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    Prelude

    THE EVANDIAN MINISTER OF THE INTERIOR’S face was dark red as he pounded on the council table with one fist and shouted, “King Kalin, this is an act of war! We cannot allow the Andarians to get away with raiding our territories like this!” 

    “We have no proof that it was anything but bandits, Lord Zel’Lamal,” the Minister of Trade shouted back, just as loudly. “The Army patrol didn’t capture even one prisoner to question, so we can’t even be certain which kingdom they came from.” 

    Another minister rose and shouted, “These raids have been going on for years, and we’ve done nothing to stop them!” as he waved his arms in the air.

    “We’ve killed our share of the raiders,” the General of the Armies of Evandia said in a soft voice that served to quiet the others. He remained seated and looked around the room, his piercingly blue eyes locking on each of the other Ministers before continuing. “They’ve killed their own wounded to keep them from talking. That in itself is telling.” His hair was still mostly brown, but the hair on his temples was strikingly white against his well-tanned face. Lord General Zel’Fordal’s words carried a lot of weight in the Council. He was the king’s oldest and most trusted friend. And his brother-in-law.

    Kalin Levand Revalan Zel’Andral, King of Evandia, sat back in his chair, impassively observing as the ministers of his council raged around the room. His well-groomed white hair and short beard helped hide his dissatisfaction with his ministers. The Ministers seemed oblivious to his presence. He let them carry on for a while. Once they had gotten their rage out of their systems he might be able to get some sense out of them. 

    A knock at the Council Chamber’s door drew everyone’s attention, and the king signaled for the door to be opened. An older-looking man in an Army Messenger uniform stepped into the room and looked around. Seeming to find who he was looking for, he walked half way around the oval Council Table to kneel at the king’s side. “My Lord King, I bring you a message from Major Zel’Roldan,” he said, holding out a message tube to the king. 

    Lord General Zel’Fordal had come to his feet as the messenger rounded the table, and took the message tube in the king’s stead. He gave the man a narrow-eyed glare. Army messages were supposed to go through him, not directly to the king. He opened it and brought out the parchment, then read aloud, “A force of thirty-two men was--”

    The door burst open, slamming against the wall, and two Royal Guardsmen ran in, scanning the room quickly before dashing to the general’s side. Without a word one of them slapped the message from the general’s hand and stamped a foot on it. 

    The king half rose from his chair and roared, “What’s the meaning of this?” as his Ministers sat shocked silent. 

    “King Kalin, the guardsman who checked the message just fell over dead,” the guardsman who was standing on the message replied. “We don’t know if the message is poisoned or not, but it seemed best to take precautions rather than wait and see.” 

    Dahral Zel’Fordal was looking at his hands. “Kalin, I think--” The general fell to his knees as a terrified little boy’s expression crossed his face. “Oh, Kal, I think--I think I’m--oh, Gods Be--.” The general collapsed forward onto his face and the two guardsmen seized the messenger. 

    “What was on that message?” one of them demanded, but now the messenger was choking. 

    The king turned and shouted, “Markal, can you--?” and one of the Ministers stood and pointed at the messenger. 

    “Het Jao Hoa Jolad! Joa Ho Netat Demel! Wek Han Sol Oh!” the mage intoned in an echoing voice, but it had no effect on the messenger. He continued to choke for a moment, then went limp and collapsed. 

    The room was completely silent as the king knelt beside the body of his brother-in-law and friend. He whispered, “Always my protector, weren’t you Dahral? Right until the end.” The king looked up from the floor toward the two guardsmen and his expression hardened. He snarled as he commanded, “Find out who that messenger really was, and where he came from.” Then he looked back at the body of his best friend and his expression and voice softened. “And send Lieutenant Zel’Fordal to me. I should be the one to tell him about--” the king’s voice died as he focused all of his attention back to the body of his closest friend. 

     


    Chapter 1

    THE ARCHIVE IN THE OLD FORTRESS that served the town of Kavinston as Town Hall, Academy, and Training Ground echoed with an unusual sound: the wail of an unhappy baby. Children were not usually found in the Archive or its attendant teaching rooms until they were five years of age, but this one was special. Little Karlin Kel’Aniston was the son of Apprentice Scribe Stavin Kel’Aniston and his wife, Journeyman Scribe Sharindis. 

    Karlin’s parents were unusual in many ways. His father was a man who had never grown much beyond the size of a ten-year-old boy. He had shown extreme bravery in his fifteenth year when he climbed the wall of the Kel’Kavin caldera alone to enter a cave reputed to hold a dragon’s hoard of gold. The gold was protected by The Fear: a psychic projection that chased everyone away in terror as soon as they saw the gold. Only Stavin, of the hundreds of boys who had entered the cave, hadn’t run. He’d been determined to prove his bravery, or die trying. He’d come close to dying, but the fear cut off and he discovered the true nature of the great pile of gold everyone had seen. It wasn’t a dragon’s hoard: it was the dragon itself. 

    The dragon had been impressed by Stavin’s courage. Not only had he not run away from The Fear, he didn’t run away when the dragon swung its great head around to stare him in the eyes. As a reward for and proof of his bravery, the dragon had made Stavin armor of its own golden scales, and a weapon called a Dragon’s Tongue as well. The Dragon’s Tongue resembled a quarterstaff with a large spear point on each end. Made of dragon scale, it was unbreakable and sharper than any steel blade could ever hope to be. 

    Sharindis was unusual in that she was a scribe who could barely see. Her sight had been dimmed by a blow to the head when she’d fallen from a horse as a teenager, and Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan had taken her on as his assistant. Sharindis could see well enough to copy scrolls in bright sunlight with the aid of a magnifying crystal that her godmother’s husband had provided. She was also two years older than her husband, who was her best friend’s little brother. 

    Together, the young couple worked through the winter in the archive under the direction of Master Scribe Arlen Kel’Zorgan, Sharindis’ uncle, but Stavin had other duties as well. Every man of the community was required to spend five summers in the lowlands, working as caravan guards to provide the gold to buy supplies and necessities that the community could not provide for themselves. Stavin had already spent two springs and summers on the expeditions, and had surpassed every boy in the two-hundred-year history of Kavinston.

    On his first visit to the lowlands, Stavin had been named a Friend of Evandia, the kingdom that bordered his native Farindia to the south, by King Kalin and Princess Marina Zel’Andral. That status made him very valuable to a trader because he and all who traveled with him were exempt from taxes and tolls throughout the kingdom. It had also made him a target for kidnappers and scoundrels of every kind. In the course of defending himself and his employer’s caravan, Stavin had racked up a kill count that was unheard-of. Thirty men had fallen to Stavin’s dragon-made weapon during that first season, making him the first person in the history of Kavinston to earn an officer’s star on his first expedition. 

    Stavin’s star had been upgraded on his second expedition when he’d managed another nineteen kills. He’d also done something else no other warrior of Kel’Kavin had ever done: He’d founded a Trading House of his own in Evandia in order to keep his employer’s caravan from being seized by the Evandian Traders’ Guild representatives in the city of Valovad. 

    On their way out of Evandia, the caravan had travelled to Evandia’s capital city, Twin Bridges, and stopped in the East Bridge Caravansary to trade. Stavin had been summoned to a meeting with King Kalin soon after they arrived. That meeting had been interrupted by an Evandian lord bent on assassinating the king, but Stavin had interfered. He’d killed the assassin, continuing the duties of his ancestors in the Farindian Royal Guard, and had been rewarded with an officer’s commission in the Evandian Royal Guard for his service. 

    Now at home at last with his wife and new son, Stavin was back to doing what he loved best: practicing the scribe’s art in hopes of one day being made Kavinston’s Master Scribe.

    Stavin picked up his fussy son and sniffed. “Again? How can such a little body make so much poop?” Taking him off to the side, he quickly changed the diaper and then went over to his wife. “Shari, he’s up again.” 

    “I heard.” Sharindis chuckled. “Bring him here.” Stavin complied and she pulled the neck of her blouse down to bare one breast. Once she had the baby settled, she sat back and relaxed. She couldn’t get close enough to see her work with the baby between her and her desk. “How are your students progressing?” she asked as she looked down and smiled at her son. 

    Early in the winter Stavin had been summoned to the training ground for his normal training session. Every young warrior who was eligible to go on the expedition had to spend every third day at weapons drill to ensure they kept their skills sharp through the winter. Warmaster Kel’Carin had met him his first day with a different set of instructions. He and Karvik, Stavin’s best friend, were assigned to drill the boys who would be joining the expedition for the first time with Dragon’s Tongues all winter. Stavin and Karvik were considered to be the best fighters with the Dragon’s Tongue that the valley had ever produced, and the Elders’ Council wanted them to pass on as much of that skill as they could. Karvik hadn’t matched Stavin’s achievement of earning a star on his first expedition, but he hadn’t missed by much. He’d earned his star halfway through their second season. 

    Stavin laughed, then shook his head. “They’re doing better every day. Kar and I can still beat any of them two out of three times, but those third times are coming too close together these days.” Stavin continued to smile as he thought about her question. 

    “I can just imagine.” Shari laughed. “With twenty-three of them, you and Kar must be spending a lot of time bowing to the victors.” 

    Stavin was laughing as he turned back to his desk. He was copying a scroll of decrees from Emperor Elvandar Zel’Borandal, Seventh Emperor of the Zel’Borandal Dynasty, that had been set down during the emperor’s twentieth anniversary celebration. Stavin couldn’t help but chuckle as he transcribed the scroll. 

    “What’s tickled you this time?” Shari asked as she smiled. One of the things she loved about him was his laugh. 

    “Emperor Elvandar seems to have had a lively sense of humor. Listen to this. Be it known that any man who dares to trespass upon the sacred precincts of the Imperial Daughters’ Chambers shall be condemned to listen to the chatter of the Imperial Daughters for ten days. According to the text, he had thirty-one daughters.” Stavin laughed as Sharindis turned toward him and glared. “I only had three sisters, and--UMPH!” Stavin crashed over backwards in his chair, still laughing. 

    Sharindis returned the pillow to behind her back and settled in. “Chatter, indeed. I’ll have you know that your sisters and I had a lot of very important things to discuss.” 

    “Yes, I know.” He climbed back to his chair as he spoke. “Boys. And fashion. And boys.” She reached for her pillow again, so he shut up and went back to his copying. But he was still chuckling.

    The winter passed quietly, and soon the Elders’ Council Messenger was delivering the list of young men who had been chosen to serve in the lowlands. He made his rounds, summoning youths to the expedition as always, but there was one surprise: Stavin wasn’t summoned for his third expedition. 

    “What happened?” he asked his father the next morning. “Why didn’t they summon me?” 

    “I don’t know, Stavin, but we can go ask the Council,” Karlit replied, taking his son by the shoulder and guiding him toward the Town Hall. Of the five members of the Elders’ Council, only the Warmaster, Barvil Kel’Carin, was present, and he nodded knowingly as soon as he saw Stavin. 

    “You want to know why you weren’t summoned,” he said, making a statement rather than asking a question. There was a slight smile curving Barvil’s lips, as if he’d expected Stavin to protest his exclusion.

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered, coming to attention. Karlit stopped two paces back to let Stavin handle this on his own.

    “Remember what I told you about our supply train and Traders?” Warmaster Kel’Carin asked, and Stavin sucked in a breath. Barvil nodded before continuing. “You are going to be summoned, but not for the expedition. You, Master Trader Stavin, will be leaving the day after the expedition to take our wagons to Kahrant’s Pass for our spring supply run.” He smiled at the look of disappointment on Stavin’s face. “Don’t worry. It will count as your third expedition. And once you return, you and ten others will be going to Trade Town as guards. I warned you that the Council was going to make the most of your status.” 

    Karlit was nodding when Stavin turned back to him. “It does make sense, Stavin. Your status will save the town more than your presence on the expedition would have earned.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and sighed, them grumbled, “But this means Kar is going to get ahead of me.” 

    Karlit and Barvil both burst out laughing. Karlit looked at Barvil and shook his finger at the younger man. “You have no place laughing, Barvil. Not with you and Charvil reopening your competition.” Barvil laughed even harder as Karlit and Stavin left the council chamber. 

    Two days later Stavin watched with undisguised envy as the expedition left Kavinston. Six groups were once again going to Aravad and the Zel’Vandar Trading House, but only four groups were going to Trade Town. The extra groups from the year before had replenished the town’s account, and the Elders’ Council had decided that the standard ten groups would be sufficient. 

    No matter how good Kar does, I’ll catch up next year. Stavin heaved a huge sigh as he turned away. He was walking back to his father’s house when a large hand clamped down on his shoulder. He turned to find his father-in-law looking down at him. 

    “Stavin,” Charvil began, giving him a little shake, “don’t go moping because you aren’t going out with them again. You’ll be out all spring and summer anyway. I’m joining you on the supply run. As a matter of fact, Warleader Fifth Kel’Aniston, you are still going to be the lowest ranking member of the team.” He chuckled as Stavin’s expression went from sullen to puzzled. “Given the unusual nature of this supply run, the Council has requested that nine senior veterans make it. We don’t really expect trouble in Kahrant’s Pass, but better safe than sorry.” 

    “Who is going, Sir?” Stavin asked as he turned to face Charvil squarely.

    “Well, you and I to begin with. Darak Kel’Norlan, Marlan Kel’Cavar, Barlat Kel’Vardil, Elval Kel’Kandell, Keval Kel’Carin, Ander Kel’Coris, my brother Stoval, and Jorvan Kel’Chamlin. Jorvan needs some supplies for his cobbler’s shop, so instead of ordering them, he’s going with us to get them himself.”

    “Sir, if I remember correctly, Jorvan has forty-six kills. How am I--?”

    “Because you haven’t completed all five of your expeditions, Stavin. I know, technically you have more kills than he does, but--” Charvil left the statement hanging and Stavin picked it up. 

    “But he’s done all of his required expeditions and I haven’t,” Stavin said to complete the thought. He heaved another huge sigh, and nodded. “I understand, Sir.”

    Charvil chuckled and patted Stavin’s shoulder. “We’ll be taking your four wagons and six that belong to the town. It’s a good thing you bought them last year. Three of the wagons the town owns aren’t in the best shape.”

    Stavin had to smile at his father-in-law as he asked, “When are we leaving?”

    “First light,” Charvil answered.

     


    Chapter 2

    “FIRST LIGHT, MY FOOT,” STAVIN GRUMBLED in the dark. “First light isn’t for seven or eight spans,” he continued as he harnessed the mules to his wagon. All around him were other men harnessing mules for their wagons. 

    Bahrandik, his next older brother, was holding a lantern for him, and heard his complaint. “What are you complaining about, Stave? You’re just going to be driving a wagon all day.” 

    Charvil and Kahndar walked up then and Charvil checked Stavin’s harness. “We’re all ready, Stavin. Where is your vest?”

    “In the box under the seat, Sir,” Stavin answered as he automatically came to attention. 

    “And your weapons?”

    “My knives are in their sheaths and I built a holder for my Dragon’s Tongue, Sir. I’m also bringing that big knife, like you said,” he hesitated and then shrugged, “but I’m still not very good with it.” 

    “We’ll be working on that when time allows. Probably every day while we’re waiting for the evening meal.” Charvil turned to his son and clasped him by both shoulders. “Let’s go home for a few moments. You go home, too, Stavin. Say your goodbyes and meet us at the gate in two spans.” Charvil and Kahndar climbed up on the wagon he was going to drive and rolled away. 

    Stavin did as he was told and pulled the mules to a stop in front of his father’s house. Going in, he heard his mother and wife in the kitchen. 

    “I’m going to miss him so much,” Sharindis said as Stavin walked up to the kitchen door. 

    “Don’t start missing me yet,” Stavin said as he chuckled. He walked in and hugged Sharindis tightly. “We’re only going to be gone for twenty-four or twenty-five days. A moon at the most.” 

    Sharindis held him tightly and bent her head down to kiss him. “Be careful, Stavi. Come home safe to me.”

    Stavin closed his eyes tightly against the tears that were trying to force their way out and held her closely, then had to ease his grip. There was another farewell he had to say. Little Karlin was asleep in a cradle near the door and he knelt to brush the baby’s dark hair with his fingertips. He kissed his fingers, then placed them on his son’s forehead, and stood. 

    “Shari, Mom, I’ll be back soon.” That said, he left the house and drove away toward the gate. He stuffed his helmet on so no one could see the tears he couldn’t hold back. Leaving was getting harder and harder each year. 

    Charvil took the lead as the wagons rolled out of the town gate, and Stavin found himself in the last position. Junior, as always. He tied a bandanna across his nose and mouth and let the mules follow the ninth wagon as he squinted against the dust. Stavin looked at Arandar as He rose above the horizon and had to admit that Charvil had told the truth: Arandar wasn’t even completely above the horizon. He held out his hand flat to the sun and nodded. The top of the sun disk wasn’t even one finger-span above the horizon. First light, by definition.

    The wagons traveled for two days down the road toward Trade Town before they turned north again on the road that led to Kahrant’s Pass. True to their training and traditions, rations on the road consisted of mostly boiled beans or grain, salted meat, and rock-hard journey bread. To his own surprise, Stavin found himself daydreaming of Endar Bel’Vandar’s delicious meals. 

    It took eleven days for the wagons to make the journey to the old city of Kahrant’s Pass. Once the city walls came into view, Charvil called Stavin to the front. 

    “All right, Master Trader Stavin, it’s time for you to put on your vest and lead our caravan.” 

    Stavin and Charvil spent a few moments knocking the worst of the dust from his armor, then Stavin shrugged his vest into place. Once it was settled, he flipped the reins to get his mules walking again and drove down to the caravansary. 

    A portly little man in a Master Trader’s vest with the badge of the Kahrant’s Pass Traders’ Council met them as soon as they entered the caravansary grounds. “Good day, good sirs.” He peered at Stavin’s vest intently for a moment, squinting as if he was having trouble with his eyes. “Is that--? Yes, an Evandian Master Trader. We get few Traders from Evandia this far north.”

    Stavin nodded to the man. “We are in search of supplies,” he explained. “Where are the grain merchants located?”

    The man blinked several times as he looked behind Stavin. He seemed to be realizing for the first time that every driver was in armor. “What house do you represent?” he asked cautiously. Armed and armored men could be dangerous. 

    Stavin grimaced. Damn! “Forgive me, I should have introduced myself. I am Master Trader Stavin of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston.” Stavin touched the dragon on his vest as he gave the man a half bow from his seat.

    “I ask your forgiveness in return, Master Stavin, for I’ve never heard of your House.” The man bowed, but not all the way.

    “I founded it last year. The grain merchants?” Stavin prompted. 

    The man almost shook himself, then looked around. “Master Stavin, the grain merchants are all located along Emperor Zel’Borkanal Way.” He pointed up a road to the right. 

    Stavin bowed minimally from the seat of his wagon and said, “Thank you.” He flipped his reins and guided the mules toward the indicated street. Think, Stavin! Of course they’ve never heard of you or your House. They probably haven’t heard of Friend Stavin, either! Then his sense of the ridiculous exerted itself and he chuckled softly. Wouldn’t matter here anyway.

    Six merchant houses showed the bundled sheaves of the Grain Merchants, and Stavin pulled to a stop in front of the second one. It had a familiar name: Zel’Vandar. Charvil followed him into the warehouse office while the rest of the warriors stayed with the wagons. Inside, Stavin and Charvil were greeted by a prosperous-looking man in the ubiquitous vest of a Master Trader.

    “Ah, good Master Trader. What can I do for you?” he asked, smiling down at Stavin but keeping one eye on Charvil. 

    Stavin bowed slightly. “I am Master Trader Stavin of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston. I’m seeking a supply of assorted grains and beans.”

    “I’ve never heard of your house before, Master Stavin. I am Master Trader Doran, of the Zel’Vandar Trading House. How much grain are you seeking, and of what kinds?” 

    Stavin bowed again. “I just founded the House last year. We are seeking one hundred bags each of wheat, rye, and barley, and two hundred of beans.” 

    The trader was nodding thoughtfully as he said, “A substantial shipment, Master Stavin.” The trader looked past Stavin to the wagons outside. “I see you have your own wagons. Very well, for such a large supply this early in the year, I must ask for seventy gold crowns.”

    Stavin settled into the game of bargaining, applying the lessons that Sahren, Kethlan, and Rahlina had taught him. He and Master Doran traded bids and counter-bids, each seeking to out-do the other in the ancient game of haggling. Three spans passed before an agreement was reached, and they clasped forearms. 

    “Fifteen gold crowns it is,” Master Doran said, shaking his head. “You are a very talented trader, Master Stavin.” 

    Stavin smiled and chuckled a little. “If I was very talented I would have gotten you down farther. Where do we take the wagons?”

    “I’ll accompany you,” Master Doran said, and joined Stavin on the lead wagon. He guided them down the street and around a corner, then back up another street to the back of the warehouse. Ten men were waiting for them. 

    “Begin loading the wagons,” Master Doran said as he climbed from the seat of Stavin’s wagon directly onto a platform. “One hundred bags each of wheat, rye, and barley, and two hundred of beans.” Turning back to Stavin, he indicated the back of the wagon. “Count with me, if you will, Master Stavin.” 

    Each driver counted the load that was placed on his wagon, turning to bow to Charvil when their load was complete. When the warehouse workers were done, Stavin accepted the town’s purse from Charvil and laid out fifteen gold Farindian crowns. They were slightly smaller than the Evandian crowns he had earned in the south, and he felt very good about the bargain he’d made. 

    Once the wagons were loaded and the payment made, tarps that had been folded over the wagon seats were spread out and lashed down to protect the grain. Master Doran got Stavin’s attention while the ropes were being tied. 

    “Your pardon, Master Stavin, but why are all of your wagons being driven by warriors?” he asked in a puzzled tone.

    Stavin looked at him in silence for a moment, then replied, “We are from Kavinston in the Kel’Kavin valley. Every man of our people is a warrior.” 

    “This is the Kavinston shipment?” Master Doran asked in a breathy whisper as he stared wide-eyed at the nearly legendary Royal Guards. 

    “It is,” Stavin agreed with a bow. 

    Master Doran was visibly confused. “But I thought--your House is in Evandia. How is it that you are from Kel’Kavin?” 

    “I founded my House last year when I was working as a guard for the caravan led by Sahren Kel’Vandar, of the Kavadian House of Zel’Vandar.” He paused to smile as Trader Doran took a step back as his expression turned to one of surprise. “Master Trader Sahren and the other two masters with the caravan were killed, and I founded my House so I could bring them home.” 

