavin increased his pace to a canter. Once they were clear of the border by about ten dragons he slowed down.

    Karvik rode up to his side and asked, “What was that all about?”

    Stavin shrugged. “At a guess, someone anticipated the agreement between the kingdoms. Or an enterprising thief has set up shop as a tax collector.”

    Karvik looked back and shook his head. “And there is no one to ask between here and Aravad.”

    “Nope.”


    Chapter 30

    THE FAR EASTERN REACHES OF KAVADIA were bordered by a line of hills that were called mountains, but only by the locals. None of them were even as tall as the stump of Kel’Kavin, but they served as an impediment to travel as well as marking the border.

    The road showed the lack of maintenance that resulted from not having a king. Ruts, washed-out places, and fallen trees were a constant problem, though it looked like someone had passed not too long before them as no fallen trees blocked the road.

    The ride up into the hills was accompanied by the songs of birds and the buzz of insects. It was also a reason to maintain a state of heightened alert for the guards. Kavadia was bad enough. Kavadian hills covered with thick forest were worse.

    Karvik moved Stavin back ten men over his objections. “It’s Kavadia, Stave.”

    “I know that, Kar. How many times have we been attacked in Kavadia? But look at us,” he said as he waved his hand in a circle. “Thirty-four armed men. How many bandits are fool enough to attack a small army?”

    “All it takes is one.”

    Stavin grumbled but let Karvik have his way. It took three days to cross the hills, and they saw no sign of anyone. They did find convenient camping spots near water sources that had obviously been established for trade caravans. They were each big enough for a twenty-wagon caravan to circle their wagons and spend the night.

    Karvik shook his head at the first one. “Looks like your friends in the Traders’ Guild have been busy for a long time.”

    Stavin nodded as he walked around. “Ahlic told me that the Guild has always done all it can to make these roads trade friendly. These camps have been in service for hundreds of years. Each is about a day’s travel by wagon from the next.”

    Karvik looked around, but ended up shaking his head. “We’ll water the horses and refill our bottles, but I think it’s too early to stop for the night.”

    Stavin said, “Agreed,” and started seeing to Tru’s needs.

    Their fourth day on the road, such as it was, led them down into a pleasant valley that opened onto the plains.  The valley was filled with oddly square meadows and suspiciously straight streams. Stavin held his hand up and Karvik moved up beside him.

    “What’s wrong?”

    Stavin shook his head as he continued to look around. “These lands were settled at one time.”

    Karvik looked around and nodded. “A long time ago. Kavadia was a well-populated province of the empire. Look over there,” he said, pointing at some mounds in the distance, “those could be stone foundations.”

    Stavin looked and had to agree. “And a stone wall over here. I’d guess twenty or thirty farms.”

    Karvik leaned forward to look at Stavin’s face and asked, “What’s bothering you? This isn’t the first time we’ve ridden through an abandoned settlement.”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, we’ve seen this before, but this one feels special for some reason. Something horrible happened here, Kar.”

    “Oh? Are you certain?”

    Stavin turned toward Karvik with a haunted expression on his face and nodded. “Someone did something so horrible that it left an indelible taint on these lands.”

    “Can you tell what?”

    “No, I just have a sick-to-my-stomach feeling that gets worse the farther we go into this valley.” The guardsmen all moved forward to surround Stavin as they continued down into the valley.

    It was getting dark when they found the remains of a town that had once spanned the road. The over-grown ruins of buildings lined both sides of a wide avenue, and indications of side streets extended out into the countryside. The road widened abruptly around a copse of trees, and Karvik sent five men forward to investigate. They reported back moments later.

    “Major Kel’Carin, there’s a well in the center of the trees, and there’s a new bucket and rope on the winch. Someone has obviously been using it.”

    Stavin was looking around suspiciously with his shoulders hunched. Turning to Karvik he said, “No one drink from the well. We’ll give some to a pack horse first and see if it’s safe.”

    Karvik shook his head slowly. “No, Stave. Remember, I have the Food Taster spells on me. I’ll take a sip and see if it’s safe.”

    “Kar, I don’t want to risk your life.”

    “You aren’t. And you decide this now?”

    Stavin sighed deeply. “We’re on the road home, Kar. Very well. It’s getting dark anyway, so set camp. We’ll go to the well and see if it’s safe.”

    Karvik looked around and said, “You heard him. Set camp. If the water is safe we’ll start a bucket brigade to bring water to the horses.”

    Stavin let Karvik lead the way between the trees. The well was in good repair, and showed that someone had been maintaining it. Stavin looked at the bucket and grunted in surprise.

    “Huh. I think we’re all right, Kar. Look.” He pointed at the glyph on the side of the bucket.  

    It took Karvik a moment to see what Stavin had seen, but he finally nodded. “The glyph of Zel’Kaudell. I’m still checking it first.”

    “Agreed,” Stavin sighed. “No sense getting poisoned now.”

    Karvik looked the bucket over carefully before dropping it into the well. It fell a surprisingly short distance, and it only took twenty-three turns of the crank to bring it back up.

    Karvik smelled the water first, then took a scant spoon-full into his mouth. A few breaths later he nodded and swallowed. “It’s fine. It’s a little woody tasting, but nothing to worry about.”

    Stavin took a sip and swished it around in his mouth for a moment, then spit. “It’s cold and wet. That’s all I care about right now.” He finally took a full drink and sighed. “That’s good.” He walked to the edge of the trees and said, “Bring buckets.”

    Each man grabbed a collapsible canvas and leather bucket and headed toward the trees while Stavin returned to Karvik’s side. The discipline of their youth had the whole group, Stavin and Karvik included, filling and carrying water to the horses first. Only when each man had seen to his mount and pack horse did any of them see to their own needs. A final trip brought water to replenish their personal water bottles.

    Stavin grinned at Karvik and received a laugh in reply. “Yeah,” was all Stavin needed to say. Karvik’s expression remained one of amused tolerance.

    The meal was typical for the men: Beans boiled with a ham bone. Stavin ate with his men, relaxing and just being himself. With these men, at least, he had no need of pretense.

    Night fell and everyone except the sentries went to bed early. Stavin fell into a deep sleep almost instantly, but found himself standing in the road, looking around at the town. It looked like any farm community from the kingdoms he knew. The buildings around the well were well-kept and painted in strong browns and whites. One building stood two stories tall, and on the balcony rail hung the glyph of Eshokanal.

    Stavin felt his skin chill, as if even here in his dream the Evilest One was watching him. The feeling of disquiet Stavin felt intensified for a moment, then passed as quickly as it had come. Turning, he saw the people going about their everyday business and not paying any attention to him. The well drew him, exerting a pull that his dream-self couldn’t resist. As he drew near he saw that there were glyphs carved into the white top layer of stones. He read them without stopping to think.

    Dedicate your life to Eshokanal and drink freely of his bounty.

    Stavin stepped back and struggled against a sudden compulsion to utter words of praise to the Evilest One. As his mouth opened he twisted sideways and--

    --sat up in his tent panting for breath. He whispered, “Gods Above.”

    The sentry bent over and asked, “Warmaster?”

    Stavin shook his head and replied, “Just a dream. Carry on.”

    The sentry said, “Very well, Sir,” then returned to his post.

    Stavin lay back down and stared at the peak of his tent. He knew this road was ancient, but he hadn’t suspected that it dated to the days of Vaskan, or that ancient Vaskan had stretched this far east or north. Thinking back to his dream vision, he was sure the town had been part of Vaskan.

    He knew from his studies that Lux had expanded across the southern reaches of the Brondian Continent before expanding north into Reynadia. Kavadia hadn’t been settled until Lux had completely assimilated Reynadia, and that hadn’t happened until Coravia had been pacified.

    More old lessons surfaced as his mind wandered. He remembered the lesson of how Lux had come into Coravia as conquerors, and had to fight a civil war because of it. That made more sense now. Lux hadn’t just annexed empty territory: They had attacked and conquered Vaskan. The warriors of Vaskan must have fought against them with everything they had. How could Lux defeat the Warrior Culture of Vaskan?

    Stavin tried to go back to sleep as his dream faded, but the adrenaline in his system kept him awake. Something happened here that is still resonating. Something that destroyed this town and is keeping it from being rebuilt.

    He lay awake until the sentry said, “First light, Warmaster.”

    Stavin crawled out and put on his armor, letting the sentry fasten his last buckles, then headed for the fire. He wasn’t surprised to find Karvik already there.

    Karvik handed him a hot cup of kava. “Ready to go?” he asked.

    “Not yet, Kar. I want a better look at that well.”

    Karvik nodded, then added, “After we get more light. I want every horse to get a full bucket of water as well before we leave.”

    Stavin looked over his shoulder at the trees, then walked over and collected his food. They still had enough pork bacon for every man to have a slice, but that was the only meat they had left except for some bones for the beans.

    Stavin savored his bacon, eating slowly for a change, then looked at Karvik and said, “I want all of our men who have bows ready to bring down anything they can for meat.”

    Karvik sighed. “That’s just six men, Stave, and all Chosen. We talked about it during the ride through the hills. Eldick says we’re too noisy to let them hunt while we’re together.”

    “Then we’ll have them go ahead,” Stavin concluded. “We’ll send them on their way as soon as they eat so they can start hunting while we check out the well. Have them leave their pack horses behind.”

    Karvik nodded as he stuffed the last bite of his meal into his mouth, then washed his plate. He walked over to where the men were eating and said, “You men with bows are going hunting. The rest of us are going to be following about two spans behind you. Leave your pack horses with us. If you kill anything, wait for us by the road.”

    All six men said, “Yes, Major,” then started getting ready. Less than half a span later they were on the road.

    Stavin watched them go, then looked toward the trees. “I think it’s light enough to go to the well, Kar.” Karvik nodded and headed for the trees. So did all of their men, buckets in hand.

    Stavin stopped short when he saw the well. He whispered, “That’s wrong. There should be one more course of stones. White ones with glyphs on them.”

    “How do you know?” Karvik whispered.

    “My dream. Why are you whispering?”

    “Because you are,” Karvik answered.

    Stavin looked startled and whispered, “Because I’m--” He paused and shook his head, then continued in a normal voice, “Point made. In my dream there was a top course of stones engraved with ancient glyphs.”

    “What did they say?” Karvik asked as he looked at the well.

    “Dedicate your life to Esho and drink freely of his bounty.”

    Karvik exclaimed, “What?!” loudly, making everyone look at him.

    Stavin shook his head. “Don’t ask me to say it again.” He turned and pointed. “In my dream there was a temple of the Evilest One right over there. And when I read the glyphs they put me under a compulsion to do just that. I had to wake up to break it.”

    Karvik was looking around suspiciously. “If that’s--That means this town was part of Vaskan.”

    “Yes, and it has been abandoned since Lux annexed this part of Kavadia. Over two thousand years.”

    Stavin had been kicking at the undergrowth and finally found a white stone. He knelt beside it and pried it out of the ground, then he used his fingers to brush away some of the dirt and recognized the glyph for praise.

    “This is proof, Kar. I don’t want to stay here any longer. Let’s water the horses and go. The hunters should be far enough ahead by now.”

    Karvik nodded and started giving orders. In less than a span everyone was mounted and in formation. Stavin led off without saying anything, so Karvik joined him. Behind them their men formed into two columns to continue their journey home.

    Stavin was lost in thought as he rode. How far did Vaskan extend? he wondered yet again. The Book of Inatat didn’t contain a map, and the arm and foot measurements were so vague none of them could convert it.

    Master Kel’Zorgan had theorized that an arm was half what they called a span, but how long was a foot? Everyone’s feet were different lengths. He was ever so grateful that Dandarshandrake had given them the distance and time measurements they were familiar with.

    One finger was obvious. One hand was four fingers. One cubit was four hands. One pace was two cubits. One span was five cubits. One dragon was one hundred fifty-three cubits. It was so simple.

    Time was just as simple. A span was the time it took for the sun to travel one finger-width across the sky. A hand was four fingers. A day was sunrise to sunrise. A moon was twenty-eight days, and a year was thirteen moons plus the eleven days of the mid-winter festival.

    He finally just shook his head and started looking around again. There were still remnants of farms around them. Whatever the town had been called, it had been large.

    The valley had opened out into the plains just a double hand of dragons past the town, and the level road let them pick up their pace. They had been traveling for more than half the day when Karvik spotted a horse by the road. Soon a man in their uniform stood and waved. Karvik was the first to speak.

    “Private Zel’Bordan, report.”

    “Sir, the rest took off after a wounded prong-horn. I was detailed to wait here for you.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Very well. We’ll wait here for the hunters.”

    Karvik shouted, “Guards, dismount,” as he swung down himself.

    Stavin was looking around. “Is there water by those trees?”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin,” the private answered. “That’s where we spotted the animals. It’s just a trickle, but the horses all drank their fill before they went after the prong-horns.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik, then led Tru toward the trees. The water was clear, and after Karvik had given the nod Stavin drank as well. The water was warm, but tasted better than the well-water had.

    Stavin dumped his water bottle and rinsed it out, then refilled it from the stream. All around him his guardsmen were doing the same. Stavin stood and looked around, then voiced his thoughts. “I wonder how the hunt is going?”

    * * *

    Eldick, as the highest ranking of the privates, socially at least, took the lead as soon as they left the group. “Cartal, you’re the best shot, so you take point. We’ll follow about a dragon behind you.”

    Cartal nodded and urged his mount forward a little faster, then dropped back to a walk. He was scanning both sides of the road for signs of life, but nothing was moving. Soon the heat and slow clopping of his horse’s hooves were lulling him into a light doze. It was then that he saw something move on the north side of the road.

    Mastering his own reaction and resisting the urge to twist in his saddle, he looked north without turning his head. There, along a line of trees, were seven prong-horns. Their tan and black coats would have hidden them in dry scrub brush, but against the green of the trees they were all too obvious.

    He rode on until they seemed to be getting restless, then twisted in the saddle, drew his bow, and let fly an arrow in one fluid motion.

    The prong-horns broke and ran as soon as he moved, and the big male he’d been aiming for eluded his arrow. A female wasn’t so lucky. She ran right into the arrow’s path. He saw the arrow strike her in the side, but she gave no sign of it except to stumble a little.

    Cartal stopped his horse until they were well away, then dismounted and walked over to where the animals had been. There was a spray of blood on the grass, and when he found his arrow it was completely covered.

    The sound of trickling water drew him, and he pushed through the trees and brush to find a small stream flowing by. That explained the animals and trees. He let his horse drink, then had some for himself.

    The sound of horses made him turn and wave. The rest of the guardsmen joined him but remained silent. Looking up at Eldick he nodded.

    “I hit a prong-horn doe. Wasn’t aiming at her, but she ran right into the arrow’s path.”

    Eldick nodded. “How solid was your hit?”

    “Low in the chest, just before the gut.”

    Eldick nodded. “Shouldn’t take long then. Someone stay here so the rest don’t pass us by. We’ll track down the prong-horn and bring it back.”

    Cartal pointed to the trees and said, “There’s a stream. Good tasting water, a lot better than that well.”

    Everyone dismounted and went to the stream, drinking their fill right beside their horses. In a few moments Eldick silently mounted and took Cartal’s reins while Cartal started tracking his kill on foot.

    The chase turned out to be a long one. The blood tapered off until all of them had to dismount and search for it. They had walked deep into the countryside, and after a time found the ruins of a large structure.

    Eldick held up his hand to stop the others and walked forward alone. He traced the outer foundations, then looked at the straight lines that must have been interior walls. The building must have been a Chosen family manor judging by the size of it.

    Looking around, he saw mounds where he would have expected to find barns and assorted outbuildings. Movement made him turn back toward the rest of the men and point.

    Everyone turned and headed toward where he had pointed and they converged on one mound in particular. As soon as they did, the prong-horns broke cover. Cartal ran forward and rounded the mound to find the doe struggling to rise. He drew his sword and slashed down behind her head, severing her spine. Then he cut her throat to bleed her out.

    Eldick was at his shoulder in an instant. “Well done, Cartal,” he said as he patted the younger man’s shoulder. “Very well done. We’ll finish dressing her out.”

    Cartal nodded and stepped back. He was looking around, exploring the ruins, when a glint of sunlight off something in the dust caught his eye. It took him a moment to find it, but he eventually pulled a jewel-encrusted golden necklet out of the dirt. He used his water bottle to rinse it off, then walked back to the others.

    “Look at this!” he said excitedly.

    “That’s beautiful,” one man said while another asked, “Where’d you find it?”

    Cartal answered their questions, and soon only he and Eldick remained by the animal. Eldick reached over and ran one finger across the back of Cartal’s treasure.

    He whispered, “Someone died wearing this.”

    “What do you mean?” Cartal asked.

    Eldick pointed. “It’s uneven. This side should be a finger longer and have a clasp. Mom has several necklets of this style that have been handed down for generations. It’s cut in the right place to have been around someone’s neck when she was cut down with a sword.”

    Cartal whispered, “Gods Above. I wonder what else happened here?”

    Eldick shook his head. “Probably something bad. But that was a long time ago, and we have something to do right now.” Looking around he raised his voice and snapped, “Mount up!”

    All the men returned to their horses immediately. The prong-horn had been quartered, and four different men tied the quarters on their saddles. Cartal’s horse was loaded with the head, with the heart, liver, and kidneys wrapped in the hide.

    The ride back to the road went quickly. Just three spans of easy riding returned them to the trees to find the rest of the group waiting.

    * * *

    The return of the hunters so late in the day made up Stavin’s mind for him. “We’ll camp here and have some fresh meat. The water in that stream is going to be welcome in the morning.”

    “It’ll be welcome tonight as well,” Karvik said. “I’m going to wash.”

    Stavin and the rest of their men were nodding their agreement as they fetched their buckets. Having no one to be bashful around let every man strip down--except Varik and his team. At Stavin’s questioning look he said, “When another team is dressed again.”

    It didn’t take long for everyone to bathe. Even warmed by the sun, the water was too cold for anything but a quick sponge-off. Still, everyone was feeling much better by the time the meat was cooked.

    Cartal brought the necklet out and showed everyone what he’d found. When he showed it to Stavin he said, “Prince Stavin, there’s something engraved inside it, but I can’t read it. Would you try?”

    Stavin looked at the underside of the jewelry and tilted his head to the side. “It’s in Ancient Glyphs, but they’re done very elaborately, like what you’d expect to see on a--” He paused to chuckle. “Like you’d expect to see on something that was being presented to someone. Let’s see. I read it as, For my darling Jerlain on your ascension from Youth to Woman. Someone gave this to his daughter when she turned twenty.”

    Cartal timidly pointed at the back and said, “Eldick thinks she was cut down with a sword. It’s damaged right there.”

    Stavin looked at it carefully, then nodded. “He may be right.” Stavin thought for a moment, then said, “I’ll buy it from you.”

    Cartal looked at his prince and said, “With all due respect, Prince Stavin, not a chance.” He shook his head and grinned. “No amount of gold could offset what my girlfriend would do to me. She reaches her majority just after mid-winter. And while her name isn’t anything like ‘Jerlain’, she’ll no doubt be pleased just the same. You see, she’s a scholar like you. The fact that it’s so old will make it even more precious.”

    Stavin slapped him on the shoulder and said, “Good man. The love of a good woman is worth more gold than the world holds.”

    * * *

    It took two more days to reach a real, modern Kavadian town. It was located on a large plain, and they could see it for many spans before they reached it. The gates were closed, but that was to be expected: this was, after all, Kavadia.

    They stopped well short of the city walls and only Varik rode forward. He was still more than a dragon from the gates when a voice shouted, “That’s close enough. State your business.”

    Varik shouted back his answer as he’d been coached. “Master Trader Stavin of House Kel’Aniston seeks an inn for the night.”

    “Of what guild?” the voice shouted back.

    “Kavadian. Master Stavin is a member of the Aravad Trader’s Council.”

    “Why does Master Stavin need so many guards?” a different voice asked.

    “Because he is also Prince Stavin of Evandia, Minister of Trade.”

    “Come forward with your hands in plain sight,” the first voice commanded. Once he was just a few horse-lengths from the gates a small, man-sized door opened and a man stepped out.

    “Introduce yourself,” the man commanded.

    Varik bowed his head slightly. “I am Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval of the Evandian Royal Guard, Senior Sergeant of Kel’Kavin.”

    The man looked at him suspiciously. “Is it true about Prince Stavin? That he’s the Blessed of Arandar the Bright?”

    Varik nodded. “Yes, it’s true, though he prefers to be addressed as Prince Stavin or Warmaster Zel’Andral.”

    The man looked past Varik and said, “Please invite Prince Stavin forward while I have the gates opened.” At Varik’s nod he turned away and went back through the door.

    Varik rode back and reported everything to Stavin and Karvik. Stavin nodded, then said, “Let’s go.” The entire group rode forward in formation. The gates were open, so they rode straight through. A crowd stopped them just inside the town.

    A tall woman stood a pace in front of the rest, and she bowed when Stavin reined Tru to a stop. “Prince Stavin, Master of House Kel’Aniston, welcome to Prairie Home. I am Mayor Juliana Zel’Beardan.” She paused to bow deeply once again. “Behind me are the members of our council,” she paused and glanced back before continuing, “along with just about everyone else who lives here.”

    Stavin bowed in the saddle before replying, “I am pleased to meet you, Mayor Zel’Beardan. We are seeking an inn for the night.”

    The mayor gestured to the side. “Be welcome in our inn.”

    Stavin nodded and turned Tru toward the building. The sign proclaimed it ‘The Leaping Frog’ and showed a frog flying through the air. On the porch, a man came forward and bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, I am Norbert Zel’Beardan, owner and innkeeper of the Leaping Frog.”

    Stavin looked at the mayor and got a slight bow in return. “My husband.”

    Stavin bowed his head. “I am pleased to meet you. I need a room for myself, and rooms for twenty-two of my men. The rest will be on watch.”

    Norbert bowed deeply. “At once, Prince Stavin. If you would care to have a seat, my girls will bring you refreshments.”

    Stavin smiled slightly and shook his head. “We have to see to our horses first. Where is your stable?”

    The mayor said, “Surely your men will see to your horse.”

    “They would if I asked,” Stavin agreed, “but it is our tradition to see to our own mounts. Besides, Tru gets testy if she doesn’t get enough attention.” Stavin scratched Tru’s neck and asked, “Don’t you, girl?”

    The mayor bowed, then led the way around the inn. There was only room for six horses in the stable, but the paddock was big enough for the rest. Stavin led Tru into the stable and put her into a stall, then saw to her needs. He was aware of the mayor watching him, but he took his time. When all the horses were fed and watered, and at least rubbed down if not curried, Stavin walked over to the mayor.

    Bowing his head, he said, “Thank you.”

    “It is our honor, Prince Stavin. Would you care for something to drink now?”

    Stavin nodded and went to a table that let him put his back against the wall. Karvik, Varik, and Sergeant Zel’Fordan joined him. When the mayor came to his side, Stavin said, “Won’t you join us, Mayor Zel’Beardan?”

    She smiled and replied, “Actually, Prince Stavin, I’m here to take your order. My daughters Carissan and Julissan will serve your men.”

    Stavin smiled and said, “Beer for all of us.”

    The mayor smiled and bowed slightly before turning away. She returned moments later with heavy, capped tankards.

    Stavin looked at the tankards and asked, “Why are there lids?” as he tilted his head to examine it closely.

    “It’s an ancient design,” the mayor replied. “Long ago the roofs were made of thatch instead of shingles, and were usually rife with bugs of every sort. Food was kept covered to keep bugs and less savory things from dropping in.”

    Karvik chortled. “Remember that inn down in Luxandia?”

    “The inn where the beetle dropped into my stew?” Varik asked. “I remember it very well.”

    The mayor smiled, then turned away. As soon as she did, Karvik sipped his beer. “Not bad. Not bad at all,” was all he said.

    Stavin reached over and took Karvik’s beer, then took a drink. “It’s like that Andarian beer we had a few years ago.”

    Everyone was enjoying their beer or wine, so Stavin relaxed. Karvik nodded his approval and leaned back. “This is nice.”

    Stavin nodded and leaned back as well. “Indeed. When the mayor comes back I’ll ask about supplies.”

    The mayor came by with her husband in tow. “Prince Stavin, what can we prepare for you?”

    Stavin asked, “What do you have that’s already prepared?”

    “Nothing fit to serve to a prince,” Norbert replied, “begging your pardon, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik said, “We’re mostly warriors, and the few Chosen among us are getting used to common food.”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan smiled at Norbert as he said, “It’s taken some getting used to, but we’ve adapted.”

    Norbert still looked unsure, but the mayor bowed and said, “We always have a big pot of stew of some kind on the fire. Currently it is goat.”

    “That sounds good,” Stavin replied as he looked around.

    Varik nodded. “Bread and butter?”

    “Of course,” the mayor replied.

    “For all of us then, or at least the four of us,” Karvik said, then added, “If you have anything else, the men can order what they want, just please, don’t go to any trouble on our account.”

    The mayor was looking stunned, but her husband was nodding. “That matches the stories I’ve heard about Stavin Dragonblessed.”

    The mayor and her husband withdrew, and returned in moments with a tray laden with bowls of stew and a trencher loaded with bread. Their daughters were serving the guardsmen at the same time.

    The stew was thick and smelled wonderful, and both the mayor and her husband hovered close by, waiting for Stavin’s approval. When Karvik was the only one to eat they looked concerned, then insulted when he passed his bowl to Stavin.

    “Prince Stavin, I assure you--” Norbert began, but Sergeant Zel’Fordan stood and bowed to stop him.

    “Innkeeper Zel’Beardan, we mean no insult. King Kalin ordered Major Kel’Carin to test everything Prince Stavin eats or drinks, even water from a stream. He has the Food Taster spells on him for that purpose. Even in the palace in Rey his food was tested. And Prince Stavin can’t countermand those orders.”

    “Name yourself,” Norbert demanded in a haughty tone.

    The sergeant stood straight and bowed slightly before saying, “I am Avellin Zel’Fordan, second son of Lord Cavael Zel’Fordan, Lord of Zel’Fordan in Evandia.”

    Norbert looked stunned and softly asked, “What are you doing as a mere sergeant in the guard?”

    “Guarding the life of the royal family, as Zel’Fordans have done since the time of our first king. In addition, my family owes Prince Stavin a personal debt of honor.” He gave Stavin a twisted grin. “Even if he denies the debt.” Stavin blushed and shook his head. He didn’t bother to rehash the old argument about Ehrwan.

    After they had eaten, Stavin approached the mayor. “Your pardon, Mayor Zel’Beardan, but we are in need of supplies. Can you provide a guide to Prairie Home’s Traders?”

    The mayor bowed as she replied, “I will bring them here, Prince Stavin. There are two Trading Houses represented, one a grain merchant and the other a cloth merchant. We have a thriving wool industry here.”

    Stavin bowed his approval and was soon facing two men and a woman. “Prince Stavin, I am pleased to present Master Traders Ahlvin Fel’Brendan, Sohvanis Fel’Kenthan, and Jaspan Kel’Kaudell.”

    Stavin bowed slightly and turned his attention toward Jaspan. “Master Jaspan, I believe I know two of your cousins.”

    Jaspan bowed, but he was grinning as well. “No, Prince Stavin, you know two of my sisters.”

    “You’re from Aravad?”

    “I am,” Jaspan confirmed with a bow.

    Karvik said, “This seems a bit far afield for a secondary base, Master Kel’Kaudell.”

    “It is, but it isn’t,” Master Jaspan replied with a smile. “We are on the way home to Aravad. We got caught in Rey and weren’t allowed to leave until Prince Stavin solved their problem.”

    He turned back toward Stavin and bowed again. “Thank you for dealing with the problem so quickly, Prince Stavin. I didn’t want to spend the winter there.”

    Stavin bowed his head, then turned toward the other traders. “Good Masters, we are in need of grain, meat, and cheese to continue our journey.”

    Master Fel’Brendan bowed. “It would be an honor to deal with you, Prince Stavin. I’ve heard you’re an accomplished trader. Now, what quantity are you seeking?” Stavin and Master Fel’Brendan settled into a round of bargaining that left everyone who hadn’t seen him in action before thoroughly impressed.

    “Three gold it is,” Master Fel’Brendan said in a sorrowful tone.

    Stavin laughed. “Don’t look like that. You got a fair price for your goods.”

    Master Fel’Brendan bowed and said, “And so did you, young Master Stavin. One I never would have believed had it not been me you were bargaining against. I’ll have your supplies ready to load at first light.”

    Stavin bowed and handed over three gleaming golden coins. “As agreed.” They were Reynadian crowns, not Kavadian, and Master Fel’Brendan smiled when he saw the coins. Reynadian crowns were about sixteen percent larger than their Kavadian counterparts. He left the inn with Master Fel’Kenthan at his side.

    Master Kel’Kaudell was stroking his chin as he looked at Stavin. “I’ve heard a lot of stories about you, Prince Stavin. You’ve just confirmed the most outrageous of them. Would it be possible to convince you to ride with my caravan?”

    Karvik said, “That would slow us down quite a bit.”

    Master Jaspan grinned as he said, “I have an excellent cook.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and grinned. Karvik took a deep breath and shook his head. “You’re the one who has to explain it to King Kalin.”

    Stavin turned toward Jaspan and bowed his head slightly. “We would be delighted.”

    Jaspan bowed deeply. “We’re hitting the road again just after first light, Prince Stavin.”

    “Then so are we,” Stavin said. With that the trader left the inn, and Stavin turned his attention back to the mayor.

    “And on the subject of trade, what is our stay going to cost me?”

    Norbert looked offended and said, “I’ll not take a blessed spark from the Blessed of Arandar.”

    Stavin looked around and said, “Please, I insist. We’re an expensive lot to feed and house.”

    The mayor turned and grabbed her husband’s arm, and they had a heated but whispered discussion. When she turned back, she bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, we will accept a silver crown for each of your men, but allow us the honor of hosting you. That would be our duty to you as a prince, even if there were no other considerations.”

    Stavin bowed, satisfied with the price and their reasoning. The sun had gone down and he soon caught himself yawning. “Time for bed,” was all he needed to say. Within moments he was upstairs in a nice, comfortable room.

    Karvik nodded after he searched the room. “You’re alone tonight. My team is taking the watch.”

    Stavin nodded, then let Karvik help him out of his armor. He was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillows.

    A knock on the door woke him, and Varik’s voice said, “It’s four spans till first light, Stave.”

    “I’m up,” he said as he struggled to his feet. “Come in and help me armor up.” Varik did as he was asked, and soon Stavin was ready to go.

    The inn common room was filled with his men, so Stavin just picked a table and sat down. It wasn’t long before Karvik joined him.

    “Sleep good?”

    “Like a rock.”

    Karvik nodded. “I already asked for eggs, meat, and oat porridge with honey.”

    Stavin sighed, “Good,” as he looked around. His men were already eating, and the smell of kava filled the room. One of the mayor’s daughters brought a tray laden with steaming cups to the table and Karvik grabbed two, then waved her on. He took a sip of the first one, then handed it to Stavin.

    “Not too hot,” he muttered, “but it’s strong.”

    Stavin had to agree. “It’s still better than I make.”

    Karvik nodded. “I detailed Sergeant Zel’Fordan’s team to get the horses ready.”

    “Good. Tru likes him.” Their food was delivered then and Stavin didn’t waste any time once Karvik had given the food his nod of approval.

    Their meal completed, Stavin stood and walked to the mayor’s side. “As agreed, three gold and three silver crowns.”

    “As agreed, Prince Stavin. We wish you a prosperous future, and smooth roads ahead.”

    Stavin bowed then led the way outside. Tru greeted him with a toss of her mane, and he spent a moment caressing her neck. “Don’t act like that. I know you too well to think you’re really mad at me.” She shook her head as he mounted, but that was the extent of her objection.

    Stavin rode around the inn to find the caravan waiting. He guided Tru to the lead wagon.

    “We’ve got to pick up our supplies before we go.”

    “We took the liberty of bringing them, Prince Stavin,” Jaspan replied.

    Stavin nodded. “That was a bold step, Master Jaspan.”

    A female voice came from behind the wagon saying, “That was my idea, Stavi.”

    Stavin turned his head slowly and whispered, “I know that voice.”

    Jaspan said, “My wife, Rahlina.”

    Stavin shouted, “Rahlina!” and reined Tru around, urging her to the next wagon in line. “Rahlina, what are you doing here?”

    Rahlina laughed and said, “Going home, Stavin,” as he climbed onto her wagon.

    “Wait, Jaspan said you’re his wife. What happened to Hardan?”