    Master Trader Doran shook his head slowly. “We heard a rumor, but no one believed it.” He looked at the armored men by each of the wagons. “A minstrel was spreading the story through the winter. We aren’t affiliated with the Kavadian Zel’Vandars. We just share a common ancestor somewhere along the line. But there are going to be some very upset men when they find out that you are taking this shipment.” 

    “Not nearly as upset as I am,” Charvil said from behind Stavin’s shoulder. “This same shipment last year cost us fifty-one crowns.” 

    Master Trader Doran looked at Charvil and swallowed convulsively. “You have to include shipping,” he almost whispered. 

    Charvil glared for a moment, then shifted his attention to Stavin. “We should be going.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin snapped. He nodded to Master Doran, then all but leaped onto his wagon. All of the drivers had taken their seats, and Stavin led the way back to the caravansary. Stavin paid the five silver crowns to park in the caravansary, and they pulled the wagons into a tight square. Once their wagons were parked and the teams seen to, Charvil called his men together. 

    “It would seem that Stavin is even more valuable to us than we thought. He got our shipment at less than half the usual price. Jorvan, take Stoval and Ander with you to get whatever it is you needed. I’d like to hit the road first thing tomorrow.” 

    The warriors set an unusual camp for the caravansary. Two tents were set up at each corner of the squared wagons, and Stavin and Charvil set their tents in the center of the sides facing the fences. That was the most likely direction for someone to try and sneak into their wagons. 

    Jorvan and the others returned after a short time with several large boxes, and added them to the loads on their wagons. Once all of them were present, Charvil gave his orders. 

    “We’ll patrol four and four. Corner pairs will change off at midnight. Stavin, go see if you can get an inn to deliver us some good food. I swear, out of the ten of us I would have thought at least one man would know how to cook.” There was some chuckling, but no argument, from the others. It was hard to mess up boiled beans, but they had managed a time or two on the trip down. 

    “I’ll go with him,” Darak Kel’Norlan said, receiving a nod from Charvil. As a Warleader Third, Darak was second in command of their little team. 

    Stavin and Darak walked out of the gate and immediately spotted an inn with a sign advertising that they catered to the Traders parked in the caravansary. It was a simple matter to arrange for ten meals to be delivered for just two silver crowns, and Stavin added two silver crowns of his own to get the morning meal delivered as well. He and Darak were walking past another inn when an altercation broke out. 

    A sturdy teenage girl in a blue dress scrambled down the steps of the inn, seeming desperate to escape the man behind her. She reached the road and started running, but the man threw a heavy clay mug and knocked her from her feet. She sprawled face down in the dirt of the road, and the man was on her in an instant. 

    “I’ll teach you to tell me no, you little slut!” he almost shouted. 

    “No! Please, no!” the girl cried as he rolled her over. She held up her hands, but the man punched her in the face anyway. “You swore you’d take care of me! You swore!” The man drew his hand back for a second punch, but froze when a cubit of brightly shining steel appeared in front of his eyes. 

    “Stand up and back away,” Stavin commanded. 

    “This is no business of yours,” the man snarled, keeping his eyes focused on the huge knife that was just inches from his face. He didn’t move otherwise, and kept hold of the girl’s dress.

    “Perhaps not, but that’s never stopped me before,” Stavin said in a soft voice. 

    Darak was just behind Stavin’s shoulder and asked, “Who is this girl?” in a strong, angry voice.

    The man shifted his gaze to Darak, but if he hoped someone was interceding on his behalf, he quickly realized that the big man in armor was not. “A foundling, nothing more. No business of yours, Warrior.” 

    “You’re my uncle,” the girl whimpered. “You shouldn’t do those things to me.” 

    Stavin’s hand hadn’t wavered at all up to this point, but now he shook with rage. He snarled, “What have you been doing to her?” 

    “Nothing! I--”

    “He raped me!” the girl cried. “He’s been forcing me since my aunt died at mid winter.” 

    “She’s your blood--” Stavin began, but the man interrupted him. 

    “She’s no kin of mine! She’s my wife’s niece. There’s no blood between--”

    “It’s still incest,” Darak growled, silencing the man. 

    “What’s going on here?” a loud voice demanded, and a big man in rich clothing forced his way to the front of the crowd. He demanded, “What’s the trouble here?” as he hooked his thumbs in his belt.

    Several people began shouting explanations all at once, but the man was focusing his attention on Stavin. “By what right do you hold this man at sword point?” he asked as he moved into Stavin’s field of view. 

    “By Right of Justice, under the Code of the Warrior,” Stavin answered without moving his eyes or his big knife. 

    The newcomer tilted his head to the side. “Name yourself.” 

    “Stavin, of House Kel’Aniston, Warleader Fifth of Kel’Kavin.” Whispers ran through the crowd as the words “Royal Guardsmen” were repeated over and over.

    The man shifted his gaze to Darak, but seemed unsure of himself now. “And you?”

    “Darak, of House Kel’Norlan, Warleader Third of Kel’Kavin.” 

    The man swallowed convulsively and bobbed his head in a minimal bow. “Do you claim Right of Justice against Innkeeper Gorlav?” 

    Stavin answered. “I do. The girl claims she is his niece, and he has been forcing her to have sex with him since mid winter.”

    “She’s not my--”

    “Silence!” Stavin snapped, moving the blade a hair closer to the innkeeper’s eyes. 

    Darak looked at the man who had been questioning them and asked his own question. “Who are you?”

    The man looked startled, then bowed his head. “I am Chardin, of House Fel’Junval.” 

    “What is your position?” Darak asked, watching the man closely. 

    “I am third assistant to the caravansary manager.” 

    “And your interest in this man?” 

    The man looked at the innkeeper and said, “He’s my cousin.” 

    Stavin asked, “And the girl?” 

    “His sister-in-law’s daughter. They are not blood kin.” 

    “By kin-law,” Stavin said, keeping his focus on the innkeeper, “they are.” 

    “Not by our law, Guardsman. Not by the laws of Kahrant’s Pass.” 

    Stavin’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the innkeeper and motioned with his sword. “Stand up,” he commanded. When the innkeeper was standing, Stavin looked at the girl and asked, “How old are you?” 

    “Fourteen this spring, Sir,” she answered timidly, remaining on the ground. 

    “Do you have any experience taking care of babies?” 

    The girl looked puzzled, but answered, “Yes, Sir. I was oldest of six.” 

    Stavin nodded and sheathed his knife. “I would like to hire you to help my wife with our baby.” 

    “Now just a moment,” the innkeeper said loudly, drawing Stavin’s attention again. “She’s my property, not a freeman to be hired.” 

    Stavin looked at him, then at the girl, then back at the innkeeper. “Name a price, but don’t try my patience. Anger me and I’ll pay you with steel.” 

    The innkeeper swallowed and looked at his cousin for help, but there was no help there. “Five gold crowns,” he snapped, but when Stavin’s hand fell on the hilt of the big knife again, he quickly changed his price. “One! One gold crown.” 

    Stavin pulled out his pouch and drew out a gold Kavadian crown, holding it up for everyone to see, then let it roll off the back of his hand to fall in the dust at his feet. He held out his hand to the girl and said, “Come with me.” She glanced at her uncle, then scrambled to her feet and took Stavin’s hand as she stepped forward to his side. Stavin kept her beside him on the walk back to the caravansary, and Darak followed a step behind them. The sound was faint, but Stavin was certain Darak was laughing at his back. 

    Charvil saw them coming and stood up, looking at the girl first, then at Stavin. “What did you do?” he asked in an exasperated tone. His expression mirrored his tone. The rest of the men just chuckled.

    Stavin took a deep breath and said, “It’s a long, sordid story, Sir, but the end is that Shari has someone to help her with Karlin now.” 

    Charvil shifted his attention. “Darak?” 

    “Well, at least he didn’t kill anyone this time,” Darak replied with a chuckle. “It was a near thing, though.” He went on to describe the event, and soon Charvil had his hand over his eyes as he shook his head. 

    “We can’t take you anywhere, can we?” he asked as he looked at Stavin. 

    “Sir!” Stavin almost whined, but Charvil waved him silent. 

    “I know, Stavin. I know. I probably would have just beheaded him and been done with it. But now you’ve an extra mouth to feed. Did you think of that?” 

    Stavin paused for an instant, and then said, “Ahhhhh, no.”

    Charvil was nodding. “Didn’t think so. Before we leave in the morning, see what you can do about getting us some food that we can’t ruin. Sausages, cheeses, bread that will keep a few days. That sort of thing.”

    Stavin looked at his father-in-law for a moment, then bowed his head. “Yes, Sir.” Turning to the girl, he asked, “Do you know where we can get supplies like that? I’m sorry, I didn’t ask your name. Who are you?” 

    The girl looked at him and said, “My name is Sallin Bel’Bartem, Master Stavin,” as she bowed deeply. 

    Stavin bowed his head deeply in reply. “Sallin, do you know where we can get ten or twelve days’ worth of sausages and cheese, and some hard bread that will last?” 

    “Yes, Master Stavin,” she replied. 

    Stavin looked at the sky and hummed. “We have time.” Turning to Charvil, he came to attention. “Sir, I request permission to go get the supplies now. I’m going to have to get some supplies for Sallin as well. Blanket and bed-roll at least.” He looked at her and shook his head. “If there’s a clothing district, we’ll hit that as well.” 

    Charvil smiled as his son-in-law demonstrated the kind of decisiveness that set leaders apart from followers and looked at the rest of his men. “Darak, Ander, Stoval, Jorvan, guard the wagons. I think the rest of us should go with Stavin and see if we can keep him out of trouble.” Everyone except Sallin laughed as Stavin blushed with embarrassment. 

    Sallin led them out of the caravansary by another gate and into the market. It wasn’t a full bazaar, but that was only because of the size. Just about everything could be found there, and she led them to where food could be purchased first. 

    Stavin stepped up to a butcher’s stall and smiled at the woman behind the counter. “Your pardon, good madam,” he said to catch her attention. 

    The woman turned, and looked at Charvil first, then down at Stavin. Her expression was one of intense curiosity as she said, “I beg yours, Master Trader. What do you seek?” 

    “Hard sausages that will keep in this weather,” he replied. The game was on, and he spent a full span haggling over the price. In the end, he purchased twenty arm-long sausages, and walked away with a smile on his face. 

    “Think you bought enough, Stavin?” Charvil asked. He and the others were carrying the sausages over their shoulders. 

    “Should be, even with Elval’s appetite,” Stavin replied. All of the men laughed at that, especially Elval. 

    The next stop was for cheese, and the process was repeated. This time he only bought five rounds, but it was nearly an equal weight to the sausage. Charvil looked at Stavin, then at the rest of the men and shook his head. 

    “You four take this load back to the wagons. Hopefully the food Stavin and Darak arranged will be waiting for you. We’ll be along shortly.” He turned his attention to Stavin. “Shortly, Stavin.” 

    “Yes, Sir. A baker next, Sallin,” he said, and she led them up a different street. 

    The baker smiled broadly as they entered his shop. “Good Warriors, I am pleased to see you,” he said, focusing his attention on Sallin. “And you, Sallin. You’re free of that sorry excuse for an uncle of yours. What is your pleasure, Warrior?”

    “A supply of rolls that will keep for a few days in this weather,” Stavin replied, watching Sallin from the corner of his eye. 

    The baker looked at him for a moment without speaking. “How much are you in need of?” 

    “There are eleven of us, and we’ve a twelve-day journey ahead of us, starting tomorrow morning.” 

    The baker nodded. “If you’ll take the end of today’s baking, I can deliver the rest in the morning. I can’t guarantee they’ll last twelve days, though.” 

    Charvil chuckled. “It’ll be better than what we ate on the way down here.” 

    Stavin and the baker haggled briefly, and ended up settling on a very good price. Stavin slung a heavy net bag of rolls over his shoulder as they left, but his attention was on Sallin. “You know him, and he obviously already knew what had happened at your uncle’s inn. Who is he?” 

    “It’s a little complicated, Master Stavin,” she answered. “He’s my father’s best friend’s brother. He was always nice to us, and offered to take me in when mama and the rest died of the plague two years ago, but Uncle Gorlav and Aunt Shauna said I was blood and their responsibility.” 

    “I’ll release you to him, if that is your wish,” Stavin said, and she turned to face him. 

    “But you paid--”

    “Don’t worry about that, Sallin.” 

    “No, Master Stavin. No, I have to worry about that. You paid a whole gold crown for me.” She paused and bit her lips, then looked down. “And if I stay here, Uncle Gorlav might come after me.” 

    Stavin had to nod his agreement with that point. “Very well. We need to get you a blanket and some other supplies as well. Where can we find a cloth merchant?”

    Sallin led them to a cloth merchant, and Stavin bought her a thick wool blanket and a brand-new saddle blanket that would serve as a bed pad. He also bought three bolts of wool cloth in dark brown, black, and white. On the way, back to the caravansary they stopped in the castoff lane and picked her up three more outfits. Charvil was tapping his foot impatiently when Stavin had paid for the last one. 

    “It’s getting dark and I’m getting hungry, Stavin,” he said as he looked down at him. 

    “We’re done, I think. Sallin, lead us back to the caravansary.” 

    Sallin bowed and led them off in a different direction rather than retracing their footsteps. It was a short walk, up two streets and over one, and they arrived back at the caravansary through the same gate they had left through. 

    “I was completely turned around,” Stavin admitted in a stunned tone. 

    Charvil grunted, but didn’t say anything. The food Stavin had ordered was waiting, and Stavin shared his with Sallin. She tried to object, but he insisted. “We’ve plenty of bread and sausage if we’re still hungry later,” he explained. Stavin was on the first watch rotation, and he sent Sallin to bed in his tent. When his watch ended, he curled up on his wagon seat rather than disturb her.

    The night was quiet, but the morning arrived with a shout. “You!” a rotund little bald man screamed as he waddled into the caravansary. “Who do you think you are?” he demanded as he waved his hands in the air like a bird beating its wings. “Bel’Serva handles the Kel’Kavin shipments! What makes you think you can come in here and disrupt our trade?” There were ten men dressed in a motley assortment of armor behind him, but none of them looked like a Warrior. More like common street toughs.

    Stavin began to answer, but Charvil beat him to it. “Be silent, you fool!” he growled, and the man stopped to stare at him as his eyes widened. “Last season this shipment cost us fifty-one gold crowns. Doubling the price on us was a serious mistake, Bel’Serva.” 

    “I don’t know you,” the Trader said as he drew himself up to his full height and looked down his nose toward Charvil’s chest. 

    “You know me, Bel’Serva. I am Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval of the Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin.” 

    The Trader froze and suddenly looked terrified. He knew that name. It didn’t stop his protests, though. “Elder Kel’Horval?” he asked in a timid tone, seeming to hope he was wrong.

    Charvil glared as he growled, “Precisely.”

    The Trader eased forward and continued in a wheedling tone. “Elder Kel’Horval, I’ve always given your people the best prices. Now you hire this nobody--”

    “My son-in-law is not a nobody,” Charvil snarled, interrupting the fool. “He is Master Trader Stavin Kel’Aniston, owner of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston, Lieutenant of the Evandian Royal Guard, and Warleader Fifth of Kel’Kavin. Our shipments will be handled by him and his House from now on.” 

    “But, Elder,” the Trader said in the same wheedling tone, “Bel’Serva has been handling the Kel’Kavin shipments for over a hundred years.” 

    “And I have to wonder just how long you’ve been double-charging us,” Charvil asked in a dangerously soft tone. 

    The Trader took a step back, then another. When Charvil laid his hand on the hilt of his sword, the fool turned and ran for his life. So did the men behind him. No one challenged the Royal Guards. Charvil let them go. Only laughter chased them as they fled through the gate. 

    That was so funny! Wait till I tell Shari. Stavin was chuckling softly, and Sallin gave him a curious look. “I’ll explain later.”

    The morning meal Stavin had arranged was delivered soon after the incident, and they all ate heartily. None of them were looking forward to the road. The baker arrived while they were eating with a middle-aged woman at his side. They carried a large basket between them, and walked directly up to Stavin.

    “Master Trader Stavin, here is the rest of your bread,” the baker said as they set the basket down. Then the woman walked over to Sallin with a different bundle in her hands. 

    “Salli, dear, here are some of your things from the inn. I had Bellin snatch them up while your uncle was asleep. You’re well done with him, and no matter what the law says, the people will see justice done on your behalf.” 

    Sallin took the bundle and bowed deeply as she said. “Thank you, Mistress Annalis.” 

    Charvil was nodding in satisfaction as he looked around. “All right, men. Let’s harness the mules and head home.” 

     

     


    Chapter 3

    ONCE THE ANIMALS WERE HARNESSED AND ready to go, and Stavin led the caravan out of the city. Once they were outside the city walls, though, the travel order changed, and Stavin’s was once again the last wagon. Sallin was on the seat right beside him, and he had to cut a piece of the white cloth for her to wrap across her face. Her curly brown hair was already covered by a pretty floral bonnet that Mistress Annalis had brought her. “Being the most junior member of a team is always like this,” he explained. 

    The first night they camped, Stavin and Sallin handed out bread, sausage, and cheese to everyone before sitting down to eat their own evening meal. Sallin asked, “Master Stavin, why don’t you cook meals?” 

    “Because none of us can cook very well,” Stavin answered. There were chuckles of agreement all around as the warriors nodded. 

    She replied, “I can cook.” 

    All of the men froze for an instant, then they began eating again. “Tomorrow, we’ll let you try, if you like,” Stavin said. “We usually just have beans with salted or dried meat when we’re traveling. It takes real talent to ruin beans,” he said, then chuckled before saying, “but I can do it.” 

    As darkness fell, Stavin arranged Sallin in his tent, then made himself a bed in the foot-board of the wagon. She looked at him with a puzzled expression and asked, “Master Stavin, why you are sleeping out there? The tent is big enough for two.” She looked at the large men around them. “Well, the two of us at least.” 

    “I’m sleeping out here because it would not be proper for me to sleep in the tent with you, Sallin,” he replied. He yawned hugely, then shook his head. “Besides, they’ll be coming to wake me for watch in a few spans. Just sleep the night through, and we’ll discuss anything else on the road tomorrow.” 

    Stavin was back in the wagon, snoring softly, when morning arrived. Charvil woke him up by tapping on his forehead with one finger. “Stavin, your girl has been busy.” 

    “Hm? What? What do you mean, Sir?” 

    “Come to the morning meal and you’ll see,” was all the answer he got. 

    What he found at the morning meal was amazing. He’d been expecting cold sausage, cheese, and bread again. What he got was a warm roll stuffed with diced sausage and melted cheese mixed with diced wild onion. 

    “This is good,” he managed to say around his first mouthful.

    Sallin smiled as she handed out similar meals to each of the men as they arrived, then took one for herself. “Nothing is wasted at an inn, Master Stavin. I’ve had two years learning how to make a morning meal out of the leavings from the night before.”

    Elval looked at Stavin and said, “She’s cooking from now on,” as he licked his fingers. 

    Charvil nodded as he chewed the last of his bread. “Stavin, we’re co-opting your servant. Is that all right with you?” 

    Stavin’s grin threatened to split his face as he answered, “Absolutely, Sir. Anything to avoid your cooking.” 

    “Watch it, Stavin,” Charvil growled as everyone except Sallin laughed. “You still have sword lessons at sundown.” 

    “Yes, Sir!” Stavin answered, but he was fighting not to laugh. 

    * * *

    Once they were on the road again, Stavin looked at Sallin and smiled. “I think a few of the older warriors were mad that I brought you along, but none of them are now. That was the best meal we’ve had on the road.” 

    Sallin smiled and ducked her head in embarrassment. “It really wasn’t much trouble, Master Stavin. I saw the onions last night when we stopped and picked them when I got up this morning.”

    “Well, it was a welcome surprise to all of us. I didn’t think to ask you about your background, so tell me about yourself.”

    Sallin blushed and shrugged again. “There’s not much to tell, Master Stavin. I’m from Devon, north of Kahrant’s Pass. My family were farmers on Lord Zel’Corradan’s lands. We worked the land in the warm seasons and made little things in the cottage during the cold times. Then two years ago, the Red Tongue Plague killed almost all the people in Devon, even the lord’s family. I lived, but no one else from my family did. I was sent to Aunt Shauna, and you know the rest.”

    Stavin nodded. “Your uncle is lucky I didn’t kill him,” he almost whispered. 

    “Have you ever killed a man, Master Stavin?” 

    Stavin’s head whipped around to stare at her. “You don’t know what the star on my shoulder means?” he asked in a stunned whisper. 

    “No, Master Stavin.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and began a dissertation about the meanings of the Kel’Kavin rank insignia. Rank hadn’t always been dependent on a kill-count. Originally, rank had been earned through more genteel methods. Time in the service of the king had been the primary way rank was achieved. A display of special talent or initiative could result in a non-commissioned officer becoming an officer, much the way Stavin had been made a lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard for saving King Kalin the year before. Family patronage was another way, though no one ever claimed they made rank because of their family and friends. There was always a better story. 

    It had been after the fall of Farindia that the elder officers of Fort Kel’Kavin had reverted to the ancient ranking system. They had no authority to confer rank in the regular way. That had been the king’s prerogative. 

    It had taken thirty years of trial and error to decide on the kill-counts that would designate rank. It was assumed, rightly in most cases, that the experience of going to the lowlands and fighting, and winning, was the best teacher, and in turn the best indication of who knew the most. It wasn’t always accurate, but most men tried to live up to their rank by studying tactics during the winter.

    “But you have a four-pointed star with a white square in it.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side. “Yes. That just means that I’ve won a lot of fights, and killed a lot of men. I have a lot to learn before I can lead men the way Warmaster Kel’Horval or any of the rest of these men can.” 

    Sallin nodded and kept quiet for a while. Stavin had given her a lot to think about. 

    * * *

    Sallin became adept at swinging down from the wagon on the roll, dashing off to pick wild onions, carrots, or other edibles, then running to catch up and climb back aboard. She demonstrated an almost endless array of recipes based on bread, grain, beans, sausage, and cheese mixed with wild vegetables. By the time they arrived at Kel’Kavin, she was a fixture that none of the men wanted to do without. 

    The wagons rolled up to the storehouse and a crowd of men and women surrounded them to help unload--and to ask questions about the new member of their group. Once the wagons were unloaded and returned to storage, and the mules set loose in the pasture, Stavin led Sallin to his father’s house. 

    Sharindis met Stavin at the door and wrapped him in a tight hug, kissing him repeatedly. “I’ve missed you so much, Stavi,” she whispered. 