    Rahlina’s eyes narrowed as she growled, “I caught him with Meran Bel’Flonis! The prelate granted me a dissolution of our bond.”

    “That’s surprising.”

    “What, you think I should have stayed with him?” she demanded hotly.

    Stavin shook his head. “No, I’m surprised you let him live.”

    Her expression changed rapidly for a moment, then she shook her head. “I wanted to kill him, but I left him alive. That was three years ago. Jas and I were bonded last winter.” Rahlina patted his shoulder. “That’s quite striking.”

    Stavin said, “Huh? Oh, the glow. Arandar’s blessing has some side effects.”

    Rahlina chuckled but was prevented from saying anything by Karvik’s arrival. “Rahlina, what are you doing here?” She repeated her story for Karvik, and he laughed at her.

    Stavin asked, “Why didn’t you come see us last night?”

    She smiled and spread both hands across her belly. It was only then that the men noticed she was heavily pregnant.

    She smiled at her old friends and said, “I couldn’t walk. My ankles were too swollen.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik, and both of them carefully didn’t laugh. Stavin asked, “How much longer till you give birth?”

    “A moon or so,” she answered with a smile. “We were supposed to be home by now.”

    Karvik looked at Stavin and said, “We might not make it.”

    Stavin nodded. “I’ll drive the wagon if needed.”

    Rahlina burst out laughing. “You two are so gallant. We have enough drivers, Stavin. The trouble will come with having a Master on the lead wagon. I want Jas to be with me, and we’re the only Master Traders.”

    Karvik looked at the lead wagon. “Couldn’t you--”

    Rahlina shook her head. “There’s no room in his wagon, not with Kimber cooking in there. I’ll be giving birth in this wagon.”

    Karvik looked at Stavin and received a nod. Smiling at Rahlina, he said, “I think between the two of us we’ll be able to keep the wagons straight.”

    The sun broke over the buildings and Jaspan shouted, “Zel’Kaudell, let’s go home!” With that his wagon started rolling, and Rahlina flicked her reins. Karvik was still mounted, but Stavin just settled down at Rahlina’s side. Grinning, Karvik tied Tru’s reins to the back of the wagon, then went forward to ride beside the lead wagon.


    Chapter 31

    RIDING WITH THE WAGONS WAS MUCH slower than the riders alone had been. Stavin estimated they were only going to cover two days travel for every three days they plodded along at the wagons’ pace, but he really didn’t mind. Not having to be on alert as they rode let him think.

    The worship of Lady Sahren was the official religion of Evandia and the Evandian royal family. King Kalin’s reaction to Arandar’s blessing might not be completely favorable.

    Stavin wasn’t sure how he was going to handle the conflict. He knew there was an ancient temple of Arandar in Twin Bridges. He’d seen it a double hand of times. It was two buildings down from the temple of Mary Death. Still, he’d never paid it any attention. He’d never even bothered to go into it.

    He shook his head and became aware of Rahlina watching him. “Sorry.”

    “Don’t be sorry, Stavin,” she replied with a smile. “I got used to you drifting off like that, lost in thought, years ago. What were you thinking about this time?”

    “Arandar, Lady Sahren, and how I’m going to explain all of this to King Kalin.”

    Rahlina nodded. “You are going to tell him the complete story, every bit of it. Let him make up his own mind. I’d bet he’s already heard at least two versions of it.” Stavin gave her a curious look that made her giggle. “Stavi, I’ve heard three versions of it. But,” she said with a raised finger, “I’ve never heard the truth. I’ve never heard your version of how you became the Blessed of Arandar.”

    Stavin took a breath to begin, but she put a finger across his lips. “Not now,” she said with a tender smile. “Wait until we stop for the night. You can tell all of us at the same time after we eat.”

    Stavin bowed his head deeply. “Yes, Rahlina.”

    Somewhat to his surprise, Stavin found himself easily falling back into the rhythm of the caravan. The day passed with the gentle rocking of the wagon lulling him toward sleep.

    Rahlina nudged him awake and said, “Stavin, take the reins.”

    He did so automatically, then asked, “What’s wrong?”

    She said, “Just drive,” and struggled past him into the back of the wagon. She returned after a short interval and sat beside him. “I really wanted to be home by now.”

    Stavin looked at her sideways before asking, “You’re not going into labor, are you?”

    Rahlina gave him an exasperated look and sighed, “No, of course not. She just keeps standing on my bladder.” Stavin clenched his teeth together and stared at the mules’ ears. Rahlina muttered, “That’s right, Stavi, you’d better not laugh, or prince or not, you’re getting thumped.”

    * * *

    The caravan pulled off the road into a wide field just as the sun was setting. Stavin could recognize that it was a prepared camping spot by the covered well at one side, near the road. He was driving again, so he followed Jaspan’s wagon as he circled for the night.

    Rahlina stuck her head out and said, “Thank you, Stavi. I’ll come help with the team.”

    Stavin laughed. “You’ll have to fight Kar if you do. He stopped by and volunteered to take care of them. You, Master Rahlina, have enough to do.” He nodded toward her belly.

    Rahlina muttered, “Why is it that men always assume pregnant women are helpless?”

    Stavin shrugged and said, “Preservation of the species,” even though he knew she wasn’t expecting an answer.

    Stavin climbed down just as Karvik and Jaspan arrived. Between the two of them they almost lifted Rahlina off the wagon and placed her feet on the ground. She saw Stavin grinning and shook a fist at him.

    “It’s not funny, Stavi.”

    Karvik asked, “What’s not funny?”

    “How we treat pregnant women,” Stavin replied, then dodged out of harm’s way. “Don’t do that, Rahli. You’ll just hurt your hand.”

    Rahlina glared at him, then shook her head and walked away. Karvik and Stavin saw to their horses first, and then the team. Tru would never have forgiven him if he’d seen to the mules first.

    The caravan had settled down and an excellent meal was behind them when Rahlina nudged Stavin with her toe. She was seated on the ground, reclining against Jaspan, and she had her hands clasped across her belly.

    “Tell us what really happened to you, Stavi.”

    Stavin smiled at her and proceeded to tell the entire caravan the story of what really happened in Aniston. He finished his tale with, “...so that’s it. Like being Dragonblessed, I had nothing to do with it. Arandar chose me for His own reasons.”

    One of the traders blurted out, “But what about Rey and the Blessed of Ravashanal?” and everyone gasped when Stavin’s armor pulsed with light.

    Stavin said, “Arandar doesn’t like them being mentioned by name. As for the draiger we called Servallan, we didn’t know about the trouble she was causing until we were almost to Rey on the Glimmer. Our guess was that Arandar chose me to fight her, but it’s only a guess.”

    Another of the traders asked, “Is this why the dragon blessed you?”

    Stavin shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know, but I don’t think so unless Arandar influenced her to do it. None of the stories I’ve read about Dandarshandrake or the other dragons mentioned the ability to see the future.”

    “Why do you say ‘her’ when you talk about the dragon?” one of the younger traders asked in a timid tone.

    “Because of Skykon,” Stavin replied. “When I let the dragon-magic take control I felt so many things, and among them was what I believe to be a distinctly female sentiment. I could be wrong, but that’s what I believe.”

    Rahlina looked at him and said, “You never told me that.”

    “It was years later, Rahli, when we were pacifying Farindia.” Rahlina gave him an eloquent look, then snuggled back against Jaspan.

    The caravan settled for the night with the eight guards Jaspan had originally hired taking the watch two at a time. Karvik detailed an additional team to patrol with them. That left the common mercenary guardsmen looking over their shoulders, but Karvik wasn’t going to leave Stavin’s protection to men he didn’t know.

    Morning arrived far too early, and Sergeant Zel’Fordan made the rounds to awaken Stavin. Stavin hurried into his armor, then went to find food.

    Jaspan’s cook was an older woman named Kimber Bel’Kaudell. Where Sahren’s cook, Endar Bel’Vandar, had been portly verging on huge, Kimber was a tiny woman who would actually have to look up into Stavin’s eyes, not that she’d ever be that brazen.

    Stavin went to the cook fire and was met by Karvik, who handed him a cup of kava and a bowl of oat porridge sweetened with honey.

    Kimber turned and saw what Stavin was eating and fell to her knees, crying, “Oh, Blessed One, I never intended to serve you such poor fare. Please, tell me what you prefer and I’ll do my meager best to please you.”

    Rahlina had arrived just a breath before and saved Stavin from having to answer. “He’s eating it now, Kim. Stavin’s favorite morning meal is oat porridge with honey or dried fruit. About the only thing he ever eats with it is some lean meat or eggs.”

    Kimber begged, “Mistress, forgive me.”

    “For what?”

    “I didn’t add anything.”

    Rahlina put her arm around the woman and turned her toward Stavin. “Stavi?”

    Stavin stood and bowed slightly. “Mistress Kimber, that was exactly what I wanted. I started out as a caravan guard, and I guess down deep inside that’s what I still am.”

    Rahlina patted her shoulder and said, “You see? Stavin Kel’Aniston was born a Warrior of Kel’Kavin, and Dragonblessed, Prince, or Blessed of Arandar, that’s what he will always be.”

    Kimber bowed deeply, then turned back to her cooking. Rahlina gave her a fond smile, then turned toward Stavin. “What else can we get you?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I’m good. We’re ready to go when you are.”

    “Very well,” Rahlina said with a nod, then looked around for her husband. When she spotted him she called out, “Jas, mount up.”

    Jaspan started shouting and soon the traders were loading their wagons and hitching their teams. Stavin and Karvik saw to their horses while several of the junior guardsmen helped Kimber pack her gear.

    Karvik leaned over and asked, “What do you think she’d say if she knew the Heir of Zel’Karyn and a descendant of Mary Death were among her helpers?”

    Stavin laughed. “She’d faint.”

    Stavin stayed on Tru’s back until mid day, then climbed up beside Rahlina again. She smiled at him and shook her head. “Stavi, I’m not that fragile.”

    “True,” he agreed. “You’re about as fragile as Shari, but that’s not the point. You, my friend, need a little help, and I’m here for you when you need it.” Rahlina shook her head and muttered something about men that Stavin carefully ignored.

    They had traveled for three more days before they reached a line of forested hills. Just after the last wagon passed the edge of the trees, six men jumped out in front of Jaspan’s wagon.

    “They’s a toll on this road, and we’s the collectors,” an unkempt man shouted.

    Karvik led his team forward at the gallop, passing the wagons in an instant. The bandits hesitated for that instant, and it cost them their lives. Varik had ridden to the back of the caravan, but if any bandits were there they didn’t show themselves.

    It wasn’t until they camped for the night that Stavin learned the details. He looked at Karvik and asked, “How many?”

    Karvik shrugged one shoulder and said, “None. I let my men have them all.”

    Stavin grinned and shook his head. “We’ll award their stripes in a little while. What could those fools have been thinking?”

    “They probably thought there were only those eight guards Jaspan originally hired. I’d bet there were more men set to jump out behind and to the sides of the caravan, but after we rode by they thought better of it and just left the lead group to be slaughtered.”

    Stavin had to nod his agreement. “I noticed those guards didn’t make a move.”

    “Their leader did. He rode by my side and claimed one kill.”

    “Really? I haven’t met him yet.”

    Karvik grinned. “His name is Grovet Fel’Vanis. He’s a little put out by us taking over, but he’s not fool enough to say anything. Jaspan is still going to pay them, so all he’s missing out on is what he might have earned from his kills.”

    Stavin nodded, then went to the fire and settled down beside Jaspan and Rahlina. He accepted a cup of kava from Karvik, then sat back.

    Jaspan chuckled as he said, “Those fools were so horribly surprised when Major Kel’Carin attacked. On the way out they attacked us at the same place. There were twenty of them, and they charged a silver crown for each of them to let us pass.”

    Rahlina was nodding. “They’ve been here for years. No one knows for sure, but we think they have a settlement near here.”

    Grovet was just outside the circle of light, and now he stepped forward to bow. “Your pardon, Master Jaspan, but that is quite likely true. I got a good look at the leader when they waylaid us in the spring and he was among the men killed today.”

    Stavin shrugged. “So maybe we made the road a bit safer today. It’ll be up to the Council and Guild to deal with them from now on.”

    Rahlina was shifting uncomfortably. She finally said, “Unless the Guild decides to hire them instead. They are going to need someone to collect tolls on bridges and maintain the roads through rough territory like this.”

    Stavin grinned at Karvik and asked, “Wouldn’t that be a shock to their systems? Forced to become legitimate employees of the people they’ve been robbing.”

    Grovet shrugged and said, “That beats a sword in the gut, Your Highness.”


    Chapter 32

    THE CARAVAN MOVED ON IN THE morning, and was out of the hills before they camped again. Jaspan had a map and was openly disappointed by their progress. When they camped three days later he laid it out by the fire.

    “We’re days behind, even allowing for our late start. We should be at Neravad by now.”

    Rahlina put her hand on his forearm and said, “Calm down, Jas. We’re only about two days behind schedule.”

    He put his hand on her belly and sighed. “I just want to get you two home.”

    Rahlina cuddled close and put her head on his shoulder. “We’ll be fine.”

    Two days later they did indeed reach Neravad. The caravan slowed to a halt, and Karvik rode back to Stavin’s side. “Trouble,” was all he said before wheeling his horse around and riding forward again. Stavin swung down from Rahlina’s wagon and mounted Tru, then rode forward at a gallop. He reined her in beside Karvik.

    “What now?” he whispered. In front of the city were several hundred men in an odd assortment of armor and uniforms, but all of them were armed.

    A delegation of men rode out to meet them, and Karvik and Varik moved in front of Stavin. The men pulled their horses to a stop ten paces from Karvik, and an emaciated little old man shouted, “By order of the Traders’ Guild, all caravans must be inventoried and taxed.”

    Stavin said, “Let me through,” and his men parted. As soon as Stavin’s golden armor was seen everyone got excited.

    “I am Prince Stavin Zel’Andral, Minister of Trade for Evandia. I’m the one who negotiated these treaties between the kingdoms. There was no mention of a tax being levied in the middle of the kingdom, only at the borders.”

    The old man looked like he wanted to spit at Stavin’s feet. “You may be a prince in Evandia, but this is Kavadia. You have no standing here.”

    Stavin carefully crossed his hands on his saddle horn. “I am Master Trader Stavin Zel’Andral, owner of House Kel’Aniston, member in good standing of the Kavadian Traders’ Guild, and a full member of the Aravad Trader’s Council. Try again.”

    The man’s mouth worked as if he’d eaten something sour, then he shook his head. “It’s no matter. I’m Senior Master Trader Varstan Bel’Morlan, leader of the Neravad Traders’ Guild Council. Your caravan will be inventoried and taxed five percent by order of the Guild.”

    Jaspan had walked forward and now stood beside Tru. Looking at the man he simply said, “No.”

    The old man screamed, “What do you mean no!?”

    Jaspan looked at him and replied, “Exactly what I said: no. No, we will not pay you five percent. Even at the border we only had to pay two and a half percent, and I’m pretty sure that didn’t make it to the guild coffers.”

    “You cannot defy the Guild!”

    “I am Kavadian Master Trader Jaspan Kel’Kaudell, of House Zel’Kaudell. You do know who the leader of my House is, don’t you?” Jaspan smiled evilly. “Uncle Perrit never has had much patience with your kind, Master Varstan.”

    “Then you’ll not pass! I have two hundred men at my command.”

    Jaspan looked up at Stavin, then back to Master Varstan. “How many of them are willing to fight the Blessed of Arandar?”

    Varstan screamed, “That’s a lie!”

    Rahlina’s voice came from behind Jaspan as she shouted, “I challenge you!”

    Jaspan and Stavin both looked behind them as Rahlina waddled forward. “Senior Master Trader Varstan Bel’Morlan, for the insult you’ve given my husband, I challenge you.”

    “You?” the trader sneered. “A pregnant bitch about to whelp?”

    “I am Master Trader Rahlina Ne’Vandar Kel’Kaudell.”

    Master Varstan looked her up and down, then said, “You are nothing. Even at my age I can kill you easily.”

    Rahlina smiled. Stavin, Jaspan, and Karvik exchanged worried glances: They all knew that expression.

    “There is one here who owes me a life. I call upon him to honor that debt as my champion.”

    “Name your champion then.”

    Rahlina smiled as she said, “Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, former King of Coravia, Master of House Kel’Aniston, Blessed of Arandar the Bright.”