    “I’ve missed you as well, Shari,” Stavin murmured, hugging her tightly and snuggling his head between her breasts. 

    “Who is this?” Marinis asked from the doorway and Sharindis let Stavin loose a little, but didn’t completely let go. 

    “Stavin?” she asked as she finally saw the shadowy figure behind him. 

    “Shari, Mom, this is Sallin,” he said, motioning the girl forward. “I brought her back to help with Karlin.” 

    Sallin bowed deeply and said, “I am pleased to meet you, Mistress Sharindis and Mistress Marinis.” Stavin had had her change into the best of the outfits he’d bought her in Kahrant’s Pass while they were unloading, and she looked every inch the proper servant. 

    Sharindis looked at the girl’s shadow and tilted her head to the side. “But why?” 

    “It’s a long story, Shari,” Stavin said, putting pressure on her to go back into the house. “For the most part, though, it’s to give you someone to keep Karlin busy while you’re teaching. He does get insistent when he wakes up, middle of class or not.” 

    Sharindis tilted her head to the side again, then said, “Very well. Sallin, come here please.” She held her hand out and Sallin immediately came forward to grasp it. Stavin and Charvil had explained about Shari’s lack of vision on the trip, so she wasn’t surprised by Shari needing help.

    “How can I help you, Mistress?” 

    “I don’t know yet. Marinis, can you see to Sallin while Stavin and I go upstairs?” 

    There was a hint of humor in Marinis’ voice as she said, “Of course, Shari. Sallin, come with me and bring those things with you. We’ll have to find you a proper place to sleep and get you settled.” 

    Stavin and Sharindis were only peripherally aware of Sallin and Marinis. They went to the stairs and up to their room, and Shari helped Stavin out of his armor. “I’ve missed you so much, Stavi,” she murmured in a breathy whisper that sent shivers up his spine. Then their lips came together and there was no more time for talk. 

    Later, as they snuggled, she traced circles on his back and said, “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I could barely contain myself until we got to our room.” 

    “Whatever it is, I’m enjoying it,” Stavin said, then laughed when she tickled him. “That’s not fair.” 

    Sharindis hummed and settled back. “So, tell me about Sallin.”

    Stavin told the story as he’d seen the events, and what Sallin had told him on the road. “I don’t know what prompted me to hire her, but I think she’ll be a big help when I’m in the lowlands.” 

    Sharindis nodded. “Perhaps. What does she look like?” 

    Stavin thought back. “She looks like Ahvana at that age, but with blunter features. Brown hair, brown eyes,” he said as he visualized the girl’s face, “wide mouth. Good teeth. No blemishes that I could see.” 

    “Is she pretty?” 

    Stavin chuckled as he figured out what she was driving at. “Not really. She’s not ugly, not like Jannin,” he shook his head as he mentioned the most unfortunate of the valley’s girls, “just sort of plain. The kind of girl no one pays attention to.” 

    Sharindis sighed and settled back against the pillows. “Very well. You’re right about my needing help with Karlin. Mom had Var helping me, but he’s got to devote his full attention to his training now. Sora has been lending a hand as well.” She chuckled. “She’s turned into quite a milk cow and can feed Karlin and Noral at the same time.”

    Stavin laughed for a moment. “I’m going to tell her you called her that.” 

    “She knows. Last time I said something, she just said, ‘Moo,’ and kept feeding the boys.” 

    It was late in the day when Stavin and Shari came down stairs. Karlit saw them coming and smiled. “Well, Stavin, the council has already sent a summons for you--for tomorrow. It seems your Trading House is even more valuable to the community than anyone expected.” 

    Stavin smiled and shrugged. “Someone should have been watching Trader Bel’Serva more closely, Dad.”

    “That’s the consensus of the community as well, as far as I’ve heard. Your mother has Sallin working in the kitchen, so sit down and tell me what you were thinking when you hired her.” Stavin told his father Sallin’s story, and Karlit’s eyebrows drew down when he got to the end. “I’m surprised you let him live.” 

    “I almost killed him, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. Gods Above know I wanted to, but I just didn’t think I should.” 

    “Thinking is something you’re good at. There’s something else that you should be thinking about, Stavin: your own home. You’re married and have a child now. You need to get out on your own.”

    Stavin’s face froze as his mind raced. “I--We should have moved out last winter,” he said as he continued to consider the idea. “It was just that--”

    “I can’t see well enough to run my own household,” Sharindis said as she held his arm. 

    “But you have Sallin now,” Karlit pointed out. “And you can certainly afford your own household.” Stavin nodded mutely and Karlit continued. “Farlit will be bringing his family back here soon. What your mother and I were thinking was that you and Far could change places. The little house that he and Delia are in is getting too small for their family.”

    “Shari?” Stavin asked as he looked at his wife. Her expression answered before she spoke. She looked stunned in a happy way that Stavin had never seen before.

    She spoke in a soft, wonder-struck tone as she said, “I never thought I would live in my own home, Stavin. After my accident, I thought I would be living with my parents or Kahn for the rest of my life.” She was smiling even though there was a tear trickling down her cheek. She whispered, “My own home.” 

    Karlit chuckled. “I think she likes the idea.”

    Stavin looked at his father and asked, “Now, or come winter?”

    “Winter is soon enough,” Karlit answered. 

    Sallin came in then and said, “Masters and Mistress, the evening meal is ready.” 

    Everyone sat at the table except Sallin, who stood respectfully by the sideboard as Karlit and Marinis invoked the blessing of the Gods Above. Marinis turned her head and said, “You may serve now, Sallin.” 

    Sallin served all of them, then stood aside and waited to see if any of them needed anything else. She waited patiently as they ate and immediately cleared the table as soon as they were finished. 

    Stavin caught her attention as she took his plate and asked, “Did you eat yet?” 

    “No, Master Stavin. I’ll eat after I clean up.” 

    Stavin looked at his mother, then at Sallin and said, “You may eat first, Sallin. The dishes can wait a bit.” 

    She looked at him carefully, then bowed. “Thank you, Master Stavin.” 

     


    Chapter 4

    THE ELDERS’ COUNCIL MET EARLY THE next morning, and Stavin was summoned. He found Charvil waiting for him as well, facing the Council. 

    Mikal Kel’Kaffrey had been chosen as the new Chief Elder when Sorval Kel’Davin had retired, and now he considered Stavin silently for a moment before speaking. His hair was still mostly brown, being younger than average for the Council, and his eyes were light brown, like most of the men of Kel’Kavin.

    “Stavin, your skill and status saved us thirty-five gold crowns on our shipment. How good of a deal do you think you made?”

    Stavin came to attention before answering. “Chief Elder, I made a good deal, but not an extraordinary one. The shipment I sent from Aravad last season cost seven gold Kavadian crowns, but it included two crowns for shipping.” He paused and sighed. “If I was as good as Kethlan Kel’Vandar, I believe I could have gotten this shipment for twelve Farindian crowns.” His mouth was twisted into a wry grin, but there was a trace of sadness in his eyes for his lost friend.

    “Is it your opinion that the Traders in Kahrant’s Pass have been cheating us?” Warmaster Kel’Carin asked. 

    “Very much so, Warmaster,” Stavin answered, locking eyes with Barvil. “They have been at least doubling the price. Maybe even more than that.”

    “I think Sahren would have agreed,” Barvil said as he looked at his colleagues and stood. “I now lay before the Council a proposal that we stop buying from Kahrant’s Pass. Aravad is three days farther away, but with Kel’Aniston shipping for us,” he smiled at Stavin, “we should come out ahead.” 

    “Agreed,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said. One by one the other three Elders agreed as well. “Stavin, we’re going to use your House to ship goods for the community. We are not, however, going to demand that you do it for free.” He smiled as Stavin’s brow drew down in confusion. “If you agree, shipping our stores will fulfill your family duty to the community. We’ll also allot the necessary extra feed for your mules. You’ll need more wagons, though.”

    Stavin thought furiously for a moment, then bowed. “I agree, Sir,” he finally replied.

    “Good. As for Trader Bel’Serva,” Mikal paused and looked round the room, “we will express our--displeasure--at a later date.” 

    Charvil stepped forward now and bowed to the Council. “Elders, as you commanded I have chosen a double-hand of warriors to go south with us. Actually, all of the veterans who went with us to Kahrant’s Pass except Jorvan and Elval want to go.” He stopped and grinned down at Stavin. “Elval refused when he found out that Sallin wasn’t going to be cooking for us this time.” While Stavin sniggered, he again spoke to the Council. “Wallin Kel’Markat and Dennil Kel’Rovan round out our group.” 

    “Very well, Charvil,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said as he nodded. “Warleader Kel’Aniston, while you technically outrank three of these men--”

    Stavin bowed deeply, interrupting the Chief Elder. “I understand, Sir. I haven’t finished my five expeditions yet.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey nodded his head deeply, but he never took his eyes off Stavin. “No, you haven’t. You seem to be one for setting precedents, Stavin. This has never been an issue before, but I think you know that. I’m glad you understand why you are still the lowest ranking of your group.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered. 

    Charvil looked down at Stavin. “We are leaving in the morning.” 

    Stavin snapped back to attention and replied, “I’ll be ready, Sir.” 

    * * *

    The group rode in a column of twos, with Stavin and Dennil bringing up the rear. “As always,” Stavin grumbled as they rode out of the valley. Dennil was ten years older than Stavin and had earned his star the previous season as the leader of one of the teams that had gone to Trade Town. He was none too happy about bringing up the tail either. 

    “How did I let the Warmaster talk me into this?” he grumbled to Stavin as they rode. 

    Stavin grunted, “Force of habit: No one says no to the Warmaster.” 

    Dennil nodded his agreement and wrapped a bandanna across his nose and mouth.

    The six-day ride down to Trade Town went without incident, and soon Charvil was leading his men among the Traders. He spotted a man wearing the badge of the caravansary manager pinned to his Master’s vest and walked directly to him. “Your pardon, Master Trader, but do you know of a caravan that is headed to Twin Bridges?” he asked the caravansary manager. 

    “I do,” the man answered, but his eyes were focused behind Charvil on the field of stars his men wore. “Why do you ask?”

    “We are in search of employment, and desire to go to Twin Bridges.” 

    The caravansary manager licked his lips. “You are an unusual group. So many veterans. What happened to your usual ‘two hands and a brain’ team?” 

    “We were late getting out,” Charvil replied. “Could you direct us to the proper caravan?” 

    The man nodded. “There are two caravans going to central Evandia, and one small shipment that only has three wagons. This way, please,” he said and led the way, threading his way across the caravansary to a caravan of ox carts. 

    “Master Trader Bel’Borva,” he said to the trader as they approached, “these fine warriors are seeking employment for the trip to Twin Bridges. Have you secured guards yet?” 

    “No, I haven’t. Few good men available this late,” he replied in a heavy Reynadian accent. “What do you ask?” he asked, looking at Charvil. 

    “The standard five silver crowns per day, plus meals.” 

    The trader shook his head. “Cannot afford so much. Can afford three.” 

    Charvil shook his head and turned to the manager. “Who else is going our way?”

    The manager took a deep breath. “There is another caravan, but they are going to Kolovad, not Twin Bridges.” 

    Stavin said, “It’s ten days by wagon from Kolovad to Twin Bridges, Sir. Six by horse.” 

    “Lead us to them,” Charvil said, motioning for the manager to lead the way. 

    The next caravan was a long series of wagons drawn by mules, and each wagon bore the stamp of the Fel’Eldan Trading House. Charvil took one look and shook his head and growled, “We don’t deal with Fel’Eldan.”

    The manager nodded. “Unfortunately, those are the only two caravans going to central Evandia.” 

    “We’re going to have to take the three crowns a day,” Charvil said in a dispirited tone. “Ox carts are so slow we’ll probably make more in the long run.”

    “There is the other option,” the manager said, catching Charvil’s attention again. “It’s not a caravan, though. I don’t know how much they will be willing to pay.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “It’s three wagons belonging to the Evandian House of Fel’Carvin.” 

    “Madam Elain?” Stavin asked, pushing forward. 

    The manager looked at him for a moment, his eyes going round as he looked at the golden armor--and the hollowed star on Stavin’s shoulder. He took a deep breath and said, “Yes, Madam Elain Fel’Carvin.” 

    Stavin looked up at Charvil and shrugged. Charvil nodded. “We’ll talk to them.” 

    The woman the manager led them to was a dark-haired beauty who was approximately the same age as Charvil, and she looked them over carefully. “You want to hire on as guards?” 

    “We do. It is our understanding that you are going to Twin Bridges.” 

    The woman looked at the two men behind her and asked, “What do you think?” 

    “I think it beats the risk of being robbed on the road, Hellin,” the first man answered. “This shipment isn’t exactly a secret, and even Mom’s reputation can’t stop fools who don’t know about her.” The second man just nodded his agreement. 

    The woman turned to Charvil and said, “I’ll pay three silver crowns per day, plus meals.” 

    Stoval nudged his big brother’s elbow. “These wagons will be a lot faster than those ox carts, Char. Plus, everyone knows of House Fel’Carvin. At least they can be trusted in Trade. I’ve never heard of Bel’Borva.” 

    Charvil glared at his little brother, but all Stoval did was grin. He said, “Very well,” as he turned back to the woman. “When do you leave?” 

    “Two more days,” she replied. “The shipment isn’t complete yet.” She smiled as the warriors milled about, but her expression froze when she saw the small figure in golden armor. “Gods Below,” she whispered. 

    “Trader?” Charvil asked, then followed her gaze. “Oh, yes. I should have mentioned that Friend of Evandia Stavin is one of my men.” 

    Hellin began smiling very broadly. “Mother is going to be so pleased.” 

    “Ma’am?” Charvil asked as Stavin walked to his side.

    “Perhaps I should properly introduce myself. I am Hellin Fel’Baldan. Elain is my mother.” She bowed slightly to Stavin. “Friend Stavin, or should I call you Master Trader Kel’Aniston?”

    “Friend Stavin will do, Ma’am,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. He could see the family resemblance now, despite her brown hair. “Are you Elain the Sixteenth?” 

    “No, that’s my big sister,” she replied, then added a slight chuckle. “I’m the third child.” She smiled deeply and motioned the men closer. “Friend Stavin, please let me introduce my husband, Greval, and my big brother, Jordav.” She paused as Stavin nodded his head deeply to each man, and they bowed in return. “Perhaps I should go ahead and assure you that this is a completely legitimate cargo.” She smiled impishly. “There’s a silk merchant from Reynadia who comes here every five years. Mother has a deal with him, and we take delivery here rather than in Twin Bridges. As Evandian Master Traders, our taxes are lower than his would be, and he passes half the savings on to us.” 

    “I can see to the taxes for you--for half your savings,” Stavin said with a grin. 

    Hellin grinned right back. “You and Corinne are going to get along wonderfully.” 

    Stavin wanted to take advantage of the delay to make other arrangements as well. He caught Charvil’s attention as soon as Hellin turned away. “Sir, I’d like to send a message to Aravad,” he said as soon as Charvil was looking at him. 

    “What message, Stavin?” Charvil asked as he looked down at him. 

    Stavin pulled a slip of parchment out of his pouch. “It’s to the wainwright I bought the other wagons from. I want to commission sixteen more wagons.” He grinned as Charvil took a step back. “House Kel’Aniston is going to need them to ship the valley’s supplies.” 

    Charvil shook his head. “I think you should wait a bit, Stavin. We can buy the wagons in Twin Bridges or another Evandian town and take them up ourselves. That many wagons would require a pre-payment, and you don’t have a representative in Aravad.” 

    Stavin almost cringed. “I didn’t think of that, Sir.” 

    Charvil smiled and patted his shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about it right now, Stavin. Besides, you might not need them.” 

    “Sir?” 

    Charvil chuckled as he shook his head. “Stavin, those three Trading Houses the king gave you must have had some wagons.” 

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right, Sir.” He shook his head as he laughed. “I don’t know why, but I keep forgetting about them.” 

    “You haven’t laid your hands on them, so they’re not real yet. Wait until you actually see what you have before you buy more.” 

    Stavin smiled and came to attention, then bowed deeply. “Yes, Warmaster.” 

     


    Chapter 5

    SHARINDIS RETURNED TO HER DUTIES AT the Archive the day after Stavin left. She was doing her best to get used to having Sallin help her, and she decided that the first thing she needed to do was see how much the girl knew. They were walking to the Archive in the early morning light with Sallin carrying Karlin when she started asking questions. 

    “Sallin, can you read or write?” she asked.

    “No, Mistress,” Sallin answered. 

    “Figure?”

    “Some, Mistress. Enough to give change at the inn, Mistress.” 

    Sharindis smiled and said, “You don’t have to call me mistress all the time, Sallin.” 

    Sallin took a breath to protest that she did, but Master Stavin had said much the same thing. “Yes, Mistress.”

    Sharindis chuckled. “You’ll get used to us, Sallin. You do understand that I’m a Scribe, and that one of my duties is to teach the children of the valley.”

    “Yes, Mistress. Master Stavin explained that on the way here.” 

    “Good. I’ll expect you to learn to read and write as well as my students do. You’ll be sitting in on the rest of my classes as well, so you’ll be learning everything we teach. Including Old Tongue, of course. You’re a bit older than our usual students, but not too much.” 

    Sallin looked at Sharindis and asked, “What is Old Tongue, Mistress?”

    Now it was Sharindis’ turn to look at Sallin, even though all she saw was the dim shadow of the girl. “The language of the Empire of Luxand. Didn’t they teach you any of that in your old school?”

    Sallin spoke softly as she answered. “I’ve never been to a school, Mistress. That was for Chosen children, and the children of rich Traders. What was the Empire of Luxand?” 

    Sharindis sighed. “You’ll learn, Sallin. Just pay attention in the classes, though I’m afraid the only ones that will make much sense to you will be the first and second year lessons. I’ll help you where I can.” 

    “Mistress, I’m here to help you,” Sallin said in a cautious tone. “Master Stavin paid a whole gold crown for me so I could help you with little Karlin.” She smiled at the little boy in her arms.

    “And you will, Sallin, but the law of Kavinston is that all children must learn to read and write.” Sharindis smiled and a little laugh escaped her lips. “Salli, you won’t be a servant forever. Eventually some young man will want you to be his wife. It’s allowed. You’ll need the same education the rest of us have.” 

    Sallin didn’t argue the point, but Sharindis could tell by her silence that she still didn’t believe it. She decided to change the subject. “The first person I’m going to introduce you to is my master, Master Scribe Arlen Kel’Zorgan. He’s also my uncle. Mom’s big brother. We’re all family here.”

    “Master Stavin explained some of that, Mistress. He said you’re going to be the next Master Scribe.” 

    Sharindis sighed. “I hope so, Sallin, but the reality is that the Master Scribe has to be able to see. I don’t see well enough. Stavin, once he finishes his fifth expedition, is the more likely choice. But we’re together,” she said with a tender smile, “so we’ll both be doing the job.”

    They had been walking as they talked and had reached the fortress. Sharindis confidently led Sallin up to the Archive and to the office. “Master Kel’Zorgan, are you here?” she asked. 

    “Yes, Shari,” he answered as he looked around. “Who is that?”

    “Master Scribe Arlen Kel’Zorgan, this is Sallin Bel’Bartem. Stavin brought her home to help me with Karlin.” 

    Master Kel’Zorgan smiled and walked to the door. “Ah, I heard something about that. Welcome, young lady. Show her around on your way to class, Shari. Make sure you explain everything to her. Off you go, now.” He turned away and Sharindis turned and walked out of his office. 

    “He acts absentminded sometimes, but it’s just an act,” Sharindis said as she led Sallin down the hall. “We have the fifth-year students for history first. You might not get much out of it, but pay attention anyway.” 

    Sharindis entered the classroom to the accompaniment of the chatter of her students, but the room went completely silent when Sallin came in behind her. “I see that you’ve all noticed Sallin. She’s here to help me with Karlin.” There was a soft ‘aww’ from the girls. Sharindis usually let her female students help with the baby. “We were discussing the foundation of the Kingdom of Farindia after the fall of Luxand. Rahnda, you begin.” 

    A girl stood and began reciting the lesson. “In the seventeenth year of the rule of Emperor Calvis Zel’Gamma, the great dragon Dandarshandrake left Luxand on his centennial journey. When he didn’t return after five years, the people of Luxand began to fragment. The empire fragmented as well, and each of the imperial provinces split off, becoming the seven kingdoms.”

    “Very good, Rahnda,” Sharindis said with a broad smile for the girl. “You may sit down. Dahran, name the seven provinces.”

    A boy stood and began confidently with, “Farindia, Kavadia, Evandia, Andaria, Coravia, Luxandia, ah,” he slowed down and there were whispers from around him as he tentatively said, “Reynadia?” He collapsed into his chair as the children around him laughed. 

    “Correct, Dahran. Now, Sahranis, name the first royal family of Farindia.” 

    The lesson continued for five spans as the children recited what they had learned about their past. Sharindis dismissed them in preparation for the next class, and they left the room quietly. Shari had a habit of assigning extra lessons if they woke Karlin. 

    Sallin carried the sleeping baby to the front of the room and said, “Mistress Shari, where are all of those places the children were talking about? The only other kingdom I know of is Andaria.” 

    Sharindis smiled as curiosity brought Sallin out of her shell. “Look at the wall at the back of the room. See the map?” 

    “The big drawing?” Sallin asked. 

    “Yes, the big drawing. Farindia is in gold. Andaria is in purple. Kavadia is in red. Evandia is in green. Coravia is in blue. Luxandia is in pink. Reynadia is in brown.” 

    Sallin was shaking her head. “But that shows Farindia as being small.” 

    “It is, Sallin, but only in comparison to the rest of the Brondian Continent. The Empire of Luxand, which is also referred to as the Luxandian Empire or Empire of Lux, covered six-tenths of the Brondian Continent.”

    Sallin walked to the back of the room and studied the map. “I always thought Farindia was the whole world.” 

    “For many people, it is,” Master Kel’Zorgan said as he came into the room. “For our people, who travel around a great deal and interact with people from all over the continent, it is just home.”

    “Yes, Master Kel’Zorgan,” Sallin said, turning to bow to the Master Scribe. 

    A new group of children was coming into the classroom, but this time it was the youngest group. They chattered and laughed, and in the instance of a pair of young girls, chased one another around the room. Shari brought them to order quickly, but not quickly enough. Karlin awoke with a wail that made all of the children cringe. 

    “Take your seats,” Sharindis commanded and everyone scampered to their seats. “Since you can’t begin the day quietly, we’ll begin the day with mathematics.” There was a general sound of sorrow throughout the room, but for a wonder Karlin had already quieted down. “Let us begin with reciting the addition tables. One plus one equals two.” The whole room joined her as she continued. “Two plus two equals four.” She continued with the basic rote lesson and was not surprised when a more mature voice joined in.

    The day continued that way. Five spans and the children changed. As the day ended, Sharindis called Sallin up to her side. “You did well today, Sallin.” 

    “Is every day like that, Mistress Shari?” Sallin asked. 

    Sharindis nodded as she answered. “Yes, pretty much. We have five year groups, and each group gets five spans a day. The rest of the day they work for their parents or the community. The boys all get between six and twelve spans of weapons practice as well. We lose the boys at age ten. The first group we had is in their last year.” 

    “Why, Mistress?”

    “Something else we inherited from Luxand. Age ten is when we ascend from the estate of Child to that of Youth. For the boys, that is when they begin spending all day at weapons practice under the Warmaster. We keep the girls for four or five more years, teaching them how to allocate provisions for their families. For all of them at this time of year, there is plowing and other work preparing the soil for our crops. Each family contributes labor to the community.” 

    “Am I to do that, Mistress?” 

    Sharindis chuckled and said, “No. Our contribution is House Kel’Aniston shipping the community supplies. And my teaching. Let’s go home now.”

     


    Chapter 6

    THE WAGONS LEFT TRADE TOWN ON schedule, and headed south. Hellin had purchased extra food to accommodate the warriors, and the first night she cooked made all of them very happy. She had learned to cook at her mother’s side in the inn, and she fed them very well. Like Sallin’s, Hellin’s recipes were all quick and easy—for an experienced cook like her. For the men of the expedition, they were excellent. 

    The trip to Twin Bridges had taken Stavin’s first caravan fifty-two days to reach the great northern wall, but Hellin’s wagons moved much faster. Just forty-three days later they rumbled through the Common’s Gate and down toward Elain’s. 

    Hellin led them down a different street to a warehouse. “We’re going to be unloading for a while. Why don’t you go to the inn and get comfortable? I’ll be along shortly to report to mother and arrange your payment.” 

    Charvil nodded and looked around. Hellin caught his attention again. “Down that alley,” she said as she pointed. “Friend Stavin should recognize the yard.”

    Charvil looked at Stavin and nodded, so Stavin led them down the alley. It was just a hundred paces before he turned into the stable yard of Elain’s. Stavin looked over his shoulder toward the back of the inn and smiled. He said, “We should be met in a moment, Sir.”

    True to his prediction, Avid bustled out of the back door just a few breaths later. “Welcome, warriors. Welcome indeed. You’re in need of lodgings?” he asked. As usual, he barely waited for Charvil’s nod before continuing. “Good. Good. If your leader will come with me, I’ll introduce you to the mistress.” 

    Charvil was chuckling as he followed Avid, leaving Stavin to see to his horse. 

    Inside the inn, Madam Elain greeted him warmly. “Welcome, warrior. I am Madam Elain Fel’Carvin the Fifteenth. You’re--goodness, another Warmaster? Is Warmaster Barvil with you as well?”

    Charvil chuckled. “No, we traded places this year, Madam Elain. I am Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval.” He paused to bow deeply. “We escorted your daughter and her shipment of silk down from Trade Town.” 

    “Wonderful,” Madam Elain exclaimed, clapping her hands in delight. “Are there eleven of you?”

    “Just ten,” Charvil said with a slight bow. “All but one man are veterans.” 

    “Indeed?” she asked suspiciously. 

    Charvil finally burst out laughing. “We figure nine veterans can keep Stavin out of trouble.” 

    At the mention of Stavin’s name, Madam Elain giggled. “I don’t think so, but it’s worth a try. So, Friend Stavin is with you as well?” 

    “He is,” Charvil said with a nod. “He signed for Hellin’s taxes at the border. After he pays his respects to King Kalin and visits some friends, we’re going south to Valovad to see to his holdings.” 

    The back door opened and the warriors filed in, with Stavin in the rear, as usual. “Welcome, warriors. Friend Stavin, it is good to see you again. What is your desire?”

    Everyone looked at Stavin, so he stepped forward and bowed slightly. “I need to clean up and go to the palace, Madam Elain.” 

    Madam Elain nodded. “Of course. You know where the bathing room is. Warmaster Kel’Horval, how many rooms will you need?” 

    “Five, I think. We should only be here a day or two.” 

    She bowed and signaled Avid. “Fifteen through nineteen, Avid.” 

    Avid bowed deeply. “This way, please, Warriors,” he said, bowing and then heading toward the stairs. 

    At the top of the stairs, Charvil said, “Stavin, with me. The rest of you, sort yourselves out.” 

    “Sir?” Stavin asked, puzzled. 

    “I’m going with you to the palace, Stavin. We’ll get cleaned up, then go see the king.” 

    “But why do you want to share a room with me, Sir?”

    Charvil chuckled. “Because unless I miss my guess, you’ll be staying in the palace and I’ll have the room to myself.” 

    There was some chuckling from the rest of the men, then they split up. Stavin led Charvil to the bathing room and they cleaned up, then they retrieved their horses. The ride to the palace was much nicer than the usual walk. 

    Stavin was wearing his Royal Guards cape, and led the way around to the stables. Two grooms met them and took control of their horses immediately. “We’ll go see Lord General Zel’Kordil first, Sir. He’ll know when I can go report to the king.” 

    Stavin led Charvil through the guards’ barracks to the general’s office. He stopped and knocked twice, then stepped back. When the door opened, he said, “Lieutenant Stavin Kel’Aniston reports to Lord General Zel’Kordil as ordered, Sir.” 

    The major gave Stavin a wide-eyed glance, then turned away. The door opened all the way almost immediately. “Enter, Lieutenant Kel’Aniston.” 

    Stavin walked to the general’s desk and came to attention. “Sir, I have returned to Twin Bridges and am reporting as ordered.” 

    “I see that, Lieutenant. Who is that with you?”

    “Sir, please allow me to introduce my father-in-law, Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval.” 

    The general actually stood and came to attention as he faced Charvil across his desk. “Warmaster Kel’Horval, welcome to Twin Bridges. I have never met anyone who has achieved your status.” 

    “I am pleased to meet you, General,” Charvil said, bowing deeply. 

    The general shifted his attention back to Stavin. “His Majesty is in council right now, Lieutenant. Her Highness is there as well. How much of the current situation are you aware of?” 

    “Sir?” 

    “I’ll take that as none,” the general said. “Sit, please, and I’ll bring you up to date.” Stavin and Charvil sat as instructed, and Lord General Zel’Kordil began speaking. He detailed the unrest on the Andarian border, the talk of war among the councilors, and ended with the death of Lord General Zel’Fordal. 

    “General Zel’Fordal is dead?” Stavin asked in a stunned whisper.

    “He is,” Lord General Zel’Kordil confirmed. “I understand that he was quite fond of you, Lieutenant.” 

    “Dahvin--I mean Lieutenant Zel’Fordal. How is he?”

    “Lieutenant Zel’Fordal is dealing with his father’s death as well as can be expected. He’s being watched, of course, but he’s taken some comfort in the fact that his father died in the line of duty, intercepting the poisoned message that was meant for the king.” 

    Stavin stood and came to attention. “Sir, I would like--”

    “I thought you would,” the general interrupted. “Go find him. He’s on duty watching over Lord Sarvan. Just ask and you’ll get directions. Warmaster Kel’Horval, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to keep you with me for a time. I would value your input as far as some of my men are concerned.” 

    “Sir, I can come find you later, if you wouldn’t mind,” Stavin said, looking at Charvil with just a hint of pleading in his expression. 

    “Very well, Stavin.” Turning to the general, he bowed his head. “General, I am at your disposal.” 

    Stavin left Charvil with the general and walked straight to the door that led to the palace proper. It took him less than a span to be directed to the palace garden. There he found Dahvin and nine other Royal Guardsmen hovering a discreet distance behind Sarvan Zel’Andral and Ehrwan Zel’Fordan. 

    Stavin paused for a moment. Dahvin looked peaceful, as if he had come to terms with his father’s death. 

    Sarvan saw him first and smiled broadly. “Friend Stavin, welcome back to Twin Bridges.” 

    All of the others turned to face Stavin and he quickly went to one knee. “Lord Sarvan, I am pleased to see you again. And you, Lady Ehrwan.” 

    “Hello, Friend Stavin,” Lady Ehrwan said as she smiled and nodded her head deeply. 

    Stavin stood and turned his attention toward Dahvin Zel’Fordal and bowed. “Lord Dahvin, I just heard about your father. Please accept my deepest and most sincere condolences.” 

    “Thank you, Stavin,” Lord Dahvin said as he bowed his head. 

    Lord Sarvan looked at the rest of the guards and said, “Gentlemen, we would appreciate a little privacy.” All the guards except Dahvin and Stavin walked a short distance away. “Stavin, how much have you been told?” he asked in a hushed tone, looking into Stavin’s eyes. 

    “General Zel’Kordil said that General Zel’Fordal intercepted a poisoned message that was meant for King Kalin, Sir.”

    “True,” Lord Sarvan said, “as far as it goes. The message was brought by an Evandian Army messenger, and was supposedly from an Evandian Army major. What is suspected is that some Andarian agents have infiltrated our forces and are posing as Evandian regulars.” 

    “There have been a number of border skirmishes between our forces and Andarian bandits,” Lady Ehrwan put in. “Except they are too well disciplined to be plain bandits.”

    Stavin said, “Gods Below,” in a breathy whisper. 

    “Our feelings exactly, Stavin,” Lord Dahvin said, but Stavin shook his head violently. 

    “No, Dahvin. Not that,” Stavin said as he shook his head, then remembered where he was and who he was speaking to. “Your forgiveness, Lord Zel’Fordal.”

    Dahvin smiled slightly. “Sarvan and Ehrwan know I asked you to drop my titles when we are alone, Stavin. Now what are you talking about?” 

    Stavin studied the ground as he spoke. “Last year we encountered bandits up near the border. Only they weren’t just bandits: They were Evandian Army troops. They had crossed into Andaria and press-ganged a bunch of men to act as bandits, then attacked our caravan. We managed to question one of the wounded men, and he told us about it, though we thought they were Andarian troops to begin with. Only a few of the wounded had survived that long. They had killed or taken the rest. Later, at Fort Zel’Erins, we encountered wounded troops who refused to allow us to see their commanding officer. Two days later we were attacked again, but this time we were ready. We killed all twenty of them, and I recognized the sergeant who had turned us away from Fort Zel’Erins. Up the road a bit we found a caravan that they had attacked earlier. They had killed all of the press-ganged men once the attack was complete.” 

    “Stavin, how certain are you they were really our troops?” Lord Sarvan asked. 

    “The sergeant said, ‘Friend of Evandia, are you? You’ll have a hard time explaining this attack to His Majesty.’ All of their horses had Evandian Army brands as well.” 

    Lord Sarvan looked at Lord Dahvin and Lady Ehrwan. “We have to get this information to the king and council immediately.”

    Lord Dahvin looked over his shoulder and snapped, “Form up!” All of the guardsmen immediately gathered in a tight formation around the four of them, and Lord Sarvan guided them toward the palace. 

    A dozen turns through the palace corridors delivered them to the council chamber, and the guards didn’t hesitate to open the door when Lord Sarvan said, “I must see my uncle the king immediately.” 

    Most of the guardsmen stopped outside the door, but Lord Zel’Fordal kept a hand on Stavin’s shoulder to keep him moving. The four walked into the council session, and the room fell silent. 

    “King Kalin,” Lord Sarvan began in a strong tone, “we have information that you must hear immediately.” 

    The king nodded as his eyebrows drew down in puzzlement. He was openly surprised when Dahvin guided Stavin to his side. “Friend Stavin, welcome back to Twin Bridges.”

    Stavin bowed deeply as he said, “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 

    “What news do you have for us?”

    Stavin took a deep breath and knelt, going all the way down to both knees and bowing his head deeply as he clasped his hands in front of him. “King Kalin, I have something shameful I must tell you.” 

    The king looked at Stavin, then at Dahvin and the others. Shifting his attention back to Stavin, he commanded, “Say what you have to say,” in an uncompromising tone.

    Stavin told the king and council the same story he had told the young nobles. By the time he was finished, hardly anyone in the room was breathing. 

    The king asked, “Why didn’t you tell me of this last year, Stavin?”

    “I was ashamed, Your Majesty. We had killed Evandian Army troops. They were bandits, but they were also troops.” 

    The king was quiet for a moment, then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “Traitors, Stavin. Those men were traitors, not troops.” He looked around the room. “Does anyone else see what I am beginning to see?”

    “I see a man who has admitted to killing our troops, Your Majesty,” the Minister of the Interior snapped. “He should be arrested and executed immediately.” 

    “Weren’t you listening?” another minister asked in an angry tone. “They were engaged in banditry against our own citizens.” 

    The room was soon filled with shouted comments and insults, but the king silenced them all by slamming his open hand down on the table. “That’s enough!” he shouted, glaring around the room. “I have no reason not to believe Friend Stavin’s story, and take it at face value. It explains a lot.” He sat heavily in his chair and rubbed his temples. “It explains so very much.” 

    Princess Marina stood and walked around her father to stand in front of Stavin. “Stavin, what else can you tell us about the bandits you encountered?” 

    Stavin looked up at her, then quickly down again and answered. “They were all older men, in their thirties at least.” There was a rustle of in-drawn breaths and muttered imprecations as the councilors reacted to Stavin’s statement. “I only recognized the sergeant, and he must have been nearly forty.” 

    Princess Marina looked at King Kalin, and her eyes narrowed. “Someone is using our own malcontents against us.” 

    “Agreed,” the king said. “Sarvan, Dahvin, take Stavin out, but don’t go far. We may need him again soon.” 

    Stavin stood and bowed deeply to the king, then let the young nobles lead him away. Sarvan led them to his suite. “Stavin,” he said once there were only four of them, “I would like you to drop my title when we are alone, just as Dahvin requested.” 

    “And I would appreciate it as well,” Lady Ehrwan said. 

    Stavin looked around, then bowed deeply. “If that is your wish, I shall honor it.” 

    “It is. Dahvin, are you all right?” Sarvan asked as he shifted his attention away from Stavin. Davin had a terribly hurt expression on his face, as if he couldn’t believe what he had just learned. He was sitting forward, staring at the floor. At Sarvan’s question he looked up and shook his head.

    “It’s just--Sarvan, I’ve comforted myself with the idea that it was Andarian agents who murdered my father. To think it might have actually been our own troops who did it--it’s just too much right now.” 

    Ehrwan was at the side of the room and said, “Stavin, lend a hand, please.” Stavin went to her side immediately. She handed him two short glasses of dark amber liquid. “Give Dahvin one of these.” 

    Stavin walked over and slid one of the glasses into Dahvin’s hand. He was about to give the other to Sarvan when Ehrwan gave him one she had carried. “Have you ever had Draiger’s Tears, Stavin?” she asked. 

    “No, Ehrwan. It smells like Tiger Sweat.” 

    “Very close,” Sarvan said as he sipped his drink. “Sip cautiously, and don’t inhale.” 

    Stavin did as he was instructed, and it was all he could do to swallow the burning liquid. “Wow.” 

    Dahvin sipped his drink as well and sighed. “Wow indeed. Stavin, you should probably know that my father was quite impressed with you, both for your actions at Zel’Marran as well as your actions here.” He finally looked up at Stavin and the expression on his face was bleak. “He was of the opinion that we could learn a lot from your people.” 

    Stavin nodded. “My father-in-law is here in the palace. General Zel’Kordil wanted to talk to him and get his opinion about our troops.” 

    “What is your father-in-law’s rank?” Ehrwan asked. 

    “Warmaster. He is one kill behind Warmaster Kel’Carin right now. That’s one reason he’s here: to get ahead again if he can.” 

    “You make it sound like they’re in competition,” Sarvan said as he looked at Stavin with his head tilted to the side.

    Stavin took another sip of his drink and wound up closing one eye and shaking his head vigorously in a manner that made the others laugh. “They are, in a manner of speaking. It started on their first expedition. They are cousins, and only a few moons apart in age. They started competing to see who would reach the highest rank, and have continued the competition since Barvil earned his fourth star.”

    “Why is it so important?” Dahvin asked. 

    Stavin began a dissertation on the meanings of their ranks and the importance of each, and Dahvin was actively participating in the discussion in just a few moments. Sarvan and Ehrwan shared a smile as Dahvin became more involved, and Stavin realized that they had maneuvered him into drawing Dahvin out of his destructive mood. He gave no indication that he’d realized what they had done, but he did make every effort to draw Dahvin out further. 

    “So, you’re a Warleader Fifth,” Dahvin said as he swirled his drink slowly. “Does that make you the second in command of your group?” 

    Stavin laughed, then sipped is drink. His whole body shivered as the liquid burned its way down to his stomach. “No, Dahvin. No, I’m still the lowest ranking member of the team. Charvil brought all veterans along. Even though I technically outrank three of them, they have made all five of their expeditions while this is only my third.” 

    “Isn’t that unusual?” Ehrwan asked. 

    Stavin sighed and nodded. “Very, but there is a lot more to this year’s journey than usual as well. We are going to Valovad to inspect my holdings there, and to make arrangements for their management. I’m probably going to ask Corinne Fel’Carvin to continue to manage everything.”

    “Isn’t she--?” Dahvin asked, leaning forward. 

    “She’s Madam Elain’s granddaughter,” Stavin confirmed. “She’s actually Elain the Seventeenth, but she goes by Corinne to avoid confusion. Marina arranged for her to take over, and King Kalin spoke to Madam Elain about it.” He paused and looked at his host. “Isn’t it strange that the king would appoint a known criminal as my caretaker?” 

    Dahvin snorted as he tried not to laugh. Ehrwan didn’t. She laughed uproariously and leaned on Sarvan. “Oh, Stavin, calling Elain a criminal is like calling the Zel’Horgan a creek,” she howled. 

    “The Fel’Carvin family has been involved in organized crime for centuries,” Sarvan agreed. 

    Stavin nodded. “Marina told me about her and what the king does and officially doesn’t know, and why Elain and those like her are allowed to continue their operations.”

    Sarvan smiled and shook his head slowly. “So you know why the king chose her, don’t you? Putting Madam Elain’s granddaughter in charge means that no one is going to try to steal from you. Uncle Kal taking to the elder Elain made sure she wouldn’t steal from you, either.” 

    Stavin looked at Sarvan sideways. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard anyone refer to the king as anything but ‘His Majesty’ or ‘the king.’ It’s surprising.” 

    “He’s been my uncle longer than he’s been the king, Stavin. My father was his little brother, but I was born a moon before Marina. Dad didn’t have to wait for granddad’s permission to marry. He wasn’t the heir.” 

    Dahvin said, “Aunt Carissa was younger than your mom, Sarvan. The way I heard it, my grandfather was the one who held them up. If it hadn’t been for dad--” Dahvin stopped speaking abruptly, then shook his head. “If dad and Prince Kalin hadn’t been friends for so long she probably wouldn’t have married him. As it was, she fell in love with him when she was only thirteen. Granddad made them wait until she was sixteen to get married. And then she did her two years with the Army while Prince Kalin continued to serve. She had to be eligible to hold land and dispense high and low justice in order to be queen.” He paused and thought for a moment. “She was assigned to the Fort Zel’Terdal Supply Depot.” 

    Ehrwan saw the look of intense concentration on Stavin’s face and chuckled. “We’re all related to some degree, Stavin. The Royal Genealogists have to keep careful records of who marries who so we don’t intermarry too closely.”

    “Yes, Ehrwan, it’s like that for us as well. It’s part of the Master Scribe’s duty to track bloodlines in Kavinston. That’s why I find this so fascinating.” 

    “It can be frustrating as well,” Ehrwan continued with a sigh. “Especially if you fall in love with someone and it turns out that you’re too closely related. I did.” She smiled sadly and leaned her head on Sarvan’s shoulder. “Fortunately for both of us, it just turned out to be a puppy-crush. A moon later we’d both moved on.” 

    Stavin nodded and said, “We receive a list of girls we can court when we turn fourteen. We usually know who is going to be on it long before then, though. With less than five thousand people in the valley, it’s not that hard to keep track.” He chuckled and grinned. “Shari wasn’t on my list because she’s older. Given our example, the Edlers have had older single or widowed girls added to the boys’ lists.”

    “Speaking of people in your valley,” Ehrwan said as she leaned forward and grinned, “last year you said your wife was expecting your first baby. Boy or girl?” 

    Stavin laughed. “Boy. We named him Karlin.” Stavin went on, falling naturally into the new father talking about his son mode, and kept the young nobles entertained for several spans. A knock at the door interrupted him, and they stopped talking as a servant opened the door.

    One of the guardsmen outside said, “His Majesty has summoned Lieutenant Kel’Aniston.” 

    Stavin immediately stood and said, “Very well,” then turned and bowed to the young nobles. “I hope to see you all again before we leave.” 

    “I don’t think you’re leaving as soon as you think you are, Stavin,” Sarvan said. “The King’s Council is going to want more information from you concerning those traitors last year. Now go. He’s more tolerant than some, but it never pays to keep the king waiting.” 

    Stavin bowed again, then followed the guards back to the council chamber. He was passed through immediately, but found just three people waiting for him: the king, General Zel’Kordil, and Charvil. 

    The king smiled and motioned toward a chair. “Please have a seat, Stavin. I was just discussing you with your father-in-law.” He stopped talking as Stavin took the indicated seat. 

    “Stavin,” Charvil began, “His Majesty wants to keep you here in Twin Bridges for a while. I have agreed to allow you to stay here while the rest of us take a contract. There’s no sense in all of us staying. The king’s Minister of Trade has arranged for us to guard a caravan to Barren’s Bridge and back. We’ll be gone for about twenty days.” 

    Stavin was quiet for a moment, then bowed his head. “Yes, Sir. I think I can stay out of trouble that long.” 

    The king and general joined Charvil as he laughed at Stavin’s comment. “I hope so,” Charvil agreed. 

    “Lieutenant, you’ll have a room in the Guard’s Barracks,” General Zel’Kordil explained. “As a matter of fact, you’ll be sharing a room with Lieutenant Zel’Fordal.” 

    “Stavin,” the king interrupted, “Dahvin is still a bit shaky about his father’s death, and your revelations about our traitors--” The king shrugged. “He needs a friend close at hand.” He paused and raised a hand when Stavin seemed about to interrupt. “I know, he has Sarvan and the others, but he’s a warrior at heart. He was raised in Dahral’s commands, among soldiers, not in the court. I think he needs someone with a soldier’s background to talk to. There are few members of the Royal Guard that meet that requirement. You are one of them.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath, then bowed in his seat. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    “You will be joining his watch section as well, Lieutenant,” the general said when the king looked at him. “It’s Snow Cat, not Dragon, but you’ll fit in.”