    Even the horses remained silent until Stavin said, “I am honor-bound to accept, but forbidden by my king’s command. I offer my brother-in-law to pay my debt.”

    Varik stepped forward and his voice rumbled as he replied, “I am honored to accept on behalf of my sister’s husband.”

    Now even the armored men at Master Varstan’s side looked worried. Varik was taller than most men, but hadn’t started to broaden at the shoulder like his father. Still, he was in the full armor of the Warriors of Kel’Kavin, and none of the men could see how young he really was.

    Master Varstan looked at him, then nodded. “You’re a swordsman, I see. As the challenged I choose the weapons.” Varik bowed so he continued. “I choose Dragon’s Tongues.”

    Varik didn’t laugh. He bowed and said, “Very well. I choose here and now to settle this dispute.”

    Master Varstan laughed and almost leapt from the back of his horse. “Ever handle a Dragon’s Tongue, boy? It’s not like a sword where power can bull through an opponent’s guard. With a Dragon’s Tongue, you have to have skill.”

    Stavin didn’t wait to be asked. He simply pulled his ‘Tongue from its sheath and handed it to Varik. “Clean it when you’re done.”

    “Wait, that’s not--”

    “Not what?” Rahlina demanded. “Stavin made his first kill with that ‘Tongue guarding my Nanna Sahren’s caravan. I made my first two kills with it saving Stavin’s life the next year. And Lieutenant Varik Kel’Horval of the Evandian Royal Guard made his first kill with it saving his sister and her family. Look at his shoulder, you old fool. He’s a Warrior of Kel’Kavin, and you’ll be his thirteenth kill.”

    One of the younger men at Master Varstan’s side stepped forward. “This has gone too far. Stop it. Stop it immediately or I’ll champion Senior Master Varstan.”

    Varik bowed and said, “If that is his wish.”

    The man drew his sword and stepped forward until Varik said, “Dragon’s Tongues. It was his choice.”

    The man froze in his tracks, then looked at Varik and said, “First blood, then.”

    Varik bowed, then stepped into the circle that five of their men had quickly drawn. The man faced him and they both bowed. Varik let the man move first, then spun Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue underhanded, bringing his bottom blade up to take his opponent’s right hand off at mid-forearm.

    Varik stepped back and said, “First blood is drawn,” while his opponent screamed. He carefully cleaned the blood from Stavin’s weapon, then handed it back.

    “You’ve maimed me!” the man screamed.

    Varik nodded. “You should have let me face that old fool.”

    Master Varstan asked, “Do you realize who you just crippled? That’s Captain Mohral Kel’Deris of the Kel’Portan Guards.”

    Stavin went absolutely still. He said, “So this is where you ended up after Skykon,” in a near whisper.

    “I don’t know what you mean. I was already here when Skykon fell,” he gasped.

    Stavin growled, “So you say, but I despise all of you Kel’Portan Guards.” Turning his attention to the pasty-faced old man he said, “Now, Senior Master Varstan, take your followers back to your city, but rest assured that the Kavadian Master Council will hear of this, as will the Aravad Council.”

    “You--You are bound to obey the Guild!”

    “Yes, but you are not the Guild. You are just a grasping, conniving, power-poor old man with delusions of grandeur.”

    “You can’t insult me like that!”

    Varik sniggered. “He just did.”  

    “I’ll--”

    “You’ll what?” Varik interrupted. “Challenge him? I’ll simply champion him again.”

    “I have two hundred men behind me!”

    Rahlina took one step forward and loudly said, “And if you attack Prince Stavin of Evandia, you’ll be at war with Evandia. If you attack Prince Stavin, the former king and current Heir of Coravia, you’ll be at war with Coravia. If you attack Prince Stavin, the Hero of Reynadia, you’ll be at war with Reynadia. If you attack Prince Stavin, the Blessed of Arandar, you’ll probably be at war with Luxandia as well.” She smiled, but it looked like a snarl. “And if you attack a member of the Aravad Trader’s Council, you’ll be at war with the Guild and Council.”

    Jaspan stepped over to his wife’s side and asked, “Are you men of Neravad that anxious to have every man’s hand turned against you?”

    Behind the lead delegation, men had already started returning to the city. Master Varstan was spitting and sputtering, but even he wasn’t fool enough to incur the wrath of five kingdoms and his own Master Council to collect taxes he wasn’t supposed to be collecting. Without a word, he turned, mounted his horse, and galloped away. All of his followers were close on his heels.

    Jaspan led his wife away. Stavin, Karvik, and their men remained standing in the road. Stavin turned and saw that Varik looked dejected and asked, “What’s wrong, Var?”

    Varik shook his head and muttered, “I could have gotten my star.” Stavin and Karvik’s howls of laughter chased the last of Master Varstan’s men into Neravad.

    * * *

    The caravan stopped and purchased supplies from the traders of Neravad, but no one entered the city. There was a caravansary, but Jaspan chose to camp out away from town rather than give the Neravad Council a single spark.

    As night fell, the people of Neravad left the city and surrounded the caravan. Karvik was getting ready to repulse and attack when a young woman came to the edge of the wagons and asked, “Will the Blessed of Arandar speak to us?”

    Stavin put his hand on Karvik’s forearm and shook his head. “Let me deal with this. Stay ready, I know you will anyway, but let me address the crowd.”

    “Stave--”

    “I know, Kar. I’ll be careful. I think I’ll climb up on Jaspan’s wagon. That’ll let more people see and hear me.”

    Karvik put his head in his hands, then said, “Just wear your armor. You on top of a wagon usually ends badly.”

    Stavin laughed, then went to climb Jaspan’s wagon. He was wearing everything but his helmet, and the glow of Arandar’s blessing was clearly visible to everyone. Once Stavin came into view the crowd went silent and knelt.

    Stavin’s voice rang across the crowd. “Good people of Neravad, hear me. The Kavadian Traders’ Guild has entered into a treaty with the five kingdoms that border Kavadia. Those treaties provide for a five percent tax on caravans entering Kavadia, unless the caravan is Kavadian. Kavadian caravans are to be taxed two and a half percent.

    “The unpleasantness today was a misunderstanding of the purpose of the tax. Kavadia, under the guidance of the Traders’ Guild, is going to turn herself into a nation. That nation will deal with the bandits that have made Kavadia their home.”

    “Blessed One,” a voice shouted. “Are you going to lead us? Are you to be our king?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. The Traders’ Guild Master Council will be your king and council. At least that’s the latest I heard.”

    “But what of you?” another voice shouted.

    “I am returning to my family in Evandia.”

    “But I heard you were going to establish Arandar’s worship in Kavadia,” a dark-haired girl at the front shouted. “I heard Arandar was going to drive out Lebawan and Sahren and all the others, and we were going to have to worship Him.”

    Stavin looked down at her and smiled. “That is not my purpose. If you wish to worship Arandar, or any of the Gods, you are free to do so. Even Lebawan. The choice to worship must be freely made.”

    “Is that it then?” a man’s voice shouted. “You’re just going to pass us by and take Arandar’s blessing to Evandia? What of us?”

    Stavin started to answer, but was suddenly flooded with that familiar feeling of tremendous power. His armor brightened until every face was illuminated, then his hand came up, and an echoing voice that wasn’t his own said, “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.”

    Everyone hid their faces, hundreds of people all around the caravan--all except nine people directly in front of Jaspan’s wagon. They gave one another a look, then vanished.

    Stavin felt the power of Arandar leave him, then he climbed down from the wagon and went to the fire. Kimber saw him coming and hid her face, but he simply sat down beside her. “Mistress Kimber, may I have some kava, please?”

    Kimber looked up at him and seemed relieved to find Stavin’s familiar smile. “At once, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik, Jaspan, and Rahlina soon joined him. Karvik said, “I see Arandar decided to join the fun,” as he sat.

    “Stavi?” Rahlina asked in a timid, almost frightened tone.

    Stavin smiled up at her and said, “It’s just me, Rahli. Thank you, Kimber.” He paused and sipped his kava. “Arandar decided to let the others know he was watching.”

    “The others?” Jaspan asked in a tone that was even more timid than his wife had used.

    Stavin nodded his head. “All of Them were here. The ones asking the questions, trying to goad me on, were representations of the Gods Below.”

    “Doesn’t that go against your theory about how the Gods operate?” Rahlina asked, tilting her head to the side to look up into his eyes.

    “No. I mean it was Them in the flesh, not Them overshadowing people to control them. We know Ancient Vaskan worshiped the Gods, with Esho as their highest deity. We now know, thanks to that well where you left the bucket, that Ancient Vaskan extended at least that far east. We’re in Vaskan right now.” He paused to take another sip of his kava.

    “These lands were once the home of people who directly worshiped the Gods Below and Above. I think there’s an echo of that time still resonating in these lands and their people. And I think one or more of the Gods likes the idea of these people returning to their worship.”

    “Arandar?” Karvik asked.

    “No,” Stavin replied with a shake of his head. “No, I think it was Noka and Mariniva who were driving that little drama.” He shook his head. “I think Mariniva was that girl who came to the caravan and asked me to speak to them.”

    Karvik sighed, “She was really cute.”

    Varik was standing behind Karvik and said, “And blonde. I’d bet Noka looked like her twin with black hair.”  

    Stavin looked over his shoulder and said, “I couldn’t see, but I think you’re right.”

    Rahlina’s voice was hushed as she asked, “You think the Gods, the real, ancient Gods Above and Below, were here? Really here, in the flesh?”

    Stavin nodded. “That’s what I think.”

    Jaspan whispered, “You’re so calm,” as he looked across the fire.

    Stavin shrugged, saying, “Arandar is always with me. I can feel Him every waking moment.”

    Jaspan shook his head slightly before replying, “Not you, Prince Stavin. Them,” he said, pointing at Karvik and Varik.

    Karvik chuckled and shook his head as he smiled. “Hang around Stave long enough and you’ll learn to take everything in stride. A god-storm on the coast. Amulets of the evilest one. Mariniva reminding you how far you are from home.” He grinned up at Varik and laughed.

    Varik sighed, “Oh, Gods. She almost made me--never mind.”

    “What happened?” Rahlina all but demanded.

    “I touched Mariniva’s Temple in Aniston, and She, well, She touched me back.”

    Rahlina looked closely at his expression, then said, “Oh. That must have been some touch.”

    Stavin smiled and added, “It didn’t help that Mariniva Zel’Aniston was there, and she’s an exceptionally attractive woman.”

    “And that priestess,” Karvik murmured in a dreamy tone.

    Stavin breathed a soft sigh and said, “Oh, yes. She was stunning, wasn’t she?”

    Rahlina snarled, “Men!” and then got up and walked away.

    Karvik looked around and asked, “What’d we say?”


    Chapter 33

    THE CARAVAN MADE PREPARATIONS TO LEAVE Neravad as soon as there was enough light to safely travel. Karvik had brought his team out to backup Varik’s team on the last watch, but nothing happened. They had all of the horses ready to move long before he went to wake Stavin.

    “The sky is starting to brighten, Stave,” he said as he went to one knee beside Stavin’s tent.

    Stavin answered, “Blagh,” as he pushed his tent-flap aside. “Early, aren’t you?”

    “No,” Karvik replied, holding a steaming cup of kava near Stavin’s nose. “Jaspan wants to be gone before Neravad wakes up.”

    Stavin crawled out on his elbows and said, “Probably a good idea.” He stood and armored up as well as he could, then took the cup from Karvik and sipped while Kar fastened his last buckles.

    Two junior guardsmen had struck Stavin’s tent before he’d taken his second sip. He watched them pack his gear and followed them when they went to the horses.

    Rahlina met him with a stuffed roll. “We got good sausages from the caravansary, so eat in the saddle. Jas thinks that grasping fool might try something else, and I don’t want another Valovad.”

    Stavin said, “Yes, Rahlina,” automatically, then went to Tru’s side. “Ready to go, girl?”

    Tru had her head up, watching the surroundings, as if she was looking for trouble. All the horses did. That above everything else bothered Stavin, so he mounted and rode her to the front of the caravan.

    “Jas, something has the horses spooked. I’m ordering my men to be extra alert, and you should do the same.”

    Jaspan gave him a strange, silent look for a moment, then bowed. “The word has been passed, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Good,” then rode off to find Karvik.

    Karvik saw him coming and said, “Everyone is on alert for trouble.”

    Stavin nodded, then looked over his shoulder. “Jaspan is acting strangely.”

    “He’s never seen you act like this, Stave.”

    Stavin gave him a puzzled look. “Act like what?”

    Karvik looked him over. Stavin was sitting forward in the saddle, back straight, and his Dragon’s Tongue was in his hand. Nodding once he said, “Like a Warmaster.”

    Stavin paused, then shrugged and said, “He’d better get used to it.”

    The wagons began to roll, and Stavin positioned himself next to Rahlina’s wagon. He noted that Varik was on her other side, then focused his attention outward. The land around them was still too dark to see any distance. Even so, he felt a threat. Someone or something was out there.

    The caravan picked up speed as the land brightened, and Stavin started to relax a little. Rahlina looked at him and asked, “Do you think we’re safe now?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, I think so. Why?”

    “I need you to take over for a bit. My back’s killing me.”

    Stavin brought Tru around and tied her reins to the back of the wagon, then agilely swung over and climbed into the seat.

    “Go on back and lie down, Rahli. Take your time.” Rahlina crawled into the back of the wagon. Varik looked at Stavin and they shared a silent shrug.

    The feeling of dread, of wrongness, faded as the day wore on. Rahlina stayed in the back of the wagon all day. She didn’t even come out to eat, silently accepting a stuffed roll then going back again.

    Stavin drove through the whole day. Karvik and Varik rode by his side, neither of them speaking, but both of them casting worried looks at the back of the wagon.

    Jaspan pulled into a prepared camping spot early that evening. The sun had spans left before it set, but Stavin had used hand-speak to tell Karvik what to do. While two traders saw to his team, Jaspan climbed into Rahlina’s wagon.

    He asked, “Are you all right, darling?” as he caressed her hair.

    Rahlina nodded. “Just tired, and my back hurts.”

    Jaspan moved closer and gave her a hug. “I’m going to ask Prince Stavin to take the lead in the morning. I want to be back here with you.”

    Rahlina shifted, then grumbled, “I don’t want to give birth in here.”

    “Say the word and we’ll stop.”

    Rahlina shook her head. “No, I want to go home, Jas. Ask Lissa to come ride with me. She’s the closest we have to a midwife.”

    “I already did,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead.

    Stavin and Karvik were waiting outside the wagon when Jaspan climbed out. Karvik asked, “How is she?”

    “She’s not ready yet, but she’s close. Master Stavin,” he turned and bowed, “would you take lead in the morning?”

    Stavin bowed slightly as he replied, “I would be honored.”

    The night was quiet, and the dawn showed them a clear, cloudless sky. Kimber prepared the morning meal, but everyone was watching Rahlina’s wagon.

    Jaspan finally climbed out and came to the fire. At Stavin’s questioning glance he shook his head, collected two meals, then returned to the wagon.

    Stavin spoke softly as he ordered, “Prepare to roll. Kar, you take Rahlina’s wagon. Have Private Kel’Hastan drive. Var, you take the off side. If she goes into labor, we stop and circle the wagons around her.”

    The guardsmen all bowed, and a breath later so did all the traders. Stavin looked around, then went to get Tru.

    “Sorry, girl, no ride today. We’re going to take the lead, though. I know how much you like that.” She shook her mane and blew at him, then let him tie her reins to Jaspan’s wagon.

    Karvik rode to his side and said, “We’re ready to roll.”

    Stavin climbed into the seat and said, “Pass the word quietly, Kar. Let’s roll.” He flicked the reins and Jaspan’s mules started walking. Behind them, all the wagons fell into line, and the guards took their places.

    Grovet Fel’Vanis took his place by the lead wagon and bowed in the saddle to Stavin. He gave Stavin an intense look, shook his head, then faced front without saying a word.

    Stavin set an easy pace. He didn’t want to jar Rahlina any more than he had to. The day passed quietly with Kimber cooking behind him, and the road stretching out in front.

    The sun was already down when they reached a camp site. Stavin cast a worried glance at Rahlina’s wagon, then saw to the business of tending the caravan.

    Late in the night a scream rolled over the caravan. Everyone was instantly awake, and most of them were armed. Royal Guard, Caravan Guard, or Trader, everyone at least had a knife ready to defend their caravan. Moments later another scream sounded, and every eye was drawn to Rahlina’s wagon.