    “Stavin,” Charvil finally said, making Stavin whip his head around, “the general and I identified several weaknesses in the Royal Guards’ training, starting with no experience defending against staff weapons. While you are here you will work on that. Given your specialty, if they can defend against you, they should be able to defend against just about anyone.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered. 

    “Very well,” the king said, standing. Everyone else stood as well. “Warmaster, it was a pleasure to meet you.” He turned away and left the room as Charvil bowed.

    “Lieutenant, escort your father-in-law back to his inn and retrieve your gear.” Then the general smirked. “I’m going to go inform Dahvin that he’s getting a roommate.” 

     


    Chapter 7

    STAVIN LED CHARVIL OUT OF THE palace, stopping by the general’s office to retrieve Charvil’s sword and knives before going to the stables. Charvil sighed and shook his head as they walked. “Stavin, I am really not happy about this, but I couldn’t think of a way to politely tell the king no. You are, after all, a lieutenant in his Royal Guard. Just, for the love of the Gods, don’t kill anyone unless it’s in the line of duty.” 

    Stavin chuckled. “I won’t, Sir. And Dahvin is one of Lord Sarvan’s guards, so we’re not likely to be in the path of another assassination attempt, either.”

    Charvil shook his head as they retrieved their horses. “Someone is fomenting trouble in Evandia, Stavin. You put yourself in the way last year, and it has continued this year.”

    Stavin and Charvil rode back to Elain’s, and Stavin picked up his belongings before riding back to the palace. He was met in the stables by a man in a captain’s uniform. 

    “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston? I am Captain Warvin Zel’Astel, commander of Snow Cat Watch. I’ve been informed that you’ll be joining us.” 

    Stavin dismounted and came to attention, then bowed. “Yes, Sir.” 

    The captain nodded sharply. “Turn your horse over to the grooms and bring your gear. I’ll take you to your room to await Lieutenant Zel’Fordal.”

    Stavin grabbed his saddlebags and weapons, then followed the captain. The captain glanced back at him and asked, “Is that all you have?” 

    “Yes, Sir.”

    “You can’t have much in the way of clothing in there.” 

    Stavin was surprised by the comment and answered, “No, Sir. We don’t wear anything but armor on the expedition.” 

    “Huh,” the captain grunted, then shook his head. “Maybe Dahvin can arrange the loan of some suitable clothing for your off-duty hours.”

    “Sir?”

    “Our watch rotation only puts us guarding the royal family one of every three days,” the captain explained in a patient tone. “You can’t wear your armor all the time.” 

    Stavin considered that idea for a moment, then shrugged. “Yes, Sir, but why would Lieutenant Zel’Fordal need to arrange for clothes to be lent to me?”

    The captain scowled as he stopped and turned toward Stavin. “You expect him to buy you clothing?” he demanded.

    “No, Sir, of course not,” Stavin answered in a shocked tone. 

    “Then where would you expect such clothing to come from?” 

    Stavin paused and took a deep breath. “Sir, I’ve read of people called tailors who make and sell clothing. There’s also the castoff lane, but--” Stavin shrugged as well as he could in armor.

    The captain glared at him and said, “Tailors are expensive. You don’t get paid that much, Lieutenant.” 

    Stavin suddenly caught the direction of the captain’s comments and couldn’t help but laugh. “Sir, I have over twenty thousand crowns in my account with the Gold Merchants, and there are the holdings of the Kel’Aniston Trading House as well. No one has to buy me anything: I can buy it myself, I just don’t know who to go to.” 

    “How did you come by that much gold, Lieutenant?” the captain asked, his tone still conveying suspicion. 

    Stavin gave him a brief explanation about his first and second expeditions. “The Trading House is the only thing I’m not sure of. The king’s letter about the holdings he had transferred to me didn’t elaborate very much. He just said the assets of those three Trading Houses had been transferred to my Trading House.” 

    The captain whispered, “Gods Below,” and released a gusty sigh. “Lieutenant, don’t tell anyone else all of that. The Royal Guard is made up of younger sons and daughters of Chosen families, but I doubt any of them have access to the riches you just described. For that matter, I doubt many of the major lords have that much in liquid assets available to them. Ask Dahvin to take you to a tailor tomorrow. Five or six gold crowns will see you outfitted as befits a young lord.”

    “I am not a lord, Sir,” Stavin pointed out. 

    “You have the king’s favor, and you’re known as a hero of the kingdom. You’ll also be in the company of lords and ladies every waking moment for the next twenty or so days. You need to dress as they do to fit in.” The captain smiled and shook his head. “I’ve dealt with some of the other young Warriors who joined our ranks. You’re not much different, except you’re much higher ranked. You’ll be fine.” 

     The room Captain Zel’Astel led him to was large by Stavin’s standards. Ten cubits square, it held two mirrored sets of furniture: bed, desk and chair, bookshelf, wardrobe, foot locker, and armor stand. The room was neat and clean, and the captain directed Stavin to the left side. 

    “Dahvin has the right side. He shared this room with Lieutenant Zel’Coral until a moon ago when the lieutenant resigned to go home. His father and both brothers had been killed, and he was suddenly Lord of Zel’Coral.” 

    Stavin looked at the captain and asked, “North, near Andaria, Sir?” 

    “Yes. Stay here until Dahvin comes for you. His watch will end soon. You know where the officer’s privy and bathing room is?” After Stavin nodded, he continued. “Because of our proximity to the lords and ladies of the court, every royal guard must bathe and shave every day.” 

    Stavin squirmed a little. “Yes, Sir.” 

    “I didn’t mean that as a slight in any way, Lieutenant. Just by looking at your hair I can tell you bathed before you came to the palace. Just keep clean.” 

    The door opened and Dahvin stepped through. He smiled as he said, “I knew it was too good to last.”

    “You want a private room, get married or make major,” the captain replied with a laugh. “If I have to share, you have to share.” 

    “Yes, Sir. Stavin, welcome to my little corner of Evandia.” He bowed slightly, and Stavin returned the bow deeply. 

    “Thank you.” 

    “Who took your place watching Lord Sarvan?” the captain asked, all business. 

    “Sir, Lieutenant Zel’Varlin relieved me early at Lord General Zel’Kordil’s request,” Dahvin replied after snapping to attention. “He owed me one.” 

    The captain nodded his understanding and turned away. “Very well. Carry on, gentlemen.” 

    After the door closed, Dahvin turned to Stavin and asked, “What’s going on?” in a puzzled tone.

    Stavin raised both hands to shoulder level and shrugged. “The king wanted me to stay around, and Charvil wanted to get out and about for a while. He hasn’t been out of the valley in six years. He and the rest are taking a caravan to Barren’s Bridge. They shouldn’t be gone more than twenty days.” 

    Dahvin tilted his head to the side as he asked, “And while you’re here?”

    Stavin grinned. “I’m supposed to see if I can teach the Royal Guards how to defend against staff weapons like my Dragon’s Tongue. The king also said I’m going to be questioned more thoroughly about what I remember from last year about those traitors.” 

    “Looks like Sarvan was right about you not leaving any time soon.” 

    Stavin nodded, then said, “Dahvin, I have a favor to ask.” 

    “Ask.” 

    “Captain Zel’Astel said I need clothes to wear off duty. Do you know where any tailors are?” 

    Dahvin chuckled. “I do indeed. You and I are officially off duty right now, so let’s change into something else and go out on the town. I’ll take you to the Dancing Swan after we see the tailors. How are you set for funds? Have you been paid yet?” 

    Stavin was openly embarrassed and squirmed a little as he answered. “Dahvin, I don’t have anything to change in to. That’s why I need a tailor. As for funds,” he reached into his armor and pulled out a purse, “I have about twenty-three gold crowns. Is that going to be enough?” 

    Dahvin asked, “Twenty-three gold crowns?” in a stunned whisper. 

    “Yes.” 

    Dahvin cleared his throat. “Yes, twenty-three gold is more than enough. I’ve heard stories about you, all of us have, but I didn’t think they could be true.” 

    Stavin laughed a little. “If they’re outlandish and sound like gross exaggerations, they are probably true.” 

    Dahvin paused and hummed a little as he stroked his chin. “We’ll both wear armor then. Let’s go get Glora and go to the tailors.” 

    “Lady Glora? Why?”

    Dahvin sighed and shook his head. “You know nothing about women, Stavin. Glora would never forgive me if I didn’t bring her along. Besides, she has much better fashion sense than I do. She’ll be much more helpful in picking out your clothes.” 

    Stavin groaned. “She’s going to dress me like you peacocks, isn’t she?” 

    Dahvin’s grin was as wide as his face when he answered, “Yep.” 

     


    Chapter 8

    SHARINDIS WAS AT HOME ON HER day of rest, at the table under the south window of the Kel’Aniston home, but was having a hard time reading. Something was reducing Arandar’s light to the point that she couldn’t make out the words on the page in front of her, even with the stronger crystal Stavin had brought her. Probably Omalaha sending someone a storm. She sighed and put her crystal and book away.

    “What’s wrong, Mistress?” Sallin asked. She was sitting near Shari with a child’s book of letters. It hadn’t taken long for her to ask to be taught to read and write. 

    “There’s not enough light for me to see my book,” Sharindis said as she pushed back from the table. 

    Sallin looked outside and saw wispy clouds in the sky. “Could we light a candle, Mistress?”

    Sharindis smiled and shook her head. “Not even a good oil lamp provides enough light, Salli. I have to have Arandar’s light. I’ll have to wait until the light comes back.” 

    Sallin put her book aside as well and went to the kitchen with Sharindis. As they worked, she hummed softly to herself and looked around at the supplies in the kitchen. She had a satisfied smile on her face when they had finished preparing the mid day meal. 

    After the dishes were done, she approached Marinis. “Mistress Marinis, may I disturb you for a moment?”

    “Yes, Sallin. What do you need?” Marinis asked. Sallin rarely approached her unless there was something that she needed and couldn’t find for herself. 

    “Mistress Marinis, may I borrow some of your kitchen goods?”

    Marinis sat up straight and gave the girl a curious look. “What do you need from my kitchen?” 

    Sallin swallowed and bowed before she spoke again. “Mistress, I wanted to borrow the deep copper bowl and the empty bottle of elderberry wine.”

    “My wine?” Marinis asked. 

    “The empty bottle, Mistress.” 

    “What are you doing, Sallin?” Marinis asked suspiciously. 

    “Mistress, at home, before the plague, my nanny and mother and all of my aunts made lace in the winter to sell to the Chosen ladies. They needed bright light indoors, but candles were expensive, so we just used one for everyone.” She used her hands to demonstrate. “What we did was fill round bottles like that one with fresh melted snow and put the candle behind it. It made all the light go to one spot. Granda Haffen used a copper bowl behind his lamp to make all the light go into the room instead of on the wall behind the lamp.”

    “Like a mirror,” Marinis prompted. 

    “Yes, Mistress,” Sallin answered with a vigorous nod. “I thought that since Mistress Shari needs really bright light to read by, I could try both ways and see if it made enough light.” 

    Marinis was nodding slowly as she considered the notion. Without another word she went to the shelf and brought down the bottle of wine. There was just a nip left, and she finished it before handing the bottle to Sallin. 

    Sallin bowed quickly, then went outside looking for fresh snow. She was gone for a long time and came back to the house rosy-cheeked and breathing hard. “I had to go a long way away from the town to find clean snow, Mistress,” she explained when Marinis cocked an inquiring eyebrow at her. 

    Marinis brought out the big copper bowl that Karlit had brought home from his second expedition and joined Sallin at the table. Sallin put the bottle of water down, then lit the lamp that was normally only used at the evening meal. Marinis leaned forward as Sallin slid the bottle closer to the lamp. A spot of light was on the table that was far brighter than the lamp. Then Sallin took the bowl and put it behind the lamp, moving it back and forth slowly until Marinis gasped. The spot on the table was as bright as the mid day sun. 

    “Shari, bring your crystal to the table,” she called out, not looking away from the spot of light. 

    “What is it, Marinis?” Sharindis asked as she entered the dining room. 

    “Shari, see if you can read by this light,” Marinis commanded. 

    Sharindis walked over and looked. Even with her dim vision she could see the intense spot of light on the white linen tablecloth. She brought out her crystal and sat at the table, then put a slip of parchment under the light. When she positioned her crystal, she cried out in glee. “I can see it!” She looked up at Marinis and her smile lit the room. “Marinis, how did you do that?”

    “This was Sallin’s idea, Shari,” Marinis replied, giving the girl a warm smile. “Something her people used to make lace.” 

    Sharindis had tears in her eyes as she looked up at the shadow of the younger girl. “Thank you, Salli. Thank you so very much.” You’re so much more help than Stavin thought you’d be.

    Sallin bowed deeply. “It was my pleasure, Mistress.” 

     

     


    Chapter 9

    MASTER TAILOR RANDAV FEL’HORDAN LOOKED UP as the bell on his door jingled, then all but ran to the front of his shop as a fine lady was escorted in by a pair of armored guards. Going to one knee and bowing his head, he asked, “How may I serve you, Lady?” as he studied the floor. 

    “Master Fel’Hordan, you come highly recommended by several of my friends. Friend Lieutenant Stavin Kel’Aniston is in need of clothes fit to wear at court.” She motioned Stavin forward and he stepped up to her side. “He is slightly built, so we must take that into consideration.” 

    Master Randav dared to look up at the short figure in the golden armor as his pulse raced. He replied, “Yes, Lady,” as he again bowed his head.

    “Stavin, let the good Master Tailor take your measure,” Lady Glora commanded, and both Stavin and the tailor moved to obey. 

    Stavin’s armor was removed, and the tailor led him behind a screen to remove his mail and under-padding as well. Then the tailor measured him every which way as an apprentice wrote down the figures. In a matter of moments, a third of a span at most, the tailor and apprentice were helping Stavin put his armor back on. 

    “Friend Stavin, now that I have your measure, what clothing do you need?” Master Randav asked, but it was Lady Glora who answered. 

    “He’ll need seven sets of high court fashions,” she replied. “Something he can mix and match while he’s here.” 

    “And the particular fashions?” Master Randav asked, shifting his attention between Lady Glora and Stavin. 

    Lady Glora began rattling off a series of terms that left Stavin totally confused. Dahvin didn’t look much better off, but Master Randav and his apprentice were both nodding and writing down what she wanted. 

    When she finished, Master Randav nodded in satisfaction. “Is there any particular decoration or theme for the clothing? Anything that I should add?” he asked, looking at Lady Glora for a decision since she was obviously in charge. 

    Lady Glora reached over and dragged Stavin to her side, turning him so his left shoulder was toward the tailor. “Include this,” she said as she pointed at Stavin’s star. 

    “Oh, how attractive. Is there a particular meaning to it?”

    Stavin looked at the tailor and said, “It is the symbol of a Warleader Fifth.” 

    “How lovely. I can have all seven sets done in three days, Friend Stavin.”

    Stavin looked at Lady Glora, and she nodded. “Very well,” he replied, then asked, “How much is this costing me?” 

    “Friend Stavin, I must ask for seven gold crowns. I am going to have to set aside my other work to give you precedence.” 

    Stavin took a breath to begin haggling, but Lady Glora touched his hand to get his attention. At the slight shake of her head, he simply nodded and brought out his purse and counted the coins out on the tailor’s table. “Seven gold crowns.” 

    “Thank you, Friend Stavin. Your wardrobe will be given our undivided attention. I’ll send Geoff to the palace when it’s time for a final fitting.” 

    “A what?” Stavin asked.

    Dahvin explained. “Once the clothes are mostly finished, you’ll have to come out here again and let them make final alterations with the clothes on you.” 

    “Oh,” Stavin said as he thought about it for a moment. “I hope you won’t stick me with pins the way my sisters used to.” 

    “We make every effort to ensure that fitting is a painless process, Friend Stavin,” Master Randav said with a trace of humor. 

    Lady Glora led them out of the shop with a smile on her face. “You did very well, Stavin, but you must remember that we do not haggle. It’s simply not done.” 

    Stavin sighed. “Next time, Master Trader Kel’Aniston is coming out here.” 

    Lady Glora giggled. “He’d faint. Really, Stavin, seven gold crowns isn’t a bad price for what you’re getting.” 

    “I don’t want to be rude, Lady Glora, but seven gold crowns shipped two hundred bags of grain from Aravad to Kavinston. We’re talking about enough food to feed twenty families through the winter.” He shook his head slowly. “It’s a whole different world here, isn’t it?” 

    Dahvin said, “It is indeed, Stavin,” as he laid his hand on Stavin’s shoulder. “It is indeed. But remember, that will keep him and his apprentices going for quite a while. Tailor isn’t one of those businesses where they are always busy. He may only get three or four commissions like that a year.”

    Lady Glora accompanied Dahvin and Stavin to the Dancing Swan Inn. It was still early, so the inn wasn’t crowded. A tall serving girl in the white blouse and black skirt that Stavin was beginning to recognize as the uniform of a higher-ranking servant led them to a table and took their orders. Glora had red wine while both Stavin and Dahvin ordered beer. 

    Lady Glora sighed and said, “I will civilize you one day, Dahvin.” 

    Dahvin chuckled in reply. “Even the king likes an occasional beer, Glo. Wine isn’t to everyone’s taste.” 

    Stavin was comfortable enough with Dahvin that he joined in. “We hardly ever get wine. It’s only for special occasions.”

    “Why is that?” Lady Glora asked. 

    “It’s expensive. We can’t grow the right kinds of fruits in the valley. We have a brewer who turns last-year’s leftover grain into beer, but that’s about it. Oh, and Tiger Sweat. Dad and a few of the older men like that.” Stavin made a face. “I think it tastes like torch fuel.” 

    Dahvin chuckled as his eyes brimmed. “You should have seen his face when Ehrwan gave him some Draiger’s Tears. I thought he was going to spit it out.” 

    “I would never be that rude, Dahvin,” Stavin said with a blush. “Taking a second sip took an act of will, but my tongue was numb by then.” 

    The serving girl returned while Lady Glora was tittering, and Stavin reached for his pouch, but Dahvin raised his hand. “Place our order on my tab, Jaellan,” he said and the girl bobbed a quick bow before she left. “Few Chosen carry gold or silver, Stavin. Most of us just run a tab and pay at the end of the moon.” He leaned forward and spoke softly. “In regular clothes, most of us couldn’t defend ourselves against determined thieves. No weapons. Not carrying hard coin keeps the thieves from bothering us.” 

    Stavin took a sip of his beer and shook his head. “There is so much I have to learn, even if I’m not of a Chosen clan.” 

    “What’s this?” a deep voice interrupted, and Stavin glanced over his shoulder to find three men behind him. 

    “What do you want, Varil?” Lady Glora asked in a tight tone. From her expression, Stavin could tell she despised the man.

    The man named Varil slapped Stavin’s shoulder and said, “I was wondering what this is doing in my inn.” 

    “This isn’t your inn, Varil,” Dahvin said as he stood. “As for Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, he is my guest.” Dahvin laid a hand on the hilt of his sword but remained in his seat. “Or would you care to issue a challenge?”

    “Think you can face me, Dahv?” Varil asked as he laughed again. 

    “Friend Stavin,” Lady Glora asked in a honey-sweet voice, “what is your exact kill count?” 

    Stavin looked at her and shrugged. “Just forty-nine, Lady Glora.” 

    There was an island of silence around them now as she smiled wickedly at the three young lords. “Three more would earn you your second star, wouldn’t they?” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head deeply. “They would, Lady Glora.” 

    “You’re not seriously considering--” one of the other men said as he backed away. 

    Lady Glora was nearly snarling as she replied, “Friend Stavin is a Warleader Fifth of Kel’Kavin. He is also, as you should know, a Friend of Evandia. That means that there are only two people in the kingdom who can render a judgment against him.”

    Varil’s two friends were backing away as Stavin stood and bowed. “Is there a problem, Lord?” he asked courteously. Dahvin had stood as well and moved closer to Glora.

    Varil couldn’t keep his eyes off the hilt of the big knife at Stavin’s side, and the golden armor he wore. “No, Friend Stavin. No, I don’t think--” He stopped speaking as Stavin’s hand fell on the hilt of the big knife. Without another word the three men turned and walked rapidly away. A ripple of laughter followed them. 

    Stavin and Dahvin returned to their seats, and Dahvin grinned broadly. “Good bluff.” 

    “I wasn’t bluffing, but I remember what you and Sarvan told me last year about the games in court. It would have taken a lot to get me to draw on him.” 

    “You said you couldn’t use a sword,” Dahvin whispered in an angry tone. 

    Stavin nodded. “Last year. I’ve had all winter under Warmaster Kel’Carin, as well as almost daily lessons from Warmaster Kel’Horval on the way down here.” Stavin grimaced slightly as he caressed the hilt of the knife. “I managed a touch against Charvil on the way down or he wouldn’t have let me wear it.” 

    “Could you have really taken all three of them?” Lady Glora asked. 

    Stavin shrugged. “It depends on how good they are. Besides, they weren’t armed.” 

    “Yes, they were,” Dahvin said in a hushed tone. “Their canes conceal swords.” 

    Stavin shrugged again. “I would have taken two with knives and the third with this silly thing.” He patted the jeweled hilt of the big knife and grinned at his friend. “I’ve killed real swordsmen with knives, Dahvin.” 

    “We’re going to hit the practice ground tomorrow, Stavin.” 

    The serving girl returned and Dahvin looked up. “Jaellan, I think we’ll eat here tonight. Are you serving the prime bison?” 

    Jaellan bowed and replied, “We are, Lord Zel’Fordal.” 

    “Then a thick rare slab for me,” Dahvin replied with a grin. 

    Jaellan looked at Lady Glora next. “Medium for me, but not so much.” She spread her hands across her belly and sighed. “Some of us have to watch what we eat.” 

    Jaellan shifted her attention to Stavin and he said, “I like meat rare, please,” in a timid tone. 

    “I’ll be right back, lords and lady,” Jaellan said as she bowed and backed away. 

    “Jaellan,” Lady Glora said before the girl could leave, “steamed vegetables and tubers for all three of us. And another round of drinks,” she added as she held up her glass. Jaellan bowed again and backed away.

    “I’ll bet a silver crown no one has ever said please to her before,” Dahvin said as he grinned at Lady Glora.

    Lady Glora let loose a most un-ladylike snort. “No bet.” 

    “Did I do something wrong?” Stavin asked. 

    Dahvin replied, “No, Stavin. Not wrong, but certainly unusual.” 

    Lady Glora nodded. “Servants are to be commanded, not given requests. Requests are for friends and family.” 

    “That would be very hard for me to get used to, Lady Glora,” Stavin said as he shook his head slowly. “I’ve had servants before, but commanding them was out of the question.”

    “How so?” she asked as Jaellan returned with their food and drinks. 

    Stavin spent most of the meal explaining how the Kel’Carin family had come to be his servants and the complications that situation had engendered for the entire community. And what he’d done about it when they left on his first expedition. At the end, he said, “It was such a relief when Barvil won his fourth star and the council returned his honor. Then I could go back to just being me.”

    “That’s absolutely incredible,” Dahvin said as he gazed intently at Stavin. 

    Lady Glora was nodding her agreement. “If anyone else told me something like that, I’m not sure I would believe them. You gave him back his entire household? You could have kept it and just released him and his family.”

    Stavin nodded as he chewed a piece of his meal. “I never wanted it, so giving it back was no hardship. And after the season we’d just had, I really didn’t need it. Besides, that’s Karvik’s house. I couldn’t even imagine taking it away from him, and I certainly didn’t want to.” 

    Dahvin was shaking his head slowly. “Anyone else I’d call a liar, but you, my friend, I just have to call unique. How do you like the prime?”

    “This is so good,” Stavin managed to say between bites. 

    “It’s the house specialty. They serve it every night.” 

    Lady Glora had been looking at Stavin with her lips pursed and finally said, “We’re going to have several discussions about what your life is like at home, Stavin. From your comments, it is very different from what most of us assume to be true.”

    The rest of the evening was quiet, and the two men escorted Lady Glora back to the palace late. No one accosted them, and they went to their rooms after Dahvin and Glora had shared a long parting kiss. 

    Once Lady Glora was in her family’s suite, Stavin and Dahvin walked back to the Guard’s Barracks. “Dahvin, forgive me if I’m overstepping, but when are you going to marry Lady Glora?” 

    “We’ve been officially betrothed for seven moons. I asked just after you left last year. In six moons our year will be completed and we can get married.” 

    Stavin looked up at his tall friend and shook his head. “That’s a long time to wait.” 

    “How long did you have to wait?” Dahvin asked. 

    Stavin shook his head and chuckled. “A span. Maybe less.” 

    “What?” Dahvin asked as he laughed. 

    “We hold to the old ways,” Stavin said as he grinned up at the young lord. “I asked for Shari, Charvil said yes, then we went and told her about it.” 

    “What if she didn’t like you?” 

    Stavin nodded. “I gave her the right of refusal without reservation. But I knew she liked me before I asked. She and my big sister Sora are best friends. My parents were sure about us as well.” 

    “So, by nightfall of the day you asked, you were married. That’s incredible.” 

    They had reached their room and both busied themselves removing their armor. When Stavin had stripped down to only his bath-sheet, Dahvin shook his head. “You really are a tiny guy, Stavin.”

    Stavin grunted his agreement. “I haven’t grown more than a finger since I was ten. Damn fever.” 

    “It’s a good thing everyone knows you’re so dangerous,” Dahvin said as he wrapped a bath-sheet around his waist. “Little guys get picked on. It’s a dishonorable thing to do, but it’s done.” 

    “At home as well,” Stavin said with a sigh. Then he grinned. “But as you said, I’m dangerous. And fast.” 

    They made their way to the bathing room, and Stavin was pleasantly surprised to find that the Royal Guards enjoyed plentiful hot water, as well as a variety of fine soaps. The night passed quietly, and Stavin found his bed to be as good as any he’d ever slept in. 

     


    Chapter 10

    MORNING WAS ANNOUNCED BY A KNOCK on the door and a man’s voice saying, “Four spans till first light, sirs.” 

    Stavin was up in an instant and dressed in his under padding a moment later. He was squirming into his mail when Dahvin’s sleepy voice asked, “What are you doing? We’re off watch.”

    Stavin looked over his shoulder, for the first time realizing that Dahvin hadn’t even started to get up. “I’m hungry.” 

    “But why are you putting on your armor?”

    Stavin looked at him and shrugged. “I don’t have anything else.” 

    Dahvin made a rude noise and rolled over, pulling his blanket over his shoulder. Stavin just smiled and continued dressing. He contented himself with under padding and mail, leaving his plate on the stand, then left the room as quietly as he could. 

    Stavin made his way to the dining hall and through the serving line with nothing more serious than a raised eyebrow being directed at him. He sat at the officer’s table and began eating, but a man soon asked, “Who are you?”

    “Lieutenant Stavin Kel’Aniston.” 

    The other man, another lieutenant, shook his head. “I didn’t think you’d be here. I thought you’d be with the lords and ladies of the court.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “No one said anything other than we have weapon’s drill and physical training today.” 

    “You’ve been assigned to Snow Cat?” a different lieutenant asked. 

    “Yes, for the time I’m here.” 

    “What’s that mean?” a captain asked from the other side of the table.

    “It means he’s only going to be here for about twenty days,” Captain Zel’Astel said as he sat down. “His commander took another contract, and Lieutenant Kel’Aniston was assigned to me for the duration of his stay.” Focusing his attention on Stavin, he said, “I’ve made arrangements for you to demonstrate your skill with your weapon against some of our men. I couldn’t find a real Dragon’s Tongue, but the armory has cut down a good quarterstaff to match your Dragon’s Tongue as a substitute.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin said between bites. 

    After the morning meal, which Dahvin finally showed up for, Captain Zel’Astel had his men and women form up for exercise. It was a long bout, but Stavin had no trouble keeping up or completing the forms, even in his mail. Once everyone was breathing normally again, Captain Zel’Astel addressed his guards. 

    “Most of you are aware that Friend Lieutenant Stavin Kel’Aniston has joined us. He is going to work with us on our defense against staff weapons, since that is his specialty. First, I’d like Sergeant Zel’Karyn to come up here and face off against the lieutenant.” There was a murmur among the guards as a tall young man made his way to the front. 

    Captain Zel’Astel turned to Stavin. “The good sergeant is our watch sword champion. I’d like to see how you do against him with a staff.” 

    Stavin bowed slightly as he said, “Yes, Sir.” He retrieved the staff from near the door while the sergeant was picking up a practice sword. They met in the circle, and Stavin bowed slightly once again. “When you are ready, Sergeant.” 

    The sergeant struck immediately, but Stavin was ready, intercepting the strike easily and striking back. The sergeant sprang back as the bottom end of the staff struck his knee. “If that had been a Dragon’s Tongue, you’d be short a leg. Again.” 

    This time the sergeant launched a flurry of strikes that kept Stavin busy for a moment, but when the tempo slowed, Stavin struck again, driving the end of the staff into the sergeant’s belly, but he pulled the blow so it did little more than startle the man. “You’re gutted and slowly dying.”

    The sergeant was looking back and forth between Stavin and his sword with a puzzled expression on his face, but he attacked again almost immediately. Stavin demonstrated the extra power that two hands on the staff gave him and drove the sword from the sergeant’s hand. He jabbed to land a light touch on the sergeant’s chest and said, “You just died.” 

    Captain Zel’Astel was shaking his head slowly. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.” 

    Lieutenant Zel’Fordal stepped forward and came to attention. “Sir, permission to speak.” 

    “Say what’s on your mind, Lieutenant,” the captain replied. 

    “Sir, Lieutenant Kel’Aniston is an expert with his weapon of choice. While Sergeant Zel’Karyn has won thirteen bouts as champion, Lieutenant Kel’Aniston has killed forty-nine men in combat.”

    “Forty-nine?” the sergeant asked in a stunned tone, then hurriedly added, “Sir?”

    “Yes,” Stavin answered. 

    “In what span of time?” the captain asked. 

    Stavin snapped to attention before answering. “Two summers with the expeditions, Sir.” 

    Captain Zel’Astel shared a look with his men, then nodded. “Perhaps you will be able to teach us something. I wasn’t sure of the wisdom of teaching our people to defend against staff weapons, but you just scored three unanswered strikes against the best swordsman in the section. Dahvin,” he said, pointing to the side. Lieutenant Zel’Fordal retrieved Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue and brought it to the captain. After examining it for a moment, he held it aloft. 

    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said loudly as he looked at his guards, “this is what you are going to learn how to defend against. The Andarian Army still uses Dragon’s Tongues, so there is a chance that you will one day face someone like the lieutenant, though we can only hope they are not as skilled. Gather around the circle and pay close attention.” Turning to Stavin, he said, “Lieutenant, begin again with the sergeant. If you can, explain what you are doing and why, as well as how to counter your attacks.” 

    The captain couldn’t have given Stavin a better opening, and he engaged his Lecturing Scribe mode as he ran through the attacks and counters with the sergeant. He spoke almost continuously for the rest of morning, but by the mid day meal he was nodding in approval as he and the sergeant sparred once again. The sergeant didn’t land a blow, but he managed to keep Stavin from landing a blow for nearly a span. 

    Stavin stepped back as the sergeant grimaced and shook his head. “That was very good, Sergeant. Most real combat is over in just a few breaths. That’s something that you,” he raised his voice to the onlookers, “all of you need to remember. When it’s for real, don’t spar. Kill your opponent and move on. Don’t waste time and energy being fancy.”

    “That is advice that only a true combat veteran could give, people,” Captain Zel’Astel said in a loud voice. “Listen to it. Dismissed.” The captain smiled as he put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder. “Return your weapon to the armory and come eat. After seeing this demonstration, I think you’re going to be a very busy young man while you’re here. All of the watch sections are going to need the same instructions.”

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin said, snapping to attention. He retrieved his Dragon’s Tongue from Dahvin and the two lieutenants walked to the armory. 

    “That was impressive, Stavin,” Dahvin said once they were alone. “I thought the sergeant was going to get you a few times, but you kept him off easily.” 

    “I was holding back there at the end,” Stavin admitted. “He was doing so well that I didn’t want to discourage him. Any of my students from last winter could have killed him with ease.” 

    “If you were really fighting, how long would he last?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Long enough to know he was going to die. About as long as it takes to draw a breath.” 

    * * *

    After the mid day meal, the tailor’s apprentice came looking for Stavin. “Your pardon, Friend Stavin,” he said with a deep bow. “Master Fel’Hordan requests your presence so he can check the fit of some of your clothes.” 

    Stavin looked at Dahvin, then nodded and stepped toward the apprentice. “Is there anything else I need to be doing right now, Lieutenant Zel’Fordal?” 

    “No, Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, go ahead and see if the good tailor can get you something for tonight. Princess Marina wants you to join her for the evening meal.” 

    Stavin bowed slightly, then walked away with the apprentice. At the tailor shop, Stavin stood where and how Master Fel’Hordan requested. “There now, Friend Stavin, this will fit you nicely. Yes indeed.” 

    “Master Fel’Hordan, is there any way something could be ready today?” Stavin asked as the tailor and his apprentice removed the pinned clothing from his back. “Princess Marina has invited me to dine with her tonight.” 

    “Oh, indeed! Yes, we can’t have you wearing armor to sup with the princess,” Master Fel’Hordan said. “I’ll need you to stay here for a short time, though.” 

    “I’ve been told that I’m not going to be needed anytime soon, and Lieutenant Zel’Fordal knows where I am if something comes up, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”

    The tailor and his apprentice were joined by two young boys, and they sewed very rapidly as far as Stavin was concerned. Much faster than his sisters. They concentrated on just three pieces of clothing: a vest in deep blue velvet, a shirt in peacock blue silk, and black trousers that were going to fit Stavin like a glove. Fortunately, he’d purchased new boots from Jorvan Kel’Chamlin at the end of the winter, so all they needed to be presentable was a quick shine, which Master Fel’Hordan had one of his younger apprentices do once the vest was completed.

    It took most of twelve spans to complete the garments, and Master Fel’Hordan was smiling broadly as Stavin put them on the last time. “Yes, that will do nicely,” he said as Stavin stepped down. 

    Stavin looked in a mirror and had to agree. “I look like a peacock,” he said with a laugh. “I should fit in with the young lords just fine.” Stavin had the tailors help him back into his armor for the walk back to the palace, much to Master Fel’Hordan’s chagrin, but he wasn’t about to go walking the streets dressed like that. Someone might see him. 

    He returned to his room and found Dahvin already dressed in a fine outfit. “Were you able to get something to wear to Marina’s little party?” 

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, and I look just as much like a peacock as you do,” he replied with a laugh. “I’ve got to wash up first. The tailors didn’t say anything, but I caught a whiff of myself a few times. I should have washed after working out with the sergeant.” 

    “Well, hurry. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 

    Stavin took a quick rinse in the bathing room and then got dressed. Dahvin was nodding in satisfaction once he put his boots on. “Very nice. You still look like a child, but at least you’re a nicely dressed child.”

    Stavin looked up at him and shook his head. “It’s a good thing for you that I like you so much, Dahvin.”

    The two made their way to the princess’ suite and were passed through without comment by the guards. Several people were already there, including Sarvan and Ehrwan. 

    The princess was the first to see them and she smiled broadly as she walked over to them. “Stavin, you look wonderful,” she said as he went to one knee. “I told you that you don’t have to do that anymore.” 

    “Yes, Your Highness, but I don’t know who everyone here is,” he said as he glanced around. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m showing you any disrespect.” 

    “You’re among friends here, Stavin,” Sarvan said as he and Ehrwan joined them. 

    “He’s cautious,” Dahvin said as Glora walked over and grabbed his arm. 

    “He’s gorgeous,” she said as she looked him over. “Master Fel’Hordan does good work.” 

    “You went to Master Randav?” Ehrwan asked in a delighted tone as she smiled widely. “He’s father’s favorite, though he overcharges outrageously. But he does do good work.” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed, then winced. He automatically reached under his arm as something stabbed him and came up with a pin. “Just like my sisters,” he complained as the nobles looked on in surprise. Then Princess Marina giggled, and a ripple of laughter rolled across the room. Stavin had to laugh as well as he walked toward a potted plant at the side of the room. He never made it. A wave of dizziness swept over him and he staggered, then collapsed, unconscious before he hit the floor. 

     

     


    Chapter 11

    IT TOOK A WHILE FOR THE word to spread to the rest of Kavinston, but within five days everyone knew of Sallin’s amazing invention. Karlit and Farlit were wildly enthusiastic about it. 

    “Sallin, that light of yours is a gift from the Gods Above,” Karlit said as he inspected the beam of light. By moving the bowl and lamp in relation to the bottle they could vary the size of the spot of light up to a hand’s span or down to the size of a very bright silver crown.

    Farlit agreed. “No more shivering in the winter cold to get enough light to do intricate work, Dad.” He grinned. “We can even do filigree.”

    “We’re going to need a lot more of them,” Marinis said as she studied her husband and son. “There aren’t many bottles like that in Kavinston, and the bowls are rare as well.” 

    Karlit nodded. “We can send a group to Trade Town if we need to. If enough people want one of these contraptions to make it worth the trip.” 

    It soon became evident that everyone in the valley, need it or not, wanted one of Sallin’s inventions. Barban Kel’Kaffrey was one of the first to approach Marinis. 

    “Marinis, that light device your servant devised is amazing. I’d like one to cast brighter light when I’m delivering babies. It’ll make fixing any damage much easier.” 

    “The bowl is the only thing that will be expensive, Barb,” Marinis said with a grin. “We all have lamps, and Sallin says they also work well with candles. And the bottles--” She grinned. “I’m not the only one who loves elderberry wine.” 

    Barb had to laugh at Marinis’ expression. “Oh, the merry time we’ll have emptying enough bottles to make lights for everyone.” 

    It was only a few days later that the Elders’ Council authorized an expedition to Trade Town. Eleven men took one of Stavin’s wagons down for the purpose of purchasing as many copper, bronze, or brass bowls as they could find. Experimentation had proven a medium depth bowl to be more useful than a very deep or shallow one. 

    Farlit drove his brother’s wagon while ten men rode beside him on guard. They pushed the wagon’s pace to make the usual camping spots, and after six days they arrived in Trade Town. 

    Warleader Third Varkal Kel’Chamlin was in charge, and he immediately approached one of the local Traders. “Your pardon, good Sir, but I am seeking a metalworker who makes bowls of copper or brass.” 

    The trader looked at him, then at the wall of armor behind him and stammered, “U-U-Up that way, Warrior.” He pointed to the west. “There’s a silversmith and a whitesmith both in that direction.” 

    Varkal nodded and walked away with all of the warriors except Farlit following him. Farlit stayed behind to guard the wagon and their horses. It didn’t take long to find what they were looking for. The whitesmith’s shop was obvious due to the large assortment of copper, bronze, and brass objects on display, and Varkal walked straight up to the whitesmith. 

    “I am in search of brightly polished bowls two or three hand-spans wide, and a hand-span deep. Preferably rounded.” 

    The man looked at him with an expression of near terror and brought his hands up in front of his chest and started making signs. A girl came to his side immediately and bowed deeply. 

    “Your pardon, good Warriors, but my father cannot speak,” she explained. She looked at him for a moment, then turned back to Varkal. “How many such bowls are you seeking?”

    “All he has.” 

    The girl shared a look with her father as his hands flashed. She turned back to Varkal and bowed again. “We have ten such bowls on hand, Warrior.” She went to the side of the shop and brought back a large brass bowl. “Is this what you’re seeking, Warrior?” 

    Varkal examined the bowl and nodded. “Yes, this will do. Are there others who make such bowls in Trade Town?” 

    “Yes, Warrior,” she answered carefully. “There are two other whitesmiths and five silversmiths in Trade Town.” 

    Varkal looked at the old man and asked, “What is your price?” 

    It took longer to bargain using the girl as an interpreter, but Varkal soon laid out two gold crowns for the ten bowls. He raised a pair of copper sparks between his fingers and looked at the girl. “These are yours,” he offered, “if you lead us to all of the other whitesmiths and silversmiths.” 

    The girl looked at her father and he was nodding vigorously, so she bowed and said, “I would be pleased to, Warrior.” 

    Varkal sent two men back to the wagon with the first bowls as the girl led him up the street. They visited each of the whitesmiths first, purchasing twenty-six additional bowls, then the silversmiths. 

    Farlit had left one of the other men with the wagon and caught up with them by then. While Varkal bargained for copper and brass, he was looking for silver.

    “Your pardon, good smith,” he said as soon as Varkal had finished purchasing the three copper bowls the man had, “I am in search of a similar bowl made of silver. Do you have such a bowl?” 

    “I do, Warrior. Of course I do,” the man said, turning to bring out a three-span wide by a span-and-a-half deep, brightly polished bowl. “Is this to your liking?” 

    Farlit nodded and examined the bowl. “How much?”

    “Oh, Warrior, I couldn’t let that go for less than three gold crowns.” 

    Farlit looked at him as his eyebrows drew down. “Don’t try my patience, smith.” He looked at the bowl and hefted it. “Two gold.”

    “Warrior, please be reasonable,” the smith said in a cajoling tone. “That bowl is made of the finest silver from the north of Farindia. Two and eight?”

    “Two and four.” 

    “Two and six?”

    “Two and five.” 

    The smith sighed and nodded his head, but he looked sad. “Two and five,” he agreed.

    Farlit pulled a pouch out of his armor and fished the coins out, laying each on the table beside the bowl. “Two gold and five silver. I hope Shari appreciates this.” 

    “Shari?” one of the other warriors asked. “She already has one.” 

    Farlit chuckled. “Yeah, but Mom wants her bowl back.” 

    The rest of the warriors chuckled as well, and Varkal had the girl lead them to the last smith. He handed her the coins, and she stashed them in her bodice, then hurried away. 

    “Now for the hard part,” Varkal said as he looked around.

    “The hard part?” one of the others asked. 

    Varkal nodded. “Those bottles aren’t that common. Let’s find a wine merchant and see what he’s got.” 

    It turned out that the bottles were, in fact, quite common. The first vintner they approached had cases of them--all full of wine. The warriors all grinned as Varkal bargained for them and ended up paying six gold and nine silver crowns for six assorted cases of elderberry, blueberry, and raspberry wine. 

    Farlit was laughing about it for half the day. “Well, at least Mom and her friends are going to be happy about this.” 

     


    Chapter 12

    STAVIN REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS IN A bed, seemingly bound because he couldn’t move his arms or legs. He blinked to clear his vision, and a shadow moved toward him. “Do you wake, lord?” a feminine voice asked. 

    Stavin’s vision was remaining blurry no matter what he tried so it was only her voice that told him it was a woman. He tried to ask where he was and what had happened, but all that came out was a strangled croak. He tried again, but cool fingers lay across his lips. 

    The woman said, “Shh, lord, don’t try to speak,” as she held a finger to his lips. “I have to fetch my master,” she continued, and her shadow vanished from his field of view. 

    Stavin laid still and tried to remember what had happened to him. He’d been at the princess’s party--that was it. He couldn’t remember anything after he and Dahvin arrived. 

    A pair of shadows entered his field of view and a man’s voice asked, “How do you feel, Stavin?” It took a moment for him to recognize the king’s voice. “Don’t try to speak. You’re still suffering the after-effects of the poison.” 

    “Stavin,” Princess Marina’s voice said, “the pin that jabbed you was coated with worm-fish toxin. If it had pricked you when you were alone, you would have died. You nearly did anyway, and would have if Ehrwan hadn’t acted as quickly as she did. I’m afraid your new clothing is ruined. She ripped it off you and sucked some of the poison out of the hole.” The princess chuckled. “She vomited for two days from the little bit she swallowed, but she’s fine now.” 

    Stavin mouthed the words, How long?

    “You’ve been unconscious for five days,” the princess replied. “We very nearly lost you.”

    Stavin again mouthed a word. Who?

    “We don’t know who, Stavin, and that troubles us,” the king replied. “Master Fel’Hordan and all of his apprentices were dead before the guards got there. They were killed by the same poison that nearly killed you.” 

    Why can’t I move?

    “You can’t move because that’s how worm-fish toxin works. It paralyzes you, and you die because you stop breathing and your heart stops beating.” The princess moved closer and ran her fingers across his brow, brushing a few stray strands of hair away from his eyes. “It would appear that you’ve joined us on the traitor’s death list.” 

    Stavin blinked his eyes rapidly several times, but a tear escaped anyway. He was embarrassed to be crying in front of the king, and even more embarrassed when the princess wiped it away. 