    Stavin saw Jaspan sitting on the wagon seat and walked over. Placing a hand on the seat he gave it a little shake to get Jaspan’s attention.

    “You should come away from there, Jaspan.”

    Jaspan was obviously torn between wanting to stay at Rahlina’s side and knowing Stavin was right. He finally climbed down and let Stavin lead him to the watch fire.

    Stavin and Karvik bracketed Jaspan and made him sit down. A pot of hideously strong kava was over the fire, and Stavin poured for all three of them. If Jaspan thought there was anything odd about a prince pouring him kava, he didn’t mention it.

    Another scream drew their attention and Jaspan started to rise, but both Stavin and Karvik held him down.

    Karvik said, “You have to let the women see to this themselves, Jas. Wives tend to say unfortunate things to and about their husbands while giving birth.”

    Stavin picked up where Karvik left off. “Just let the midwife take care of her.”

    Jaspan was turning his cup around and around in his hand, and as the night wore on Stavin closed his eyes. He silently prayed, “Kind Alankarah, Beautiful Mariniva, I beseech you: Please bring Rahlina through this.”

    The sun rose with no sign of the baby. Stavin decided, without consulting Jaspan, to remain where they were. There was some grumbling from the traders, but Stavin just glared at those individuals until they closed their mouths and walked away.

    It was just past mid day when Kelina Kel’Kaudell finally howled at the indignity of birth, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

    * * *

    Stavin retained control of the caravan. There was no reason to take Jaspan away from his wife and child. The town of Jerras Bridge came into view early the third day. Kimber had finally warmed to Stavin enough to say, “Be careful here, Master Stavin. They’ll charge you too much for the crossing if you’re not on your guard.”

    Stavin bowed his head to her and said, “Thank you.” He kept the caravan going until they were stopped at the bridge.

    “Stop there, if you will, good master trader. How many wagons and riders do you have?”

    “Twelve wagons and forty-one riders.”

    “That’s a lot of guards for such a small caravan. You haulin’ something good?”

    Stavin smiled. “Only eight are caravan guards. The rest are a bunch of Evandians going home.”

    The man nodded. “What House are you from?”

    Stavin pointed at the glyph on the side of the wagon. “Zel’Kaudell, from Aravad.”

    “And the Evandians? Is that meddling prince among them?”

    Stavin chuckled. “He is.”

    “Very well, you know the toll: a silver for each wagon, and two sparks per rider.”

    Kimber whispered, “One spark per rider.”

    “Here now,” Stavin said loudly, “what kind of fool do you take me for? I may be young, but I’ve got my vest. One spark per rider is the going rate.”

    The toll keeper gave Stavin a stubborn look, then shrugged. “You pay what I tell you to pay or you can swim the river.”

    Karvik and Varik rode up on opposite sides of the wagon. Karvik asked, “Is there a problem, Warmaster Zel’Andral?”

    “No, Warleader Kel’Carin, just a dispute over the amount of the toll.”

    The toll keeper was staring wide-eyed at Stavin as his mouth eased open, then took a step back. “You’re him! You’re him, aren’t you!? You’re the Dragonblessed, that prince!” He didn’t wait any longer. Turning, he took off at a dead run along the river’s edge.

    Stavin, Karvik, and Varik laughed uproariously until a prosperous-looking woman walked up and bowed. “Prince Stavin, I am Cedar Fel’Berrystan. I own the Strutting Cock Inn. Can we persuade you to stay the night?”

    Stavin shook his head. “It’s much too early to stop, and we’re in a hurry to get home. That toll collector of yours is going to cause a problem if he keeps that up.”

    The innkeeper bowed deeply. “Unfortunately true, Prince Stavin. That fool Chardin has been trying to cheat people all year. The toll is a silver per wagon and a spark per rider.”

    Stavin laughed, then handed down a handful of coins. “I was prepared for that. Good day, Innkeeper Fel’Berrystan.” The innkeeper bowed and backed away, and Stavin flicked his reins to get the mules moving again.

    The bridge wasn’t that long, and the caravan was soon traveling up the road again. Stavin kept them going until they reached a good camping spot near dark.

    The first thing Stavin did once the caravan was parked was check on Rahlina. Jaspan was on the wagon seat, looking around.

    Stavin whispered, “How are they?”

    “Sleeping. At last,” he whispered back.

    Stavin grinned and waved him down. They walked over to the fire and Kimber handed him a cup of kava.

    “You just have a seat, Master Jas, and I’ll have your food ready soon. How is the baby?”

    “As beautiful as her mother and as difficult as her father.”

    Kimber joined everyone in laughing at Jaspan’s comment, then turned back to her duties. Stavin watched her go, then turned back to Jaspan.

    “You owe her a silver crown. She warned me that the toll keeper a way back was going to try and cheat me.”

    “Jerras Bridge?” Jaspan asked. When Stavin nodded, he continued. “There was trouble with him on the way out as well. I had to get their mayor involved.”

    Stavin laughed and told the story. “Once he realized who I was he started running and didn’t stop.”

    “I would have as well,” Jaspan said as he sipped his kava. “You have quite a reputation, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin just laughed.


    Chapter 34

    THE CARAVAN SPENT THE NIGHT QUIETLY, and moved on in the morning. Kelina was ten days old before her father felt comfortable enough to take over the caravan again.

    “Thank you, Master Stavin. You’ve proven yourself to be a true friend.”

    “My pleasure, Master Jaspan.”

    It took another nineteen days to reach Aravad, and by then the ground was blanketed with a cubit of snow. Karvik looked at it and shook his head.

    “If the gap isn’t closed by now, it will be by the time we get to Kel’Kavin. Sorry, Stave, but we can’t risk going up there.”

    Stavin grumbled but eventually nodded. “So we continue to Twin Bridges after I speak to the Council.”

    They stayed with the caravan all the way to the Zel’Kaudell compound. Once Rahlina was inside, Stavin veered off, leading his men to the Rowan Tree Inn.

    “Prince Stavin, it’s wonderful to see you again,” Innkeeper Bel’Jeffrin said as he came out to the porch. “I’ll send Varan and Seldar out to help with the horses.”

    Stavin nodded and guided Tru around the inn. Tru knew these stables from Stavin’s many trips to Aravad, and soon she was standing in a stall, placidly munching hay and grain. Stavin let the inn’s boys see to the pack animals while he took his own bags inside.

    Terrel Bel’Jeffrin met him as he came through the door. “It’s late in the year, Prince Stavin. May I ask what brings you up to Aravad in the snow?”

    “Going home, Terrel. We’ve been in Reynadia and the lower kingdoms all year negotiating treaties.”

    Terrel bowed deeply. “I’ve heard some of the announcements. I understand there is going to be a new tax on goods entering Kavadia.”

    “That’s the treaty,” Stavin agreed.

    Terrel bowed deeply again. “I heard some wild stories about you as well, Prince Stavin. A minstrel was in here claiming that you are the Blessed of Arandar now, on top of everything else.”

    Stavin sighed. “True. All too true, Terrel.”

    Terrel stepped back and went to his knees, bowing until his forehead touched the floorboards. “Blessed One, you honor us.”

    Stavin made a rude sound and said, “Oh, would you please get up? You know me better than that.”

    Terrel climbed to his feet, then bowed again. “Will your usual suite be sufficient, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Yes, and no more displays like that. It’s embarrassing.”

    “As you command, Prince Stavin.”

    The Rowan Tree was large enough to house Stavin’s party in comfort, and nearly empty at this time of year. Stavin said, “Terrel, don’t double up my men if you don’t have to. They’ve been sharing rooms for most of this trip. Plan on us being here for six days.”

    Terrel’s eyes lit at the mention of a full house at this time of year, then he bowed and said, “As you wish, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik was at Stavin’s shoulder and asked, “Why?”

    “I think I’m going to be very busy with the Trader’s Council and Guild for at least five days, and maybe a sixth as well. I’m only going to need one team at a time, and I want the men to have a little privacy.”

    Karvik chuckled. “You too?”

    “I’m never alone, Kar. I feel Arandar’s presence even more acutely here for some reason. Besides, you know me. The moment my head hits a pillow I’m gone.”

    Karvik chuckled then walked away. Terrel had Stavin’s suite ready in moments, and Stavin went up to bathe. He’d soaked a few saddle-sores into submission by the time Karvik joined him.

    “Everything’s arranged, Stave. Terrel said that food fit for a prince would be ready soon.”

    Stavin shook his head and asked, “Oh, Gods Above, what is he fixing now?”

    It turned out that Terrel was fixing something that he knew Stavin really did like: venison stew. Hard-crusted sourdough rolls, sweet butter, and the best beer in Aravad completed the meal, and Stavin could hardly wait for Karvik to give the nod.

    “Oh, Terrel, this is truly magnificent,” Stavin managed to say between bites.

    “Excellent,” Karvik agreed. “You’d make the cooks in the Reynadian palace jealous.”

    “And their brewer,” Varik said as he sipped his beer. “Reynadian beer is too thin. This is real beer.”

    Terrel bowed deeply, then saw to the rest of their men. Stavin grinned at Karvik. “He knows me so well.”

    “We’ve been here often enough. When do you think the Traders are going to summon you?”

    Stavin shook his head. “Tomorrow at the earliest. They’re going to want to question Jaspan first, and maybe Rahlina as well. They both know the story well enough to fill in the council on what really happened rather than what some minstrel or bard made up.”

    Karvik chuckled and ordered two more beers. When Varik looked at him he said, “You take the watch at mid night, Var. No fuzzy or aching heads for you or your men.”

    Varik bowed slightly, then looked at his mug. Shaking his head he downed it in one gulp, then stood and said, “Good night until mid night.”

    “Good night, Var,” Stavin said as Varik walked away. Turning to Karvik he asked, “And what about you?”

    “We’re going to the council with you, if you go, and we both know how late in the day they convene. This is my last one anyway.”

    Stavin nodded and sipped his beer, but his eyes were continuously scanning the room. “I don’t know what it is, Kar, but I feel like something is watching me.”

    “Someone nearby?” Karvik asked.

    “I don’t know if it’s a someone or something. I just feel like--I feel like Charvil is watching me. Like the Warmaster is judging me.”

    Karvik looked closely at Stavin, then shook his head. “Let me know if it gets worse.”

    Stavin went up to his suite and shucked himself out of his mail, but kept his under padding on. It wasn’t that he thought it would be necessary; the room was just cold.

    Stavin’s sleep was troubled by dreams of the past. Vaskan at its height spread out before him. Great warrior kings led their people in conquest after conquest. Stavin twisted in his sleep, fearing something he couldn’t name. Finally, the dream took on a familiar feel. He was the king, the emperor, and the Gods Below commanded him to sacrifice--

    Stavin sat bolt upright in his bed, shouting, “No!”

    Varik burst into the room, sword in one hand and a lamp in the other. He demanded, “What’s wrong?” Before Stavin found his voice Karvik bulled his way into the room and demanded the same thing.

    Stavin finally caught his breath and said, “It was Him again. The Evilest One. It was the same old dream from when I was carrying those thrice damned amulets.”

    Varik asked, “Stave, how can he touch you now with Arandar’s blessing?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t know, Var. I just don’t know.”

    Karvik patted his shoulder and said, “Go back to sleep if you can, Stave. It’s still about twelve spans ‘til first light.”

    Stavin made himself lay down, but he couldn’t close his eyes. Something in Aravad was triggering those same old feelings of dread. Those same old feelings of being pursued, hunted, driven into a trap.

    He finally gave up and climbed out of bed. He squirmed back into his mail, then pulled on a set of fine clothes. He’d lost enough weight on the trip across Kavadia that they fit snugly but not too tightly.

    Varik was startled when he opened the door. “Are you all right?”

    “Yes, I’m fine. I just have to get up. Come on down to the common room and have a cup of kava with me.”

    Varik walked down the stairs beside Stavin and they took a seat at a table. Another of the guards brought both of them kava, and Stavin thanked the man before taking a sip.

    “For the last few days the feel of the Gods has been getting stronger. It’s like Rey, with the temples. I am very aware of every one of them.”

    “What can we do about it?”

    “Nothing.” Stavin sighed. “Not one damn thing.”

    They were still sitting there when Terrel came out of the kitchen. “Oh, Prince Stavin, you’re up early. What can I fix for you?”

    “Eggs, ham, and fried tubers with onions.”

    Terrel laughed. “One Prince Stavin Special coming right up.”

    Varik said, “Two.”

    “Three,” Karvik added from the stairs. “And kava. Lots of kava.”

    Terrel chuckled and bowed to Karvik as he said, “Of course, Major Kel’Carin. Of course.”

    Karvik sat down and asked, “How long have you been up?”

    Stavin shrugged. “Six, maybe eight spans. You?”

    “Never went back to sleep. I kept thinking about our second expedition, and those amulets.”

    Stavin nodded and sipped his kava. “Same here.”

    Terrel returned with fresh kava, and for a wonder Karvik didn’t test it. “Go ahead, Stave. It isn’t as if you haven’t already been drinking it all night.”

    Stavin chuckled as he picked up his cup. “While we’re here I want to go out to the warehouse and check in with Landon and the rest.”

    Karvik nodded. “And see who the elders sent down for the winter?”

    Stavin nodded. “That too.”

    Their morning meal arrived soon after, and Stavin sat back as Karvik tested it. Terrel was standing at Stavin’s side, but he was relaxed. Karvik took a small bite of everything on the plate, then nodded and pushed it over to Stavin.

    All three of them ate without speaking, and soon the rest of their men joined them. Sergeant Zel’Fordan’s team took the watch, and Varik sent his men to bed.

    “You too, Var,” Karvik said when Varik looked like he was going to stay.

    Varik just nodded and stood up. “Good night to you both.” With that he turned away and went up the stairs.

    Karvik looked at Stavin and nodded toward his plate. “Done?”

    “Yep. Let’s get the horses and ride over. It’s a long way on foot.”

    Karvik nodded and led the way out of the inn, then turned around and came right back inside. “Gods Above, it’s cold out there.”

    Stavin was nodding. “I felt it. So, how about staying inside until Arandar warms things up a little?”

    Karvik said, “Good idea,” as his men nodded their agreement.

    Stavin returned to the same table and sat down. He grabbed his cup and sipped, but the kava had already cooled. He looked around, but none of the servants was in the room so he just got up and freshened his cup himself. Karvik was right beside him.

    Karvik muttered, “At least the kava is hot.” Stavin chuckled and led the way back to their table.

    Stavin took the time to go up and change into his full armor, then rejoined his men. They remained in the common room until Arandar had been up for five spans before braving the outdoors again. It was still cold, but not as bad.

    Stavin took a moment to check on all the horses. Someone had moved all the pack horses into the stable center aisle. They seemed to be fine, so he went to Tru’s stall.

    “Ready to go out for a bit, girl?” he asked. She shook her mane at him in answer and he laughed. He saddled her, then looked around. The ten men of Karvik’s team were also saddling their horses.

    When everyone was ready, Stavin nodded to Karvik. Karvik bowed his head slightly and said, “Form up and move out.” The man closest to the stable doors opened them and stood aside to let the others lead their horses past him, then closed the door behind him.

    Karvik commanded, “Mount up,” and once everyone was mounted, “At your convenience, Prince Stavin.” Stavin led the way with Karvik beside him. They both knew the way, so there was no need to speak.

    Aravad in winter was a new experience for all of them. The city was still active. No city as large as Aravad ever completely stopped, no matter what the weather. People who were going about their normal lives hardly paid any attention to the group of riders passing by until they saw Stavin’s golden armor. Then the whispers began.

    “The Blessed One,” was the most common comment. Some people knelt, but others turned and hurried away.

    Karvik said, “I don’t like that.” Stavin nodded, but didn’t say anything. He really didn’t need to.

    They reached the House Kel’Aniston compound and rode straight to the stable. They had barely managed to dismount before ten men came out of the building.

    One man went straight to Stavin and wrapped him in a bear hug, then lifted him from the ground. “It’s about time you got back, Stave. We were getting worried.”

    “Kahn? What are you doing here?”

    “My turn, Stave. Where’s Var?”

    Stavin pointed back the way they had come. “Sleeping back at the Rowan Tree. He had last watch.”

    “I’ll see him tonight. Now you, little brother-in-law, have some explaining to do. What in the five hells is this rumor that you have been blessed by Arandar the Bright?”

    Stavin shook his head. “It’s not just a rumor, Kahn,” Stavin replied as he stripped Tru of her tack. He turned her loose in the paddock and turned back to Kahndar.

    Stavin started walking and Kahndar joined him. Stavin said, “I’ll tell everyone the story inside. It’s too cold out here.”

    Inside the enormous building, they all went up to the top floor. It turned out that Kahn and the others had brought their whole families with them, and Stavin spent two spans being mobbed by his nieces and nephews and their friends.

    Kahndar clapped his hands and said, “Let him up. He has a story to tell.” Everyone calmed down and Stavin began his story.

    At the end he said, “So that’s all of it. I don’t know exactly why Arandar blessed me, but that’s nothing new.”

    “Stave,” Kahndar whispered, “what are you going to do now?”

    Stavin answered in a soft tone, “Go home. I’m going home to Shari and the kids. Anything else will just happen as it happens.”

    One of the other warriors asked, “But what of Arandar’s temple? Are you going to make the worship of Arandar the official religion of Evandia?”

    Stavin shook his head and smiled. “No. I don’t know exactly what He wants, but it’s not that.”

    “Then what will you do?” Varis, Kahndar’s wife, asked.

    “Go back to just being me.”

    Kahndar chuckled. “That would be enough for any man.”

    It wasn’t until their third day in Aravad that the Trader’s Council sent Ahlic Zel’Vandar to very politely invite Stavin to join them.

    “Prince Stavin, this newest transformation of yours has the entire city buzzing. The people from the Zel’Kaudell caravan have been getting roaring drunk telling your story in every inn, tavern, and ale house in the city.”

    Stavin laughed. “Let them. Let them profit a little from this tale. I don’t mind anymore.”

    “You’ve changed that much?”

    Stavin grinned as he bowed slightly. “Yes. That was one of the few things Arandar made clear: He wanted me to stop being so angry all the time. The hurt that made me so touchy about--well, about everything, I guess, is gone. Now, if the traders want to tell my story and maybe make a spark or two, so be it. At least they aren’t minstrels or bards who’ve never even met me.”

    Lord Ahlic bowed, but he was smiling broadly. “I am glad you’ve come to terms with your fame, Prince Stavin. Will you join me and the council?”

    Stavin nodded and stood, as did Lord Ahlic. Varik’s team was on so he and his men formed up as well. Lord Ahlic gave them a questioning look, then shrugged and led the way.

    The walk wasn’t that long, and by now just about everyone in Aravad knew Stavin was there, and the story of his latest exploits. People bowed or knelt as he passed, and there were even a few who followed him. Varik kept everyone at a safe distance, but wasn’t rude about it.

    The ancient palace of the Kings of Kavadia was the home of the Aravad Trader’s Council. Only a few of Varik’s team had been there before, and they thoroughly enjoyed the reaction of the rest.

    Varik posted his men outside the council chamber, but followed Stavin into the room. At Stavin’s puzzled look he simply said, “Orders.” Stavin shrugged, then took the seat that had been left vacant for him.

    “Prince Stavin,” Lord Perrit began as soon as everyone was seated, “we welcome you once again to the council. What title should we use to properly honor you?”

    Stavin stood and bowed. “Prince or Master, as you have in the past, Lord Perrit.”

    “If that is your wish, we will honor it. I have heard from young Jaspan that your negotiations with the kingdoms were successful.”

    Stavin nodded. “They were indeed, Lord Perrit. Coravia, Luxandia, and Reynadia have all agreed to a five percent tax both ways between Kavadia and their kingdoms.” He smiled as the councilors started murmuring. “In addition, the members of the Aravad Trader’s Council have favored trader status that lowers the tax to two and a half percent. Kavadian Traders returning from the other kingdoms will only have to pay half.”

    A woman to Stavin’s left stood and bowed. “How were you able to get that concession, Prince Stavin? We’ve been trying for many, many years with no success.”

    Stavin grinned and shrugged one shoulder. “Coravia and Luxandia were easy. The argument that you, and the Guild, would be able to use the tax money to pay for guardsmen to patrol the border regions and cut down on the bandits was enough. In Reynadia you already had the two and a half percent as Favored Traders. There were other considerations as far as the rest of the tax proposal went. King Alred didn’t want me distracted, so he simply accepted everything I had proposed.”

    “You could have gotten us more concessions. A better deal,” a man down the right-hand side of the table grumbled.

    Stavin shook his head. “No, I couldn’t. Not honorably.” The man looked like he was about to say something else when Lord Ahlic stepped in.

    “Nestan, don’t be an ass,” he snarled.

    “He could have done better by us!” Lord Nestan Zel’Tobran nearly shouted.

    Lord Ahlic leaned forward and replied in a low, tightly controlled tone, “He’s not our Minister of Trade, you fool. Prince Stavin did us a favor by bringing the issue up at all.”

    Lord Zel’Tobran’s mouth opened as if to argue, but snapped shut on whatever he was about to say as he looked around. Every eye in the room was on him, and few of the expressions were friendly. Some were bordering on rage. He shook his head angrily, then sat back and glowered at everyone.

    Lord Perrit looked around the room, then focused on Stavin again. “Prince Stavin, I’d like to digress. Will you tell us the story of your blessing by Arandar? I’ve heard it from Jaspan and Rahlina, but I’ve also heard different versions from other members of their caravan.”

    Stavin bowed his head and began his tale once again. “In southern Reynadia we encountered the town and estate of Aniston. Lady Sahrana--” He told the story in detail, not omitting anything.

    “--so her own goddess destroyed her. I wasn’t going to do the bidding of the Gods Below.”

    “You could have made yourself a king!” one of the younger men blurted out.

    Stavin laughed. “I’ve been a king. Didn’t like it.”

    “Prince Stavin,” Lord Zel’Kaudell said as he stood to glare around the room, “is a member of this council, but he is also a prince of Evandia, and holds royal status in Coravia as well. You will all remember that, and comport yourselves accordingly.”

    Turning to Stavin he bowed deeply. “Please accept my apology on behalf of the council, Prince Stavin.” Stavin bowed his head, so Lord Perrit continued. “Given the nature of your latest change of status, I have to ask how it will change your involvement in Trade?”

    Now Stavin shrugged. “I honestly don’t know, Lord Perrit. A lot will depend on King Kalin’s reaction to the news. He is a fairly devout follower of Lady Sahren, and how he’ll react to me being blessed by Arandar is anybody’s guess.”

    A small woman that Stavin thought he should recognize asked, “Don’t you think he already knows?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t know. I wanted to send him a message from Rey, but I couldn’t get to the Gold Merchants Chapter House. The crowds were unruly, and the commander of my guards was very forceful in his objections to my taking that risk.”

    Lord Ahlic looked at Varik and asked, “How forceful were you?”

    Varik bowed before replying, “I am not the commander, Lord Zel’Vandar. That’s Major Kel’Carin.”

    Lord Ahlic gave Varik an intense look. “I’ve met Karvik Kel’Carin several times. What did he do?”

    “He threatened to sit on Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin looked sideways at Varik and said, “Yeah, and you offered to help.”

    Varik shrugged. “Shari said to do whatever it took to keep you safe.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Just because I have to do everything she says doesn’t mean you have to.”

    “Oh, yes it does,” Varik replied as he moved to look down at Stavin. “You might have married her, but she knows secrets about me.”

    Stavin smiled slyly. “Not all of it is secret anymore, Var.”

    Lord Ahlic said, “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, but who--?” he indicated Varik with one hand.

    “My brother-in-law. Shari’s little brother.”

    Lord Ahlic chuckled. “The princess does have a somewhat forceful personality.”

    “She’s mean, Lord Ahlic. She’s just plain mean.”

    Lord Ahlic chuckled. “I have found her charming the few times we’ve met. But I’ll grant you have a different, more intimate view of her than I do. The Gods Above know my little sister and I have had our share of battles.”

    Stavin nodded as Varik bowed. Stavin said, “Honored Councilors, I will be continuing on to Evandia in two more days. I will make myself available if you have any more questions concerning trade or the treaties. For now, if you will excuse me, I have issues with my House that require my attention.” He stood and bowed slightly, and all the councilors stood and returned the bow deeply.

    Stavin left the council chamber with Varik at his side. “That was abrupt, Stave. What’s going on?”

    “I’m not sure. It’s just that the feeling of being watched got a lot stronger. Whoever it is took more interest when that woman asked about Kalin’s reaction.”

    “So what are you going to do now?”

    Stavin grinned up at Varik. “What I said. There actually is something I need to do for House Kel’Aniston. I thought of it when I finally recognized that tiny woman.”

    “You recognized her?”

    “Yes. She’s a Grain Merchant. I bought part of our spring supplies from her before we went against the Andarian Army.” He laughed. “That seems so long ago. I’m going to designate Landon, or whoever is running House Kel’Aniston, as my Council Representative. That way I’ll have a voice without having to come up here.”

    “Isn’t that something for the council to decide?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, I need a magistrate. This has to be legally binding. I essentially have to give over full control and authority for the Kavadian branch of Kel’Aniston to my manager.”

    “That’s putting a lot of faith in him.”

    Stavin shrugged. “I think it’s well placed. Besides, I already did the same thing for Corrine and all the others.”

    Stavin led Varik out of the ancient palace and then toward the west. “Magistrates here are an odd lot. They have authority outside the control of the Traders’ Guild. They’re one of the few groups in Kavadia that do.”

    “There always has to be an outsider to say ‘No’ to the king.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Essentially.” They continued on with Varik’s team in a double file behind them.

    The building that held the Aravadian Magistrates wasn’t impressive. It was old and in disrepair, and Varik placed a hand on Stavin’s shoulder to stop him.

    “This can’t be right,” he murmured in a suspicious tone.

    Stavin shook his head and replied, “Unfortunately, this is a symptom of the low level of respect that Kavadians have for their magistrates.”

    Varik shook his head but didn’t say anything. The entire group entered the building and found an elderly woman sitting behind a desk. She looked up and froze as her eyes widened.

    “Prince Stavin. I heard you were back in town.”

    Stavin grinned. “Greeting, Melanis. I need to see one of the magistrates.”

    The woman bowed her head, then backed away from her desk. She did not, however, stand. She rolled back in a chair that had a set of wheels on it. Once she passed through a door, Varik turned to Stavin.

    “Did you see that?”

    Stavin smiled. “Yes, I saw. The Healers say they can’t do anything for her back. Some things are beyond even the Healer Adepts. That chair lets her continue her work and support herself.”

    “So you know her? No, never mind, she knew you on sight and didn’t fall to her knees.”

    Stavin smiled up at Varik as he replied, “Ahlic brought me here years ago when I established House Kel’Aniston and introduced us. She’s originally from House Fel’Vandar. She manages the magistrates’ schedule.”

    “But--”

    Stavin shook his head. “Her back is broken, not her mind. Be careful, Var. Her wit is sharper than your sword.”

    Melanis returned and said, “Magistrate Zel’Morvan will see you now, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed, then led Varik to the back. “Just you, Var. Everyone else remain here.” Varik glanced over his shoulder, but didn’t have to give the order. All of the guardsmen had already moved toward the walls.

    The back of the building looked better than the front. The walls were still obviously old, but someone had at least cleaned them. Stavin walked into an open door and stopped.

    “Greetings, Magistrate Zel’Morvan.”

    The man standing behind the desk bowed deeply. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Prince Stavin. How may I be of service?”

    Stavin bowed his head. “Magistrate Zel’Morvan, I am seeking to make the manager of House Kel’Aniston my representative on the Council.”

    “That is a standard practice, Prince Stavin. I have the appropriate document--hmm, I thought I had it--Ah, there it is,” he finally said as he pulled a rolled parchment from a cubby and flattened it out. “All I need is your representative’s name and your signature.”

    Stavin turned the document around toward himself and filled in Landon’s name, then signed and sealed the document. “There we are,” he said as he turned it back around.

    The magistrate signed his name and title, then sealed over his signature and Stavin’s. “There we are, Prince Stavin. That will be two gold crowns.”

    Varik blurted, “Two!”

    Stavin put a hand on Varik’s arm to calm him down. “That’s about what I expected.”

    “But two gold crowns for a piece of parchment?”

    “Yep. Magistrate Zel’Morvan, thank you for your time.”

    The magistrate bowed as Stavin turned away and left the room. All of the guards joined on them as they walked out into the street.

    Varik looked down at Stavin and frowned. “Stave, that’s ridiculous.”

    “You should try a magistrate in Twin Bridges. This,” he held up the parchment, “would have cost twice as much there.”

    Varik asked, “Really?” in a stunned tone.

    “Really. That’s one of the many reasons they say you can buy justice in Evandia. And everywhere else for that matter. Only people who can afford a magistrate go to them. The poor, or even the not-so-wealthy hesitate to approach magistrates just about everywhere. It’s seldom worth what they charge. Remember the story of the five crowns worth of gold and silver I got in Twin Bridges my first visit?”

    Varik nodded as his eyebrows drew down. “Yes, vaguely.”

    Stavin grinned. “That was only half of what the magistrate charged those two traders. He kept the other five gold crowns.”

    Varik shook his head and whispered, “Being a magistrate pays good.”

    Stavin let loose a heavy sigh. “Yes, but you have to know somebody in the Ministry of Justice to get an appointment. That’s why you never see anything but Chosen magistrates.”

    Varik shook his head but remained silent. Stavin was taking them out of town again, to the Kel’Aniston Trading House. When they arrived, Stavin gathered everyone together.

    “My friends, I have a commission for Landon.” He held up the parchment. “This document makes Landon my representative on the Council, with my proxy so he can cast Kel’Aniston’s vote.”

    Landon stood and took the document from Stavin’s hand and bowed. “Thank you, Prince Stavin. But why now?”

    Stavin raised both hands to shoulder level in an armored shrug. “I’m not certain, but I think it’s going to be even harder for me to get up here now that Arandar has blessed me. At a guess, I’d say the demands on my time are going to double, if not more. I need a presence on the Council to speak for House Kel’Aniston on my behalf.” Turning toward the other traders, he smiled.

    “Landon has my full faith and confidence concerning any and all issues pertaining to the management of the Kavadian Branch of House Kel’Aniston. This is really something I should have done a long time ago, but,” he paused to give everyone a bashful grin, “I liked having an excuse to sneak away for twenty or more days and come up here.”

    Now he shook his head and looked at the floor. “But Arandar’s blessing is changing that. While I don’t want to re-establish Arandar’s temple in Twin Bridges, I don’t think I’m going to be given a choice. Someone, possibly even King Kalin himself, is going to make an issue of it, and I might not be able to say no.”

    “Your pardon, Prince Stavin,” one of the younger traders said as he stepped forward and bowed, “but how can they make you do anything you don’t want to do?”

    “The same way parents everywhere get their grown children to do something they don’t want to do: Guilt.”

    “Against you?” the young man asked.

    “Yes. Just because I have a title and glowing armor doesn’t mean my parents, including my adoptive father, can’t manipulate me. Even Karvik’s mother can still get me to jump with just a word.”

    “Or a raised eyebrow,” Varik muttered.

    Stavin laughed. “Oh, yes,” he agreed and looked around. “If there are issues that Landon doesn’t feel confident dealing with, he can still call on me. This just gives us a more active role in determining how Trade in Kavadia is going to be handled.”

    “But what if something happens to Landon?” a young woman asked.

    “Then I’ll designate someone else.”

    Landon stepped forward and swept the room with a glance. His age was showing in his gray hair, but he was still a tall, muscular man. “Prince Stavin is not doing anything unusual. Half of the Houses on the Aravad Council are represented by traders from the houses rather than the owners.  These procedures are as old as the council.”

    Stavin bowed slightly to Landon. “I am planning on leaving in two days. If you have any questions, you know where we’re staying.”

    Everyone bowed to Stavin, then he headed toward the door. His guardsmen formed up behind him and they left the compound. Stavin noticed that Kahndar was walking beside Varik, but he just smiled.

    Stavin went to his room and laid back on the bed. The feeling of being watched was making him nervous. He looked at the ceiling and asked, “Is this really necessary?” There was no answer, of course.

    A knock at his door made him sit up and say, “Come,” automatically.

    The door opened and the guard said, “Prince Stavin, your presence is requested downstairs.”

    Stavin could hear the sound of shouting and said, “Help me armor up,” as he started putting on his plate. The guard did as he was asked, and when Stavin was ready he fell in at Stavin’s shoulder.