    The king said, “I know it’s a shock, Stavin, but we half expected it after you saved me last year. You ruined someone’s very carefully laid plans. They are probably extremely annoyed with you.” There was a hint of humor in the king’s voice that surprised Stavin. 

    “Father,” Princess Marina scolded.

    “I know, Marina, but you have to admit that it is funny. A year ago, not one of them would have given Stavin a second glance. Now they feel that he’s such an obstacle that he has to be removed. And it has to be driving them mad that they keep failing.” 

    Stavin was thinking back, and suddenly something became clear. “They tried before,” he croaked. 

    “They tried what before?” Princess Marina asked. 

    “In Kavadia. Ten men. Private guards. Aimed for me.” 

    “This is separate from the Kel’Portan Guards incident?” the king asked. 

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Stavin whispered. With exercise, his voice was coming back. “No markings. Good horses, no brands.” 

    “That makes sense,” Princess Marina said as she looked at her father. “A Chosen clan could afford to send their private guards on new, unmarked horses.”

    The king was nodding as he said, “So our supposition that it is Evandian nobles and not Andarian infiltrators is confirmed.”

    “It would seem so,” the princess replied without taking her eyes off Stavin’s face. “Stavin, we’re going to send in some servants to help you out of bed. Now that you’re conscious, your muscle control should return quickly. Let them do as much of the work as possible. You are -- and are going to remain -- very weak.” 

    “Where am I?” 

    The king answered. “You are in the Prince’s Rooms of the Royal Suite. You’re the first person to sleep in that bed since my son died fifteen years ago.” With that he turned and left, and Princess Marina was only a step behind him. 

    Four men and six women entered the room as soon as the king and princess were gone. Stavin still couldn’t make out their faces, but he could make out the differences in their clothing. The men came to both sides of the bed, and one of them said, “Friend Stavin, we are going to lift you out of the bed and put you in a chair. Please let us do all of the work.” 

    Stavin nodded and the blanket was pulled away, then four sets of strong hands grasped his arms and legs and slid him to the foot of the bed and lifted him upright. As soon as he was vertical he felt nauseous, and vomited in spite of himself. One of the women was there with a basin, as if they had expected his reaction, so the carpet he could feel beneath his bare feet wasn’t ruined. He was shaking like a leaf in a gale by the time the men set him in a large, overstuffed chair. 

    His vision was clearing now and he could see the women busying themselves around the bed. One of the men came back to his side and knelt with something in his hands. “Friend Stavin, this is pear juice. It is sweet, so you need to sip just a little at a time.” He held the glass up to Stavin’s lips and tilted it so that just a trickle entered his mouth. “Can you swallow, Friend Stavin?” 

    Stavin concentrated and managed to swallow the juice. It was almost revoltingly sweet and he gagged a little. He shook his head when the man raised the glass again. He croaked, “Water?”

    “If you wish,” the man said and turned away. Someone else brought him a different glass and he brought it up to Stavin’s lips. “Just a sip, Friend Stavin. It’s been five days since you’ve had anything to eat or drink.” 

    The water felt wonderful as it slid down Stavin’s throat. “Thank you,” he managed to whisper. 

    “It is our pleasure to see to your needs, Friend Stavin.” 

    A woman came to stand by the man and said, “A bath is drawn, Master.”

    The man glanced up and said, “Very good. We’ll see to Friend Stavin while you finish the room.” He raised his hand and the other three men came to his side immediately. “Lift gently. We’ll carry him to the bathing chamber.” To Stavin he said, “Let us move you, Friend Stavin. It’s not far.” 

    Stavin was once again lifted so he was upright, and carried with his toes just barely brushing the floor. “He’s light as a feather,” one of the men commented. 

    “If you’d been through what he’s been through, you’d be light as well,” another of the men said. 

    The bathing chamber had a large, sunken tub that was already filled with water. The man who seemed to be in charge tested the water and nodded his approval. “Not too hot. I’ve been told you prefer very hot baths, Friend Stavin, but we must be cautious. At this stage, your body has no defenses against extreme heat.” Stavin felt himself lifted completely off the floor and handed forward. Two different set of hands lowered him into the tub, and he felt the water rising up his legs. The water was just barely skin temperature, but Stavin was beginning to feel prickling all over as the feeling returned to his body. He muttered, “Damn,” in a harsh whisper. 

    “Is there a problem, Friend Stavin?” the leader asked, moving so he could see Stavin’s face. 

    “I feel like my whole body has been asleep,” Stavin whispered, “and now it’s waking up.” 

    “Good,” the man said with a slight nod. “That means that your body is rejecting the last of the poison. Not many people survive worm-fish toxin, but those who have describe exactly what you’re feeling.” 

    Stavin was gritting his teeth against the feeling that was engulfing his body as he asked, “Who are you, Sir?” 

    “Oh, I forgot to introduce myself. My apologies, Friend Stavin. I am Healer Adept Taris Kel’Sarin, the King’s Healer. Princess Marina summoned me as soon as you collapsed, and my staff and I have been tending you since then.” 

    “I feel like I’m on fire,” Stavin managed to whisper through his clenched teeth. 

    “I understand, Friend Stavin, but you must trust me when I say that is a good sign. If you weren’t feeling that, it would mean that the treatment was too late and you were going to remain paralyzed.” 

    Stavin froze as the implications of that pronouncement filtered through his mind. Paralyzed. Unable to work. Unable to fight. Useless. He was suddenly grateful for every burn, every itch, and every trickle of pain he was feeling. 

    The Healer and his helper lowered Stavin down so that all but his head was in the water. “The cool water will help with the discomfort you are feeling, Friend Stavin. I’m sorry that we can’t give you anything for the pain, but experience has taught us the dangers of mixing anything with the toxin. At this point you’re just going to have to tough it out. It shouldn’t last more than six or eight spans. It’ll seem longer to you, but that’s normal.” 

    Stavin nodded his head as he gritted his teeth against the fire that was coursing through his body. I’ve been hurt worse. I survived that and I’ll survive this. He kept telling himself that as time passed by one ragged breath at a time, until he suddenly noticed that instead of feeling like he was burning alive he just felt like he was in water straight from the valley’s thermal springs. Soon that feeling faded as well and a new feeling made its debut. “The water feels cold,” he whispered. 

    “I agree,” the Healer said and signaled one of his men. Stavin felt a current of warm water flow past his feet. “One more bucket, I think,” the Healer said, and more warm water flowed into the tub. 

    Stavin’s breathing was more normal now and he sighed. “That’s better.” 

    Healer Kel’Sarin said, “I want you to begin testing your limbs, Friend Stavin. Can you raise your arms?” When Stavin had managed to raise both arms, he said, “Test your hands. Can you wiggle your fingers?” When Stavin had accomplished that Herculean task, he said, “Rest now. You’re out of breath.” 

    Stavin panted for breath and nodded, then whispered, “So weak.” 

    “Be thankful. What you just did means that you’ll probably recover fully. Worm-fish toxin can have lingering effects including numb spots, loss of coordination, and loss of the use of extremities. You just showed nearly normal movement in your arms, hands, and all of your fingers.”

    The Healer shifted his attention to his helpers. “Let’s lift him out now. Carefully.” He and the other man by the tub lifted Stavin to his feet, then the other two men lifted him out of the tub. They supported him as they dried him, then one of them pulled a long shirt over his head and helped him get his arms into the sleeves. It suddenly dawned on Stavin that they’d been carrying him around the room bare-butt naked and he flushed with embarrassment. At least Marina wasn’t here. Or worse, Shari. She’d laugh herself sick at how embarrassed I am.

    As the men lifted him to leave the room he said, “Let me try my legs,” and the Healer nodded his approval. Stavin felt his knees wobble as he finally put his weight on his feet again. He concentrated and got his legs to straighten up, but he nearly fell when he tried to take a step. Fortunately, the two men were right by his side and caught him. 

    “Back to the bed, men,” Healer Kel’Sarin commanded and the men carried him with his toes off the floor again. Once he was in the bed again, the Healer sat by his feet. “Can you wiggle your toes, Friend Stavin?”

    Stavin looked at his feet and concentrated on wiggling his toes. He was fine on his right foot, but the big toe on his left foot refused to move. Healer Kel’Sarin frowned and reached out, pinching the pad of the toe. “Did you feel that?”

    “No.”

    “Close your eyes, Friend Stavin,” the Healer commanded and Stavin automatically did what he was told. “Do you feel this?”

    “You touched my toe again.” 

    “What about this?”

    “Same.” 

    “And now?”

    “Ow!” Stavin cried as his leg automatically flinched back from the pain.

    “Open your eyes, Friend Stavin.” When Stavin was looking at him he held up a sharply pointed metal object. “I just poked you three times with this, Friend Stavin. All the feeling in your toe may still return, but I can’t hold out much hope. You are still a very lucky young man. The loss of that toe won’t impair you much.”

    Stavin bit his lower lip as he nodded. “It’ll throw off my balance for a little while. My cousin lost three toes and can still fight.” 

    The Healer stood and bowed. “You are correct, Friend Stavin. I have to inform His Majesty of your progress.” 

    Stavin bowed his head as deeply as he could as the Healer turned away. Two of the women came to the bed and pulled the blankets up, but he managed to raise his hand to keep them from covering him all the way. One of the men was also there and he held a ceramic cup in his hands. 

    “This is warm bison broth, Friend Stavin. We have to begin feeding you slowly,” the man explained as he moved closer to Stavin’s bed. When Stavin nodded, he moved closer and one of the women held Stavin’s head up so he could sip the broth. It was barely warm, but after five small sips Stavin shook his head. 

    “No more.” 

    “That was quite a bit for someone in your condition, Friend Stavin. You’re probably going to sleep now. There will be someone with you at all times, so if you need anything just ask.” 

    Stavin nodded and laid back, closing his eyes as a wave of fatigue washed over him. At his side and around the room he could hear the sound of the servants as they finished what they had been doing and walked away, their shoes clacking on the slate tiles of the entryway. 

     

     


    Chapter 13

    STAVIN AWOKE SOME TIME LATER AND turned his head. As soon as he moved, a figure moved closer. A woman’s voice asked, “Awake again, Friend Stavin?”

    “Yes.”

    The woman moved closer, into his field of view and smiled. “Can I do anything for you?”

    “May I have some water?” he asked cautiously. 

    “Of course.” She moved away for a moment, then returned with a small glass of water. She held Stavin’s head up and held the glass to his lips. She seemed surprised when he managed to finish the whole thing. “That was very good, Friend Stavin.” 

    “Thank you. You look familiar. What is your name?” he asked. 

    The woman smiled and bowed. “I am Valerin Fel’Estan, Friend Stavin. I am Her Highness’s second maid. We encountered one another when you brought those girls to the princess, but we haven’t spoken before. She was very insistent that only mage-bound servants be allowed near you.”

    “I don’t understand,” Stavin said in an almost normal tone. He felt much stronger than he had. 

    The maid thought for a moment. “Are you familiar with the spells that were placed on the men who attacked His Majesty that caused them to die when they were caught?” When Stavin nodded, she continued. “Servants of the Royal Household are similarly spelled. If one of us should try to intentionally injure someone in our care, we would die first. It would take a very powerful mage to circumvent that protection, but each of us was checked by Adept Markal before we were allowed near you. You are as safe as the king himself.”

    Stavin considered that for a moment. Then something else caught his attention. His leg itched, and he automatically brought it up as he reached down to scratch. He was putting his leg back down when he caught a glimpse of Valerin’s face. “Did I do something wrong?” he asked as he eased back into position. 

    “No. You did something remarkable. Healer Kel’Sarin said you probably wouldn’t be able to move much until tomorrow or day after.” She smiled as he considered what she’d just said. 

    Stavin shrugged and smiled. “I had an itch, and I didn’t think about moving, I just moved.”

    The maid was nodding as she sat in a chair beside his bed. “That is very good, from what I’ve heard.”

    Stavin used his arms to push himself up in the bed a little, shaking his head when Valerin moved to help him. “What has been happening since I got--since I was poisoned?” 

    Valerin thought for moment, then said, “The tailor and both of his apprentices were killed, and there was no way to determine which of them put the poisoned pin in your clothing. I haven’t heard anything about them finding who was responsible for you or them. The supposition, and I’ve heard Her Highness say this, is that it was the same people who are after the royal family.” 

    Stavin nodded. “The king said the same thing. I just hoped they had found something more. Can I get up?”

    She shook her head and smiled. “No, Friend Stavin. Healer Kel’Sarin didn’t think you’d be able to move very much. Is there something you need?” 

    Stavin sigh and shook his head. “No, I just hate lying around.” 

    She smiled and shook her head in return. “You’d fall by yourself, and I can’t handle you on my own.” 

    Stavin felt his ribs though his shirt and chuckled. “I wouldn’t bet on that. I must have lost four or five imperial fists again.” 

    “I thought I heard voices,” the king said as he came into the room. The maid immediately stood and then went to both knees, bowing her head deeply as she clasped her hands in front of her. “How do you feel, Stavin?” the king asked as he walked to the side of the bed.

    “Much better, thank you, Your Majesty,” Stavin answered, fighting to control his desire to climb out of bed and kneel to the king. 

    The king nodded and sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m told that you lost the feeling in one toe. That is a remarkably lucky thing, given how hard they were trying to kill you.”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Stavin replied as he looked into the king’s eyes. 

    “I had Master Randav’s shop searched, but no other traces of the poison were found. The rest of your clothes were, and my tailor will be finishing them for you in the next few days.” The king smiled at Stavin as he continued. “He promises me that he won’t stick any pins into you.” 

    Stavin grinned back at the king as he replied, “That will be a welcome change, Your Majesty.” Then something occurred to Stavin. He looked at Valerin and said, “You said both apprentices were killed?”

    The king said, “That’s correct.”

    “There were three. Master Randav had three apprentices when I was there. Geoff was about thirteen, and there were two boys who looked like they were seven or eight.” Stavin looked at the king and saw an expression of rage on the great man’s face that he hoped was never directed at him.

    “I’ll get that tidbit of information to my Minister of Justice, but after so long the other boy is probably long gone by now.” The king nodded thoughtfully, then changed the subject. “I heard about your demonstration against Sergeant Zel’Karyn. Do you think your father-in-law and the rest of his men would consent to teaching the Royal Guards?”

    Stavin said, “Yes, Your Majesty,” as he bowed his head deeply. “Our expedition wasn’t really meant to bring in much gold. We were supposed to come down and see to my Trading House, then bring back the valley’s supplies on our way home.” He smiled as the king tilted his head to the side as he looked at him. “By using House Kel’Aniston to purchase and ship the goods, we saved half of the cost of our spring supplies from Kahrant’s Pass. The council was so angry that they decided to buy from Aravad for a while to emphasize their point.” He smiled wryly. “The fall shipment usually costs the valley over a hundred crowns, Your Majesty. If they’ve been charging us double, like the spring shipment, then we’ll save much more than we would have otherwise earned.” 

    “They will be paid, Stavin. But I do have one question.”

    “Of course, Your Majesty.”

    “Why don’t you just arrange it from here?” The king waved his hand in a sweeping gesture. “Your House can send the shipments directly from Valovad, or you can send them from farther north if you choose.” 

    Stavin sat stunned silent for a moment before he looked the king straight in the eye and said, “I never thought of that, Your Majesty. I’d have to get the Elders’ Council to approve it, but I’m sure they would. We just never had the resources before.” 

    The king nodded as a smiled played across his lips. “Your father-in-law and I will be having some discussions while he’s here, Stavin. I may be doing your people a disservice, but I think there are several things about your House and you that they haven’t considered.”

    Stavin looked at the king with his head cocked to the side and said, “Your Majesty?”

    “Think about this, Stavin: You are not just a Master Trader. You own House Kel’Aniston. That means that any profit from shipping the supplies will go to you. Or, you can save your people’s gold by not charging for the shipping. You can hire other Traders who have their Master’s credentials but are not affiliated with any house to bring the shipments without you having to leave the valley at all. It’s my understanding that the old Skykon Trade Town is where your people usually hire on to caravans in the spring. Your spring supplies could very easily meet you there.”

    Stavin was considering the king’s idea carefully. “I agreed to ship the valley’s supplies to fulfill my family’s contribution to the community, Your Majesty. And if the Council agrees to this, they could have guards winter wherever we’re buying from and save us that expense as well.” Stavin smiled broadly at the king. “I could even have lumber shipped to Kel’Kavin to build a bigger house when I need it.”

    “Indeed you could,” the king agreed. 

    Stavin took a deep breath. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’ll have to discuss it with Charvil when he comes back, but if he likes it then the Council probably will as well.” 

    The king smiled and slapped the bed as he stood. “There. Now you have something to think about that’ll keep you out of trouble for a while. If you want writing materials, send a servant to the Royal Scribes.” He chuckled a little before saying, “I warned them that you’d probably be asking for something.” 

    Stavin again bowed his head as deeply as he could. “Thank you, Your Majesty. Thank you very much.”

    The king left, and Valerin stood. “Shall I send for a lap-desk, Friend Stavin?”

    Stavin shook his head and snuggled down in the bed a little. “No, not right now. I feel like I’ve been hauling water for half a day, and all I did was talk.” 

    Valerin smiled. “You are still recovering, Friend Stavin. Why don’t you try to get some more sleep?”

    Stavin tried to answer, but was interrupted by a wide yawn. He felt sleep wrapping him in her warm embrace, carrying him away to the realm of dreams, and he didn’t resist.

    Valerin smiled and pulled the blankets up to Stavin’s chin, then returned to her chair. It would be mid day before her replacement arrived. 

    * * *

    It took three days before Stavin was able to walk across the chamber to the necessary. During that time he had used up two full ink pots and several dozen sheets of parchment. Detailed maps of northern Evandia had been brought to his bedside, and he copied parts of several of them for attachment to the letters he was writing. 

    Princess Marina visited often, and on one occasion she looked at what he was writing. “Stavin, what is--What are you writing?” She moved around to get a better look. “I can read glyphs as well as most,” she said as she shook her head, “but I can’t read that.” 

    Stavin smiled apologetically and shrugged in embarrassment. “It’s older than the glyphs of Luxand, Marina.” He explained about the book that was found in Coravia. “Only Shari and Master Kel’Zorgan can read these glyphs.” He grinned broadly as the princess’ intensely curious look. “It proves that these ideas are mine and not someone else’s. I’ve really got to come up with a signet of some kind.” 

    The princess laughed merrily. “Stavin, you were nearly dead four days ago, and now you’re worrying about a signet? You’re also driving the Royal Scribes mad with curiosity. Father explained what he suggested to you. Is that what you’re working on?”

    “Yes, it is. I have other letters in Common Script to Corrine Fel’Carvin about what I want to do. The town of Zel’Mortlan is closest to the Farindian border,” he said as he picked up the map closest to his leg, “so I’m arranging for her to have a house and warehouse built there. Two Masters from the Gold Merchants were kind enough to bring their ledger here so I could properly establish an account for the Kel’Aniston Trading House and add Corinne’s name to it. Did you know that the three Trading Houses your father gave me had over eleven hundred gold crowns between them? And that’s what was left after the Guild took their bonds. I have no idea what the physical assets were. I transferred that to the Kel’Aniston account and officially closed those accounts.” He grimaced in embarrassment. “I think I owe Corrine an apology and probably a good supply of gold. She hasn’t had access to the accounts.”

    “She didn’t need it, Stavin,” the princess replied. “We, meaning father and I, had her inventory the houses and goods during the winter. You’ll have to decide what to do with them, but she’s had five hundred and seventy gold crowns available to take care of your expenses.” 

    Stavin considered that for a moment, then shrugged. “That’s good to know.”

    The princess looked at him intently, then shook her head as she smiled. “Stavin, if I had said that to anyone else from your valley, what do you think their reaction would have been?”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then smiled back and shook his head in wonder. “I’ve changed so much. That would buy all of the valley’s supplies for five years, and leave some left over. Is that what it’s like for Chosen clans? To have so much gold that you don’t really think about it?” 

    “No, Stavin,” the princess replied with a fond smile as she ran her fingers through the hair across his forehead. “Most Chosen clans can’t claim as much gold as you do. The clans that do have that much gold spend all their time worrying about it. Their fortunes define who they are. You, on the other hand, don’t even seem to care. It’s a very strange attitude.” 

    Stavin thought for a moment, then almost whispered, “The Warrior is defined by what he does, not what he has.” He looked up at the princess and smiled. “The Code of the Warrior. The star on my shoulder means more to me and my people than all the gold I’ve collected. The gold is nice to have. It’s a tool that lets me do things, but it could all disappear tomorrow and I wouldn’t miss it as much as I miss the feeling in my toe.” He wiggled his toes under the blanket. “I can walk across the room normally now, but I think it’s going to take a while before I can move like I’m fighting without thinking about it.” 

    The princess sighed, “Oh, Stavin. If only--” She gave Stavin a wistful smile.

    “Marina?”

    “Don’t worry about it, Stavin.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek as she whispered, “Father never would have approved.” Without another word she rose and left the room without looking back while Stavin stared at her retreating figure. 

    Oh, Gods Above, that didn’t just happen. She couldn’t have meant—Gods Above and Below.

    The next day, Stavin was allowed to return to his room in the Guards Barracks. He began exercising, driving himself far harder than Healer Kel’Sarin or Dahvin thought was wise, but he had to distract himself from the feverish imaginings that were chasing his mind in circles. 

    “Stavin, you’re going to hurt yourself,” Dahvin said as he watched Stavin exercise in their room. 

    “I know my limits, Dahvin, but lying in bed for so long left me weak as a kitten. Right now I couldn’t defend myself if I had to, much less the king or Marina.” 

    “Stavin, what’s bothering you? You know the full regiment is here to defend the royal family.” 

    Stavin had been doing arm presses and let his body collapse on the floor. “It’s Marina.” 

    “What’s Marina?” 

    Stavin folded his arms and put his head down as he told Dahvin what had happened. When he was done the only sound he heard was a strange gurgling. He looked up in alarm, but Dahvin was covering his mouth with both hands as his stomach heaved with laughter. “You’re no help.” 

    “Stavin,” Dahvin managed to say as he gasped for breath, “Stavin, you are amazing. Gods Above, after she squished your face between her boobs last year you should have known how she felt about you. That wasn’t an accident.” Dahvin was wiping his eyes as he recovered his composure. “Get up and have a seat, Stavin. I think there are some things about my cousin Mary that you need to know.” 

    Stavin got up and sat on his bed, facing Dahvin. “Just don’t tell me any deep dark secrets about the Royal Family, all right?”