    The voices got louder as they descended, finally becoming a roar when Stavin was seen on the stairs. The entire royal guard contingent was formed up at the base of the stairs to keep dozens of people back.

    A voice shouted, “Blasphemer!” and a pair of antique shears was thrown through the air, only to bounce off Stavin’s armor. That attack, however, was enough for the royal guards.

    Karvik bellowed, “Protect the prince!” and the guardsmen advanced, their armored fists driving people toward the door like drovers herding cattle.

    Someone screamed, “Lebawan take you all!” and something reacted. Power muffled the noise and suppressed the people, driving them to their knees in agony. Even the royal guards were driven to their knees. And so was Stavin.

    There were no words. There was just a feeling of power that was more than Stavin had ever felt, even from Arandar. And behind that power was pain. It was gone in an instant. Stavin scrambled to his feet as soon as he could, looking around as his guardsmen did the same. Everyone was panting and pale, but functional. The people who had been screaming were now whimpering as they crawled for the door.

    Karvik climbed the stairs slowly, using his arms to pull himself up the handrail as if his legs alone weren’t capable of the task. “Are you all right, Stave?”

    “Yeah.” Stavin was catching his breath quickly. “What was that?”

    “Arandar?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t think so. Arandar has been an overwhelming force every time He has touched me, but that was different. That was more powerful. And it was--Oh, Gods Below, Kar, I recognize it now. That was Esho-you-know. Aravad was part of Vaskan, and I’d bet there was an ancient temple of the Evilest One somewhere near here. We’re in the southern part of the city.”

    “So you think He is the one who has been watching you?”

    “Yes, and the rest as well. Kar, if there was a river here in ancient times, this could be Klamath.”

    Karvik looked around, then shook his head. “No, Klamath was in an ancient lake bed. Aravad is in the high plains. No lake ever stood here. Nice idea, though.”

    Stavin nodded. “But we know this was part of Vaskan, and Esho was worshiped here.”

    “But why would He protect you?”

    Stavin slowly descended into the common room and took a seat. “I don’t think He was. I was hit as hard as you were. I think it was the mention of Leb by one of his priests that caused that reaction. Arandar and the Gods Above don’t react to Sahren and Leb, but that doesn’t mean the Gods Below won’t. Especially if one of their temples was here.”

    Karvik looked around and said, “All of you heard that. Watch your mouths and don’t mention the Younger Gods even in passing.”

    Turning back toward Stavin he nodded. “Are you sure we need to stay two more days?”

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, I think so. There are a few more matters of Trade to deal with. You can start getting the men ready. Find a hand of street-kids to give all of the horses a thorough currying. Except Tru. I’ll take care of Tru myself.”

    Karvik gave Stavin a sour glance. “And how much are you going to overpay them?”

    Stavin grinned. “You know me too well. A silver crown each, plus at least one good hot meal.”

    “A spark would be more appropriate. Very well, I know better than to waste time trying to change your mind.”

    After the mid day meal Stavin went out to tend Tru. She was openly glad to see him, and he saw why: Karvik was in the stall with his Chana.

    “Taking care of your sweetheart, Kar?”

    Karvik laughed and kissed Chana’s nose. “Of course. She’s the prettiest woman I know who Orana isn’t jealous of.”

    Stavin shook his head as he laughed, then went to Tru. “How’s my darling?” he asked as he ran his hands down both sides of her neck. Tru nuzzled him, and he laughed as he brought out an apple. “You know I always bring you something,” he laughed as he twisted the apple in half for her. Tru munched contentedly as Stavin began currying her sides.

    Stavin was almost finished when Karvik whispered, “Stave, behind you.”

    Stavin turned slowly to find six youths kneeling just outside Tru’s stall. They were evenly divided between boys and girls, though it was a little hard to tell with their heavy coats on.

    “Have you completed your task?” he asked in a gentle tone.

    “We have, Blessed Prince Stavin,” one of the older girls answered.

    One of the boys added, “All of your pack-horses are curried, Blessed One. The royal guardsmen told us not to touch their horses.”

    “Royal guardsmen tend to our own mounts,” Karvik replied.

    Stavin had pulled his pouch out and was counting coins while he spoke. “Each of you step forward and hold out your hand.” Each child did, and Stavin placed a coin in each palm, then closed the hand around it. “Go home now. I’m sure your families are going to appreciate your efforts.”

    “Blessed One?” the smallest girl said in a soft, frightened tone. “You made a mistake.” She held her hand out to show Stavin the gold Reynadian crown in her palm. All the children immediately looked at their coins, but there was no silver among them.

    Karvik shook his head and sighed, then said, “I should have known.”

    Stavin smiled and reached out, closing the girl’s hand over the coin. “I don’t make mistakes like that, child. Go home with your treasure and see that your family is fed.” Looking around he said, “All of you go home now, and let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield you from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill your souls.”

    The girl backed away with a look of pure worship on her face, then turned and ran out of the stables with the rest close behind her. Karvik laughed.

    “That will feed their families for quite a while, Stave.”

    “As intended,” Stavin answered.

    “It’s also going to enhance your legend. But you shouldn’t have done it.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Why not? At least this story will be close to true.”

    Karvik shook his head. “Not that, Stave. You shouldn’t have done it because now everyone you meet is going to expect a gold crown.”

    Stavin laughed, then turned and caressed Tru’s neck. “What do you think, Tru?” She shook her head, then nuzzled his face. “Well, at least you think I’m right.”

    Karvik shook his head as he closed Chana’s stall. “I need some hot kava.”


    Chapter 35

    THE DAY WAS JUST BEGUN WHEN Stavin led his men out of Aravad. It was cold enough that he’d purchased a large wool blanket for each horse and they made a surprising sight as they left the city.

    Karvik was still laughing about it as the sun illuminated the group. “You couldn’t have at least gotten them all the same color?”

    Stavin laughed as he looked back. The blankets on the pack horses were plain, un-dyed wool, but the rest were in every imaginable color. Tru was covered in a delightful pink, while Chana was in bright green.

    They traveled at a brisk pace, making far better time than usual. Four days delivered them to the Evandian border. The border guards passed them in silence after confirming Stavin’s identity, but their expressions said volumes. And apparently quite amusing volumes at that.

    Stavin kept them at a brisk pace until they reached Kolovad late the second day in Evandia. Their reception was not what Stavin wanted.

    “B-B-Blessed One,” the guard at the city gate stammered.

    Stavin sighed. “Yes, Guard.”

    “Prince Stavin, welcome home,” another voice said, and Stavin looked around to find a tall army captain striding toward him.

    Stavin nodded in acknowledgment, but Karvik answered. “Captain Zel’Nervan. Now that’s a surprise.”

    Stavin turned toward Karvik and asked, “Kar?”

    Karvik laughed. “He was a fresh lieutenant with the pacification force.”

    Stavin looked surprised and said, “Oh. Captain Zel’Nervan, we’re in need of a large inn.”

    The captain bowed deeply and replied, “I will be happy to escort you, Prince Stavin. The Alder Tree Royal Inn is almost all the way across the city, but it is the finest Kolovad has to offer.”

    “I didn’t know Kolovad had a royal inn.”

    Karvik answered, “I didn’t either, but it makes sense. This was one of the ancient imperial roads. I bet if we found a map from that era there would have been a complete series of royal inns between Twin Bridges and Aravad, just like the ones between Twin Bridges and Moravad.”

    “And up to Saravad in Farindia and Deralvad in Andaria. And towns around each of them.” Stavin shook his head sadly. “We lost so much after Dandarshandrake left us.”

    Karvik nodded, but didn’t say anything. It was an old wound on the souls of all their peoples. Everyone who had once called the Luxandian Empire home had lost so much.

    The Alder Tree Royal Inn was one of the smaller, ancient inns. Stavin guessed that it was as old as Kolovad itself, and was probably at the heart of the original city.

    Captain Zel’Nervan led Stavin up the steps just as a panicked-looking woman came out of the doors. “Prince Stavin, I am so terribly ashamed. I received no notice of your arrival. I have but poor fare to offer you.”

    Stavin shook his head as he replied, “As long as it’s hot it will be fine.”

    Captain Zel’Nervan said, “Prince Stavin, this is Innkeeper Delinda Fel’Kanis.”

    “Innkeeper Fel’Kanis,” Stavin replied, “we need to see to our horses. It’s too cold to leave them without cover. Can your stable accommodate them?”

    “Your forgiveness, Prince Stavin, but no. We can only provide for twelve horses.”

    The captain stepped into Stavin’s line of sight and bowed slightly. “The Army stables can accommodate the rest of your horses, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. Tru and the horses from Karvik’s team will remain here. The rest will go to the Army stables. Lieutenant Kel’Horval,” he turned and made sure Varik was paying attention, “see to it that all the horses are properly cared for. Let the Army handlers see to the pack animals.” Turning back toward the captain, Stavin said, “Please escort them to the stables and invite your commanding officer and his staff to join me at the evening meal.”

    The captain snapped to attention, then bowed. “At once, Prince Stavin.” He led off with two-thirds of the royal guardsmen behind him, and Stavin turned his attention back toward the innkeeper.

    “There. Now where are your stables, Innkeeper Fel’Kanis?” The innkeeper silently bowed, then led off around the building. Stavin led Tru behind her, and Karvik led his men behind Stavin.

    Stavin dismissed the innkeeper to return to her kitchen, then took his time stabling Tru. He saw to her food and water first, then gave her a thorough currying.

    Karvik saw what he was doing and asked, “How much time are you giving her?”

    “Two or three spans. Long enough to get food from some of the other inns we passed.”

    Karvik chuckled and continued tending his Chana. When Stavin was finally satisfied with Tru’s coat he draped the blanket over her and tied it under her neck and belly. All around him the rest of the royal guardsmen were doing the same.

    When everyone was ready, Stavin led the way to the inn. The common room was deserted except for the balance of the royal guardsmen and the innkeeper.

    Innkeeper Fel’Kanis rushed toward Stavin saying, “Prince Stavin, I have a somewhat larger selection to offer you now. May I serve you mutton stew, roast bison rump, roast duck, or shredded goat in a tangy sauce?”

    Stavin looked at Karvik, then said, “Roast bison.”

    Karvik added, “With vegetables, and bread and butter.”

    “And hot kava,” Stavin added. “It’s too cold for beer right now.”

    Karvik grinned as he said, “Never thought I’d hear you say that.”

    Stavin laughed and led the way to a table that put his back to the wall. Karvik joined him, as did two of the younger Chosen guardsmen. The innkeeper arrived with their meal and set it in front of Stavin and Karvik, then accepted orders from the others. All around the common room the royal guardsmen were placing orders with the servants. Soon the only sound was that of men eating.

    Karvik said, “It’s only been six days since Aravad. They act like they’re starving.”

    “They act like they’re eating something they didn’t fix themselves,” Stavin replied around a mouthful of meat.

    Karvik laughed. A disturbance at the door turned out to be a group of fifteen officers led by Captain Zel’Nervan.

    The captain led the way to Stavin’s table and bowed. “Prince Stavin, please allow me to present General Bardal Zel’Fordan.”

    “Uncle Bard?” a voice asked, making the general turn around.

    “Av?” the general asked in a stunned tone. “Is that really you?”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan smiled as he took his uncle’s forearm. “It’s wonderful to see you again. When did you take command?”

    “Eight moons ago,” the general answered, then turned back toward Stavin and bowed. “I beg your pardon, Prince Stavin.”

    Karvik took the initiative and looked at the two privates who were sharing their table. “Would you young lords excuse us?” Both men stood and bowed, then left with their plates and mugs.

    Stavin gestured to the now empty chairs and said, “Please join us.”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan bowed slightly and said, “I’ll see you later, Uncle Bard.” Then he bowed to Stavin and backed away.

    The general took the chair opposite Stavin, and a colonel took the seat opposite Karvik. The general introduced the colonel immediately. “Prince Stavin, this is my chief of staff, Colonel Jefral Zel’Kerlan.”

    Stavin nodded to the colonel, then turned his attention back to the general. “General Zel’Fordan, I suspect you’ve heard the rumors.”

    “That you’re the Blessed of Arandar now, on top of everything else? Yes, we’ve heard the rumors.”

    Karvik said, “They’re true.”

    Both officers glared at Karvik. Stavin laughed at their expressions and said, “Only at the heart of the matter, my lords. I have been blessed by Arandar the Bright. I did fight and defeat the Blessed of the Goddess of Terror. Don’t mention the Gods Below by name, Arandar doesn’t like it. But the rest of the ridiculous minstrel tales are just plain old lies.”

    The general looked pensive as he asked, “So the story of you slaying a dragon?”

    Stavin snorted and covered his mouth until he regained control of himself. “Oh, Gods Above, that’s funny.”

    Karvik spoke while Stavin laughed. “The creature was a draiger, not a dragon.”

    “You actually killed a draiger, Prince Stavin?” the colonel asked in a husky tone.

    “No, she was killed by her own Goddess. You see--” Stavin told the whole story as the army officers crowded close. The innkeeper and her staff kept everyone well supplied with food and beverages, and incidentally got the story at the same time.

    “---so with Rey on the Glimmer and the kingdom safe, we begged permission from King Alred to leave. He threw in the ‘Hero of Reynadia’ at the end because I was refusing everything else he was offering.”

    “You are a truly remarkable young man, Prince Stavin,” a woman’s voice said from behind several of the officers.

    The men stepped aside and General Zel’Fordan said, “Prince Stavin, allow me to present Lady Mayor--”

    “--Morvana Zel’Devran,” Stavin completed as he stood and bowed. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Lady Zel’Devran.” He bowed again to the mayor and she bowed in return.

    “Prince Stavin, I arrived at the part of your story just after Arandar the Bright blessed you. Did I miss anything exciting?”

    Stavin shook his head and replied, “No, Lady Morvana, just a minor attack by the priests of Lebawan.”

    “Oh, good,” she said as she poked Colonel Zel’Kerlan’s shoulder with one finger. “You’re in my seat, Jef.”

    The colonel stood and held the chair for the lady mayor. “Thank you. Now, Prince Stavin, what other remarkable feats have you accomplished this year?”

    Stavin took his time telling the rest of the story, with a little help from Karvik and Varik. He ended it with, “--and so we are home at last.”

    The lady mayor was nodding her head sagely. “You have lived up to the wildest hopes and dreams of our good king and princess, Prince Stavin. Now it’s time for me to retire. I thank you for your story,” she said as he bowed her head deeply, “and extend the welcome of the city council. Delinda,” she said to catch the innkeeper’s attention, “the bill comes to me.” The innkeeper bowed deeply but didn’t reply.

    “Jef, help me up,” she commanded and the colonel immediately did her bidding. Seeing the puzzled look on Stavin’s face she said, “He’s my nephew.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head as the lady mayor turned away. General Zel’Fordan bowed as well. “Allow me to extend our welcome as well. My garrison is at your disposal.” He smiled, then turned away and led his men out of the inn.


    Chapter 36

    STAVIN LED HIS MEN OUT OF Kolovad the next morning. He again set a fast pace as they rode toward home. It still took seven days to reach Twin Bridges. They rode through the city of East Bridge, and over the East Bridge into Twin Bridges as the guardsmen and people of the area went to their knees.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “They know.”

    Karvik laughed and replied, “Of course they know.”

    The ride to the palace was a long one. Everywhere they looked, people were falling to their knees and occasionally bowing until their foreheads touched the ground.

    Stavin just ignored them for the most part. He led his men into the palace and around to the stables. Stablemen came out immediately and started taking the horses--then dropped to the ground when they realized who was there.

    Stavin hugged Tru’s neck, then headed for the palace door. Dahvin Zel’Fordal met him there.

    “Stave, what did you do?” he asked in an exasperated tone.

    Stavin laughed and replied, “Just the usual, Dahv. Where are Shari and the kids?”

    “Shari is with Marina in her suite. Most of the people are in court with everyone else. Uncle Kal is waiting for your report.”

    Stavin shook his head, then started walking. “So which rumor am I in the most trouble over?”

    “That you seized a town and took the women as sex-slaves.”

    Stavin looked up at his tall friend and said, “Oh, be serious. You know that one is a lie.”

    “How about you killing a dragon?”

    “Stupid minstrels.”

    Dahvin laughed. “You killed all the high priests and installed your Chosen lords as the ultimate religious authority in Reynadia.”

    “I only killed three priests, and that was in Zel’Kassel when the priests of Lebawan attacked me.”

    Dahvin stopped and grabbed Stavin’s shoulder. “That really happened?”

    “Yes.” Stavin started walking again. “I would have stayed out of it if they hadn’t had a mage.”

    Dahvin continued. “You refused the Reynadian crown?”

    “Wasn’t even offered.”

    “You fathered a child--”

    “No! Though a young girl did offer me her virginity on the way up to Rey on the Glimmer. Var turned her away before I even heard about it.”

    Dahvin laughed. “How about that you went single-handed against the forces of darkness in the ancient temple complex at Rey?”

    “That one’s true,” Karvik rumbled. “Stubborn ass.”

    Dahvin looked at Karvik and asked, “Why didn’t you stop him?”

    “You try to stop him, Dahv. Add in Arandar’s influence on top of his natural tendencies and he’s even more unreasonable.”

    “Hey!”

    “Stow it, Stave. King Kalin would be within his rights to dismiss me from the guard and send me home in disgrace.”

    Stavin grinned. “He knows I’d go with you.”

    “Where?”

    “Darvin’s Port in Coravia. The Zel’Darvin family still owns most of it, and I am a scion of the Zel’Darvin family.”

    Dahvin said, “Did I mention King Teravan and Princess Ellissan are here? He’s not too happy about your latest exploits either.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “Shut up, Kar.” Karvik stopped laughing long enough to point a shaking finger at Stavin, then collapsed against the wall.

    Dahvin put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder and pushed him toward the court. “There are a lot of people waiting to yell at you, Stave. Especially Shari.”

    The doors of the court stood open and Dahvin marched Stavin through without pausing. Inside, filling all but a narrow aisle down the center of the room, were the Chosen lords and ladies of Evandia, dressed in a riot of colors that dazzled the eyes of Stavin and his men after the drab, natural colors of the continent in winter.

    Stavin walked the length of the room, though he was aware that Dahvin had stopped Karvik and the rest just inside the doors. Stavin walked to the base of the dais and went to one knee, but kept his head up.

    “King Kalin,” he began in a clear, strong voice that carried through the room, “I have returned from a successful Trade Mission to Coravia, Luxandia, Reynadia, and Kavadia. We are in agreement as far as Fair Trade and Taxes, in accordance with the instructions I received before I left in the spring.”

    “Indeed,” King Kalin replied. “You are also in violation of your instructions not to engage in any combat.”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Your Majesty, I refrained from all but the most dire of circumstances. I only engaged in combat when I and my abilities were the only hope.”

    “What of the dragon in Reynadia?” Princess Ellissan asked.

    Stavin looked at her and shook his head. “The creature was a draiger, not a dragon, Princess Ellissan. And I didn’t kill her. Her Goddess did.” He smiled and bowed his head to the princess. “Even filled with Arandar’s presence I’m not foolish enough to attack even a baby dragon.”

    “Are you sure about that?” King Teravan asked.

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Yes, Your Majesty, I am certain. I may occasionally play the fool, but nobody is that foolish.”

    King Kalin sat forward and shook his head. “We can’t send you anywhere, can we?”

    Stavin looked up at his adoptive father and shook his head. “I guess not, Your Majesty. And begging your pardon, where is the rest of the family?”

    “In Marina’s suite. She’s been in labor all day.”

    Stavin blurted, “What!” as he stood and stepped toward the dais.

    King Kalin laughed, as did King Teravan. “You didn’t think this was just for you, did you?” King Kalin asked as he waved a hand at the crowd. “We only heard you were back two spans ago.”

    Princess Ellissan shook her head and commanded, “Go get cleaned up, Stavi. You are not touching your new niece smelling like that.”

    Stavin looked at her, then ran up the steps of the dais and clasped her in a tight embrace. “Smelling like what?”

    Princess Ellissan was leaning back, away from Stavin, and her hands were out to the sides like she wanted to push him back, but was afraid to touch him. “Like a horse’s ass, you horrible horse’s ass!”

    Stavin let go and ran to his suite, laughing all the way.

    * * *

    Avrin spent nine spans on Stavin before he was satisfied with his charge’s appearance. The clothes he’d left behind still fit, but Stavin had the gold-on-gold outfit from Aniston retrieved and spruced up for the occasion. Once Avrin would let him out of the suite, he went to Mark and Mary’s suite. He was met at the door by Dahvin.

    “Sorry. Uncle Kal made me do it.”

    Stavin shook his head as he muttered, “His sense of humor will be the death of me yet.”

    Dahvin chuckled. “All of the young princes and princesses are in the royal nursery with Sahrena. Karvik’s brood is there as well. That woman is amazing.”

    “Shari?”

    “And Sora are in with Marina. So is Glora.”

    “So what are we going to do?”

    “Join the rest of the family worrying about things we cannot change.” Dahvin led the way back to the court, but by the royal entrance this time. He found his kings engaged in a game of flip-stones while the expectant father watched, chewing on a fingernail.

    King Kalin didn’t look up as he said, “Find a seat, Stavin. The midwife says it’ll be a while.”

    He said, “Yes, sir,” then went to Markal’s side. “How are you, Mark?”

    “I’ve been through this before. I know I’ve been through this before, so why do I feel like I’ve never been through this before?”

    Stavin didn’t laugh. He remembered the birth of the twins far too well. “She’ll be fine. They’ll be fine. You need to settle down and try to rest. Mary is going to need you soon.”

    Markal nodded and sat in his throne. He muttered, “I feel so useless.”

    Stavin patted his shoulder and walked over to the kings. “With your permission, Your Majesty, I would like to tell the court the truth about this summer.”

    “Go ahead, Stavin,” King Kalin said without looking away from the game. “I’d like to hear it as well.” Stavin walked to the edge of the dais and the room went silent with expectation.

    “My noble lords and ladies, this is the truth about my trade mission to the other kingdoms.” He told the story straight with no omissions or exaggerations.

    It took seven spans of nearly continuous talking to tell it all. “And that is the truth, no matter what lies you’ve heard from the minstrels.”

    The room erupted in shouted questions, but Stavin just bowed and turned away. He found Princess Ellissan sitting in Marina’s throne, gazing at him in rapt attention.

    “So, Stavin, why is it that while you were on your way home from Rey, the Reynadian Ambassador came to us with a proposal of marriage from Prince Daran on the day after the twentieth anniversary of my birth?”

    “You’ll like him and the Reynadian Royal Family, Ellie. He’s less than a year older than you, and, if the maids are to be trusted, he’s cute.”

    “We’ll see. I asked him to come visit next summer. If we agree to a betrothal, you’ll have to come and relinquish your place as my heir.”

    “Speaking of which,” King Teravan said, “Ellie is now officially my heir. You’re no longer next in line to the throne.”

    Stavin turned and bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty. You’ll pardon my saying it, but, thank the Gods Above.”

    * * *

    Princess Rhohanna was born just after the mid night bells rang through the city. Kalin led the extended royal family to the Princess’s Suite. Markal held his daughter and presented her to her family.

    “King Kalin, King Teravan, I am proud to present Princess Rhohanna Carissa Keranis Zel’Andral of Evandia.”

    Stavin waited his turn, but didn’t take the baby from Ellissan’s arms. That feeling was upon him again, and he laid just one finger on her forehead as someone spoke through him to say, “Let the Light of Arandar the Bright shield this child from evil, and let the love of the Gods Above fill her soul.”

    Kalin said, “I thought you weren’t going to do that?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I didn’t.”

    “We just saw you do it, Stavin,” King Teravan said as he glared down at Stavin.

    “It was my finger and voice, but I was not in control. Princess Rho was just blessed by Arandar Himself.”

    Both kings looked stunned, and Kalin said, “Stavin?”

    “I don’t think it’s like what he did to me. I think the greatest of the Gods Above just marked Rhohanna as one of his own.”

    Three days later Stavin took his escort to the temple road and walked into the ancient Temple of Arandar the Bright. Karvik and Shari were with him, and he stopped just inside the entrance.

    “Gods Be--”

    Shari clapped her hand across his mouth. “Don’t you dare, Stavi. Not in here.”

    Stavin nodded and she let go. “You’re right, but look at this place! It’ll take twenty workmen all winter to repair all this damage.”

    “Good thing you’re rich,” Karvik murmured.

    Stavin had to chuckle. “Yes, it’s a good thing I’m rich.”

    They turned around and found the street behind them filled with people. The royal guards immediately formed a wall of flesh and steel to protect Stavin and Shari. At first Stavin was concerned, but then he saw a familiar face in the front.

    “Let me through,” he instructed, pushing between his guards to reach the crowd. When he reached the woman he nodded and said, “Madam Elain, how may I help you?”

    Elain Fel’Carvin the Sixteenth went to her knees and the entire crowd followed her example. “Prince Stavin, my mother knew and valued you as a friend. It is I and my followers who wish to help you.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Please stand, Madam Elain.” He raised his voice and said, “All of you stand. Let Arandar’s light touch your faces.”

    Turning his attention back to Elain he said, “Madam Elain, I am in need of honest workmen to repair Arandar’s temple, and the temples of the other Gods as well.”

    Madam Elain had a startled expression on her face as she looked over her shoulder at the far side of the street. “Even them, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin smiled, but it was Shari who answered. “Elain, it is Stavin’s belief that all ten Gods influence all of us. To deny any of them is to deny our own natures.”

    Stavin nodded and added, “We’re not going to over-do-it on those temples, though.”

    “As you wish, Prince Stavin,” Madam Elain said with just a hint of humor in her eyes.

    “I will pay a fair wage to the workers and craftsmen,” Stavin said in a voice loud enough to be heard down the road. Looking at Elain, he smiled. “And for you as well. I know you run this part of the city.”

    Madam Elain drew herself up to her full height and bowed. “I’ll not personally take a spark from you, Prince Stavin. You are the only royal who has ever treated us with any respect. You and your lovely wife.” She paused and smiled at Shari.

    “If you will give me a time, I will bring the leaders of six good work crews to speak to you and bargain on a price that will be fair for all involved.”

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “The day after tomorrow is the next day the Council doesn’t meet. Have them assess what the job will entail, then bring them to the palace at mid morning. Then I’ll show you what I’ve learned about bargaining.” Madame Elain bowed deeply, as did everyone on the street, then she led them away.

    “Prince Stavin,” one of the guardsmen murmured, “you know that woman?”

    “Her mother and I were friends,” Stavin replied without looking, “and her daughter has complete control of the Kel’Aniston Trading House in Evandia.”

    Turning to look up at the man, he tilted his head to the side. “Without Madam Elain’s help, her mother, not that one, I wouldn’t have been there to save King Kalin that first time. And it was the elder Madam Elain who warned me about that attack on the palace.”

    Turning to grin up at Karvik he quipped, “You know, in their own way, the Fel’Carvins are as loyal to Evandia as anyone.”

    “Oh, Gods Above, Stave!” Karvik laughed. “Don’t let her hear you say that!”

    * * *

    King Kalin called his council to order and stood to speak before anyone could say anything. Stavin and Shari were back in their seats as Minister of Trade and Assistant, and he stared at them in silence for a moment, then shook his head.

    “The first order of business is Trade. Late yesterday Prince Stavin came to me and requested permission to resign as Minister of Trade.” There was a sound of shocked negation from several of the Ministers, but several others were nodding in satisfaction.

    King Kalin let them react for a moment before continuing. “I have agreed to his request. The latest change in Stavin’s fate has caused far too much turmoil. Therefore, as of tomorrow, Master Trader Zel’Kardym will be taking his place.”

    “Your Majesty, what will Prince Stavin be doing instead?”

    “That will be up to him,” the king replied with a smile for his son. “Given his record of accomplishments, I’m sure he’ll find something to keep himself busy.”

    Stavin stood and bowed to the king. “Your Majesty, Shari and I thank you. Arandar’s blessing has become an impediment to my ability to negotiate. Everyone keeps collapsing and just agreeing to anything I propose. That is not good for Trade, and it’s not good for Evandia.”

    Shari stood and put her arm around Stavin’s shoulders. “Rest assured, we will not be idle. I don’t think either of us could ever stay idle for long.” She smiled at Kalin and Markal.

    Markal stood and bowed his head. “Whatever the Gods have in store for Stavin, I’m sure it is not sitting idle as the world passes him by.”


    Afterward

    THE WINTER PASSED QUICKLY FOR STAVIN and Shari. Every fifth day they went to the temples and checked the workmen’s progress. Madam Elain’s influence had the workmen giving the project a little more effort than they might have otherwise done, but Stavin simply nodded as he surveyed how much they’d completed.

    Because he’d decided to refurbish all ten temples, he was employing over a thousand workers, men and women alike, though he’d objected to the age of some of them on his first visit.

    “Why are there children here?” he’d asked the leader of one of the work crews.

    “Don’t worry, Prince Stavin, they’re not getting but a fifth of the pay we’re giving their parents.”

    “That’s not what I mean,” Stavin said as he looked at the man. “Why aren’t they in school?”

    “School, Prince Stavin? These are the children of Common Clan workers, not Chosen.”

    Stavin clenched his teeth in anger, but didn’t say anything else. He knew that one spark every five days would help those children’s families. It was more than they earned out on the farms around Twin Bridges during the warm months, but Scribe Stavin couldn’t help feeling that these children should be in school. On their second visit, he and Shari did something about it.

    Stavin arrived in a large carriage with Shari and their servants. The temples were all progressing nicely, but none of them were complete enough for what he had planned--except the memorial to Mary Death.

    Shalamis Zel’Fordan met them on the steps and bowed. “Prince Stavin, the chairs and braziers are arranged as you requested.”

    “Thank you, Shalamis,” Shari said as she led Sindal past. “This will do nicely,” she murmured as she surveyed the temple.

    Shalamis asked, “What are you up to?” in a suspicious tone.

    Shari laughed. “Going back to our roots: We’re going to teach school.”

    “In here?” Shalamis asked in a stunned whisper.

    “Well, we’re starting with history, and the Legend of Mary Death is as good a place to start as any.”

    Shalamis looked around. There were thirty-seven chairs arranged in a semi-circle around several braziers. “But who are you going to teach?” she demanded in an exasperated tone.

    Stavin and Shari laughed and walked out, only to return a short time later with a gaggle of children behind them: Children dressed in warm working clothes.

    Shari laughed at the expression on Shalamis’ face. “We’re teaching the children of our workers. We’re teaching the future of Twin Bridges.”

     


     


     


    END OF BOOK FIVE

     


     


    This concludes the adventures of Stavin Kel’Aniston.

     



    Author’s Notes

     


    I have been asked a number of questions over the years about what certain things mean. The most common is about the Gods Above and Below. In this book, I explained the layout of the Temple Circle in Rey, but North and South don’t really explain Above and Below. The Gods Above are represented by celestial objects: Sun, Large Moon, Small Moon, Constellation of the Lamb, and Constellation of the Cube. The Gods Below are represented by planet bound objects: Dessert of Pain, Mountains of Fear, Mountains of Sorrow, Sea of Anger, Swamp of Confusion. So, literally, Gods Above and Below.
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    GODS ABOVE & BELOW

     


    Arandar the Bright--Father God--Sun

    Sahrana the Just--Mother Goddess--Large Moon

    Alankarah the Kind--Family God--Small Moon

    Mariniva the Beautiful--Lover Goddess & Fertility--Constellation of the Lamb

    Ordendershandaram--God of Order--Constellation of the Cube

    -----------------------------------------------

    Kaysandershandaram--God of Chaos--Swamp of Confusion

    Nokavala--Goddess of Anger--Sea of Anger

    Omalaha--God of Storms--Cyclone--Mountains of Sorrow

    Ravashanal--Goddess of Terror--Screaming Face--Mountains of Fear

    Eshokanal--God of Pain--Broken Skull--Dessert of Pain

     


     


     


    The Moons (Months) on Dracana

    1. The Winter Moon

    2. The Ice Moon

    3. The Hungry Moon

    4. The Planter’s Moon

    5. The Breeder’s Moon

    6. The Maiden’s Moon

    7. The Fisher’s Moon

    8. The Herder’s Moon

    9. The Picker’s Moon

    10. The Harvest Moon

    11. The Crone’s Moon

    12. The Frost Moon

    13. The Snow Moon

     


    Twenty-eight days in each moon plus the eleven days of the Mid Winter Festival for a total of 375 Days per Year.
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