    “No secrets involved. Stavin, Mary is not betrothed. She was, but he was killed in an accident that many of us think may not have been an accident, now that this plot has been revealed. Anyway, Mary has no suitors. Even among the highest of the Chosen clans, no one has come forward. She’s--difficult. She’s demanding on a level that few men, no matter who they are, are willing to accommodate. She’s also choosy about what she wants in a husband.” He shook his head slowly before he continued. “Stavin, she put out, in writing, her demands in a suitor. First, he must be an officer in the Army. That, sad to say, leaves out about ninety percent of the young Chosen men. Second, he must be acceptable to the king in birth and honor. That leaves out half the ones who are left. Third, and this is the burr under most men’s saddles, he must accept her as his equal. That, my friend, leaves out the rest.” 

    “But why--?” Stavin raised his hands to shoulder level as he shrugged. 

    “You not only see her as an equal, but a superior, but you don’t fall worshiping at her feet. She hates sycophants like that. I was there the day you first came to the palace and she named you a Friend of Evandia. You were what, fifteen? It was your first time out of your valley, your first time in Twin Bridges, your first time in the palace, and your first time facing the king and princess. And you stood your ground, even after you embarrassed yourself, and didn’t collapse at her feet.”

    “Oh, Gods Below, I felt so stupid,” Stavin grumbled, then sighed. 

    Dahvin laughed. “And when you took off your helmet you looked like a child. I won’t say that awoke her maternal instincts, but you touched something in her. It took some serious courage to stand there like that with half the court laughing at you and the other half waiting to see if you were going to run away. It’s happened before. I think she’s been infatuated with you since then.” 

    “Oh, Gods.” 

    “Don’t worry. You’re married, she’s a princess, and no matter how much Uncle Kal likes you, King Kalin would never have approved of you as the next King of Evandia.” 

    “That idea is terrifying on a level that I’ve never felt before,” Stavin said as he looked across the room at his friend. “Marina is--she’s so beautiful. She’s the kind of girl, woman, who was always out of reach for me in the valley.” He was silent for a moment, then continued in a bitter tone. “I was always Stavin the Runt. No girl gave me a second glance.” He bit his lips and took a deep breath before continuing in a more normal tone. “At least none that I knew of. Then I went to the cave, determined to prove my bravery or die trying. And I succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. I told you about the fight with Barvil when I got back. All of a sudden I was acceptable to every girl in the valley, except the one I really wanted. But I chose the right one. Shari is my mate, my life-match, not just my wife. The idea that I could attract someone like Marina, even for a moment, is so far out of the realm of possibilities that I never would have thought of it. But then she kissed my cheek and now it’s all I can think of.” And I’m so ashamed of myself. 

    Dahvin nodded. “It would be best to keep this between us, Stavin. That confession could cause problems for Marina, and would cause no end of trouble for you.” 

    Stavin nodded and then positioned himself with his legs on the bed and his hands on the floor and began doing arm presses again. “No one but you would believe it anyway. But that’s why I have to work myself to exhaustion before I go to sleep, or I won’t sleep at all. I’ll just dream of the unattainable.” And hate myself for it.

     

     


    Chapter 14

    STAVIN WAS JUDGED FIT ENOUGH TO join Snowcat Watch on their next cycle. He was assigned to watch over Sarvan, with Dahvin as a mentor. The day was long and uneventful. Sarvan was in council all day, along with the king and princess, so all they did was watch the door to the council chamber. Stavin suppressed his urge to fidget by doing stationary exercises, muscle against muscle, without appearing to move at all. Not all of the guards were as well disciplined. Stavin’s respect for his companions was dropping all day as the guards milled about, fidgeted, fussed, and at one point engaged in the kind of grousing that would send a warrior of Kel’Kavin for discipline at the hands of the Warmaster. 

    Stavin’s helmet kept anyone from seeing the sour expression on his face, which was just as well. Dahvin ignored the other guards for the most part, only talking to the lieutenants assigned to the king and princess. The day finally ended and after turning guardianship of Sarvan over to Draiger Watch, Dahvin led the way back to their room. 

    Stavin waited until they had both bathed before saying anything. “Do the guards always act like that?” 

    “Like what?”

    “Whining and crying and acting like their duty is a burden.” 

    Dahvin stopped what he was doing and looked at Stavin. “Yes, pretty much. I take it that you disapprove.” 

    “Guard duty is a sacred trust, not a burden to be endured,” Stavin replied, quoting the Code of the Warrior. “If one of my men acted like that--”

    “Those are your men, Stavin.” 

    Stavin stopped himself from saying anything for a moment. “No. No, those men are--”

    “Those men are Royal Guards,” Dahvin interrupted again. “You are a Royal Guards’ Lieutenant. They are your men, Stavin.” 

    Stavin let his mind go blank for a moment, then let the idea that those Royal Guards were answerable to him reform. “We have physical training tomorrow, don’t we?”

    “As always.” 

    “Do you remember who all of them were?”

    “Yes.” 

    “Can you get them up front?”

    Dahvin gave Stavin a sidelong look. “What are you planning?”

    “An exhibition of why it’s important to remain alert and not let yourself be distracted by boredom.” 

    “How?”

    Stavin grinned. “You’ll see.” 

    The next morning, Dahvin called the men who had been with them to the front. Once they were there, Stavin faced them while Captain Zel’Astel looked on curiously. 

    “Men, yesterday I observed you behaving like the rawest recruits. Stand at attention.” He waited until they had all come to attention. “The first one who breaks stance faces me in the circle.” Stavin was at attention now as the rest of the watch section did their exercises. It didn’t take long. Only two spans had passed before one of the men scratched his nose. 

    “Private Zel’Falen, step into the circle,” Stavin instructed. The private looked at Dahvin for support, but Dahvin was busy doing his exercises. Stavin had placed two practice swords point down in the sand of the circle and picked up the closest as he walked past. “Vigilance requires discipline, Private. You lack the discipline to stand still. Begin.” Stavin took a ready stance and allowed the private to make the first attack.

    Stavin met the attack easily and ducked inside the private’s reach, landing a stinging blow on his ribs. He bounced away as a wild swing passed over his head. Then he attacked, landing blows on the private’s leg, arm, and finally a thrust to his chest. 

    “You’re a dead man and Lord Sarvan lost a protector. Return to formation.” The private appeared to be keeping his mouth closed by will alone as he jammed the practice blade into the ground and then walked back to his place and came to attention. Stavin came to attention where he stood and waited. Less than a span later, one of the men yawned. 

    “Are you tired, Private Zel’Gorlan?” Stavin asked. The man froze, then resolutely walked into the circle and picked up the practice blade. Stavin didn’t give him as much leeway as he’d given Private Zel’Falen. Two exchanges left the private clutching his arm in pain. 

    It took two more demonstrations for Stavin to make his point. He and the men remained frozen at attention while the rest of the watch exercised. When Captain Zel’Astel dismissed them, Stavin nodded to the men facing him and said, “Very good. The next time we’re on watch, I’ll expect you to remember this. If I have to remind you again, I won’t be so easy on you.” He picked up the two practice blades and returned them to the rack before going to eat.

    Captain Zel’Astel waved him over once he’d collected his plate. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, I was told that you didn’t have much experience with a sword.” He was looking at Lieutenant Zel’Fordal as he said it, and Stavin answered immediately. 

    “Yes, Sir. I told Lieutenant Zel’Fordal last year that I had no experience or training with swords. I was always judged to be too small to handle a real sword.” 

    “You weren’t worried about facing nine Royal Guards with a weapon you didn’t know how to use?” another captain asked. 

    “No, Sir. I received instruction from Warmaster Kel’Carin and Warmaster Kel’Horval through the winter. If I hadn’t proven my proficiency by scoring a touch against Warmaster Kel’Horval, I wouldn’t have been allowed to wear that big knife like a sword, Sir.” 

    The captain looked intently at Stavin as he said, “So you claim to have less than a year of sword instruction, yet you smacked four Royal Guards without an answering blow.”

    “Yes, Sir. They don’t want to face the Warmaster. He hits a lot harder than I do.” 

    The captain shared a look around with the other officers before looking back at Stavin. “I have got to see this Warmaster of yours in action.” 

    “You should get a chance, Sir. The king said something about hiring Charvil and the rest to help train the Royal Guards since I was laid up for so long.” 

    The table was silent except for a deep chuckle from the end. Everyone turned to find the general grinning. “His Majesty mentioned that to me as well, Lieutenant. It should be very--instructive.” 

     

     


    Chapter 15

    KARLIT AND HENLEY KEL’JELTAN, KAVINSTON’S CABINET maker, worked together to refine the lights for different uses. For Shari, they made a single base and frame to hold the bowl, lamp, and bottle at the best angle and distance to cast a single bright spot. For others they made different arrangements.

    Barb wanted a larger spot of light. Jorvan Kel’Chamlin wanted one like Shari’s, but he wanted to be able to move the pieces to get different sizes of spot. It seemed that everyone who did small, intricate work during the winter wanted a light. And they were willing to pay for them. 

    “This is turning into a trade all its own,” Karlit remarked one evening as they ate. “A man could make these lights continuously.”

    Marinis nodded and smiled at Sallin. “We have you to thank for this, Salli. You’ll be properly rewarded for your help.” 

    “It was my duty and pleasure, Mistress Marinis,” Sallin replied with a deep bow. 

    “It was a kind and wise thing to do, Salli,” Sharindis replied. “You freed me from my dependence on Arandar’s light. Even Master Kel’Zorgan wants a light now. He says he’s getting too old to read by simple candlelight anymore.” 

    Karlit chuckled. “He asked me yesterday. I need you to do something for us, Shari.” 

    “Of course,” she immediately answered.

    “Shari, Stavin left a full purse with you. I’d like you to give it to Far so he can commission a bunch of bowls in Trade Town. I promise you that you’ll recover every spark of it and more.” 

    Shari simply shrugged. “I don’t think Stavin would really care, and neither do I.”

    * * *

    Farlit and Varkal, along with nine other warriors, made the trip to Trade Town again. Varkal led them to the whitesmith they had first approached and walked into his shop. 

    “Do you remember me, smith?” he asked, and the man nodded vigorously. “I have a commission for you. We will pay two silver crowns each for twenty bowls that match this one.” He laid one of the original bowls on the bench in front of the man. 

    The smith nodded and made several signs with his hands, but they meant nothing to Varkal. When he got no response, the smith turned and rang a bell. The same girl as before came out and bowed as she watched her father’s hands. 

    “My father says it will take six days to make twenty bowls,” she translated. 

    Varkal nodded. “We’ll be around.” With that he turned and left the shop, then looked at the rest of his men. “We’ll make the same offer at each of the whitesmiths. The silversmiths think too highly of their work.” 

    “And the vintner,” Farlit pointed out. “We need more bottles as well.”

    The warriors made camp outside Trade Town proper, not wanting to pay the local officials for the privilege of sleeping in their territory. Varkal followed the normal pattern of having two men on watch continuously, not trusting the sanctity of Trade Town to protect them. 

    * * *

    “Well?” Master Trader Jallan asked as one of his junior associates entered his office.

    “They have camped on the outskirts of town, outside our jurisdiction, Master Jallan,” the man answered. 

    “Nothing in Farindia is outside our jurisdiction,” the Master Trader snarled. His associate said nothing, and he continued after a moment of silence. “I want to know what they are up to. What are they doing with all those bowls and wine?” 

    “Master Jallan, they may just be--”

    “No one needs that many copper and brass bowls!” Master Jallan snapped. “Wine, maybe. I could accept needing it for a festival of some kind, though they seldom buy more than a case at a time. But they commissioned sixty bowls. In addition, one of the silversmiths reported a conversation between two of them last time about someone named Shari already having one. One what? What are they doing with these bowls?” 

    The man bowed. “Unless they choose to tell us, there is no way to know, Master Jallan.”

    * * *

    It was on the third day that a group of men came to the warriors’ camp. The leader, a large man gone to fat, walked up and stopped at the edge of their camp. “Who is in charge of this group?” he asked as he looked around. 

    Varkal stepped forward, but gave no bow of respect to the man. “I am,” he replied. “Who are you?”

    “I am Master Trader Jallan Bel’Terstan. Who is your Master Trader?” he demanded. 

    “We have no Master Trader,” Varkal replied. “We’re just here to purchase some bowls and wine.” 

    “You’re buying a lot, and that means you must be selling it somewhere. That’s Trade, and we demand that Trade only be conducted by credentialed Master Traders.”

    Varkal’s eyes narrowed as his nostrils flared. “Master Jallan, this purchase is for use in Kavinston,” he replied in a tightly controlled tone. “We need no Master Trader.” 

    “I say you do,” Master Jallan snapped. 

    Varkal’s sword was against his neck in an instant. “You say?” he growled. 

    The Master Trader’s eyes were as round as moons as he faced his own death. “You can’t do this,” he squeaked. “You can’t defy the Traders’ Guild.” 

    “And precisely why not?” Varkal asked in a soft voice. 

    “You’ll not be allowed to take contract here anymore,” one of the other Traders said, nodding his head sharply as if he’d trumped Varkal. 

    Varkal shrugged. “There’s always Aravad.”

    “That’s twice as far away from Kel’Kavin,” another of the Traders said. “You’ll lose money that way.” 

    Varkal sheathed his sword with a snap. He said, “I will inform the Elders that we’re no longer wanted in Trade Town,” with a small smile and saw a look of panic cross several of the trader’s faces. 

    “You can’t do that!” one of the men toward the back of the group said. “Kavinston provides more than half of the guards for the spring shipments. There were caravans that had to go without guards this year because you only sent four teams. Whole caravans were lost to bandits.” 

    Varkal shrugged. “If we can’t purchase a wagon-load of supplies for our community without one of House Kel’Aniston’s Master Traders with us, then I don’t see why we should bother with you.”

    Farlit grinned. “Indeed. My brother is on very good terms with House Zel’Vandar in Aravad. He could probably be convinced to establish a line in Kavadia.” 

    “Your brother?” Master Jallan asked suspiciously. 

    “Master Trader Stavin Kel’Aniston, of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston, also known as Friend of Evandia Stavin. I’m sure he’d sponsor the necessary number of us to provide all the Master Traders he needs.” 

    “That would be suicide,” the trader who had said they wouldn’t be allowed to take contract whispered. 

    “For you,” Farlit replied. 

    “What will it be?” Varkal asked. “Do we have your permission to buy a few things here, or do we take all of our business to Aravad?”

    Master Trader Jallan started to say something, but he was grabbed by the rest of the Traders and pulled back. Another man stepped forward and bowed. “The Warriors of Kel’Kavin are always welcome in Trade Town,” he said, bowing again. Then the whole group hurried away. 

    Farlit stepped up beside Varkal and watched the trader’s leave. “I don’t trust them.” 

    “Nor I, but we’ve only three more days to wait until the bowls are done,” Varkal replied without taking his eyes off the Traders. “The Council is going to be very interested in this development.” 

    When Varkal led the group into Trade Town to collect their bowls and wine they found themselves the subject of very intense scrutiny. It seemed that everywhere they went they were watched by men in the uniform of the Traders’ Guild Guards. The glares they received weren’t overtly hostile, but they couldn’t be called friendly. Varkal was reminded of the way men usually watched rattlesnakes: wary and on the verge of frightened. 

    “Someone is still upset with us,” one of the other warriors said softly. 

    “Agreed,” Varkal answered, “but so long as no one does anything threatening, I think we’ll be all right.” 

    They collected the bowls from all three whitesmiths and were headed out of town when a small figure slipped out of a shadow and cautiously approached them. The figure said, “Warrior, my father says you are in danger,” and vanished into an alley. 

    It took until she turned away for Varkal to recognize the mute whitesmith’s daughter. She was gone before he could question her and he shook his head as they continued to walk away. “Everyone on alert. Guards four and four. Let’s not let anything unfortunate happen while we’re here.” 

    “We should take the wagon and get on the road today, Var,” one of the more senior of the men said as he looked around. “We should get out of Trade Town’s territory as soon as we can.” 

    Varkal nodded. “We already have the wine, so let’s go.” 

    The warriors all saddled their horses while Farlit hitched the team, then they formed up with five in front and five behind the wagon and headed out. They traveled through the day unmolested, and Varkal relaxed as the sun set. 

    “We should keep going until we reach one of the camping spots. I don’t like the idea of having too much cover close to the camp.” 

     

     


    Chapter 16

    CHARVIL AND THE OTHERS RETURNED TO Twin Bridges after twenty-three days. Stavin went out to Elain’s to meet them as soon as he was informed. “Welcome back to Twin Bridges, Sir,” Stavin said as he came to attention in Elain’s common room. 

    “It was a good trip, Stavin. Uneventful, pleasant weather, and profitable. How has your stay here been?”

    Stavin gave his father-in-law and the rest a brief rundown of what had happened. Charvil had to sit down early on, and one of the others ordered beer long before Stavin was finished. 

    “So, you see, Sir, the king may be approaching you about hiring us as trainers. From what I’ve observed, they really need it. Honestly, what they need is about three years’ worth, but that won’t work.” 

    “How would you rate their sword work?” Charvil asked as he considered the idea of telling his daughter that he hadn’t brought back her husband. 

    “First year at best, Sir. The champion didn’t present me with any challenge with a staff. None of the privates I faced were a challenge with a sword. I think they just spar instead of fighting to win.” 

    Charvil swatted at Stavin. “I hardly presented you a challenge with a Dragon’s Tongue.” 

    “Enough that I had to get Shari to rub heating salve on my back as soon as I got home,” Stavin admitted with a grin. “The general seemed to like the idea as well.” 

    Charvil nodded and looked around. Each of his men seemed to be considering the notion carefully, and his brother was actually grinning. “I like the idea. It might not earn us as much gold, but it’ll let us sleep in beds instead of on the ground. It’ll also give us a chance to show off. If Stavin can beat them with a sword, any of us can.” There were some chuckles at Stavin’s expense, but he just grinned. 

    The next day Stavin was sent to Elain’s with the king’s formal request. “Charvil, the king wants to hire us, just like he said he might. He’s offering a gold crown a day, with food and lodgings in the Guards’ Barracks.”

    “A full gold crown a day? Is that your idea?”

    “No, Sir. I told the king that we usually only earn five silvers a day, but he thinks what we’re going to be doing is far more important than guarding a caravan: We’re teaching the Royal Guards how to protect his daughter. And him, of course, but he said he’s more worried about Princess Marina. She’s more worried about him. Lord Sarvan, the second in line to the throne, is worried about both of them because he really doesn’t want to be king.” 

    “You seem to be spending a lot of time with the royal family, Stavin,” Darak said with a chuckle. 

    “I get invited to a lot of parties, Sir. Some of the younger nobles have been including me in their social circle.” 

    Charvil frowned. “How is that working out?”

    Stavin shrugged. “Pretty well, Sir. I’m accepted by the princess and her circle, including the majority of the Royal Guards. There is a faction of older lords that disapproves of me because I’m from a Warrior clan instead of a Chosen clan. They aren’t a real problem, though, because they support the king’s decisions just because he’s the king. Then there are the lords who oppose the king. He tolerates them, but I was present after a council session when the king kicked a chair so hard he broke one of the legs. They give me occasional problems, but Dahvin is usually nearby and he is the king’s nephew. Few of the young nobles are willing to challenge him because of his birth or me because of the king’s favor.” Stavin grinned up at Charvil. “That, plus the fact that I’ve beaten all but the best of the Royal Guards.”

    Charvil nodded, then turned and bowed to Madam Elain. She had been listening discreetly at the side of the room. “Madam Elain, it appears we will not be in need of lodgings after all.” 

    “So I hear, Goodman Charvil. It will do the Royal Guards good to have some real challenges.” She shifted her attention to Stavin and bowed her head. “Friend Stavin, I understand that Corinne is going to be retained by your house. Do you know when you will be able to go to Valovad?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I--Madam Elain, I don’t know, but I doubt it will be less than a moon before I’ll be able to find the time. By then we should have the Royal Guards sorted out enough for two or three of us to leave.” 

    Stavin led Charvil and the rest to the palace and guided them to the general’s office. General Zel’Kordil stood as the ten of them came into his office and snapped to attention. “I see you’ve accepted the king’s contract. Good. After the drubbing my men have been receiving at the hands of Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, they should be properly motivated to pay attention.” 

    Charvil glanced at Stavin, then asked the general, “Drubbing, Sir?”

    “That’s what I’d call it.” The general smiled at Stavin as he continued. “He was dissatisfied with the performance of the guards he was assigned with while on duty and has been providing them with encouragement to stand at attention and not slouch about.” 

    Charvil looked down at his son-in-law and asked, “Stavin?” in a severe tone.

    Stavin turned so he was facing Charvil and explained, “It was just short disciplinary drills, Sir. Practice swords in the circle. Three strikes and back to formation.” 

    “And how many strikes did you receive?”

    “I got hit nine times, Sir.”

    Charvil’s eyebrows drew together. “Out of how many bouts?”

    Stavin blushed, and the general took the opportunity to answer in his place. “Forty-three.” 

    Someone snorted behind Charvil, but he was focused on Stavin. “Did you learn anything?”

    “Yes, Sir. Full-sized practice swords are a lot harder to handle than that little blade of mine.” 

    Now it was the general’s turn to snort, and it turned into a full-throated laugh a moment later. “After the last few men went limping back to formation, everyone decided to stay at attention. He left several very good swordsmen with sore ribs.” 

    Charvil shifted his attention back to the general. “Lord General Zel’Kordil, if Stavin was that successful against your men then they are in need of all the skill we can impart to them.” 

    “That, Warmaster Kel’Horval, is what the king and I are counting on.” 

     

     


    Chapter 17

    THE NEXT MORNING CHARVIL LED ALL of his men, including Stavin, out to the exercise field in full armor. All of the Royal Guards except Dragon Watch, which was on duty, were there as well, mostly watching from the sides. Ocellen Watch was formed up, in armor, with practice weapons in their hands as they faced them across the field. 

    “Ocellen Watch,” General Zel’Kordil said as he walked between the two groups, “your task is to stop these ten men from reaching Lord Sarvan. Your odds are five to one, which is probably better than you will ever face.” He walked to the side of the field and turned to watch as Charvil snapped, “Flying Geese.” 

    The valley warriors spread into a “V” formation behind Charvil as the Ocellen Watch moved into a ten wide by five deep rectangular formation, weapons at the ready. Charvil led his men forward at a trot until the last instant when he broke into a full run. The clash sounded like woodsmen at work, but it was bodies being felled instead of trees. 

    Stavin was armed with the shortened quarterstaff and hit the guards at full speed, driving swords from hands and smacking heads, arms, ribs, legs, and stomachs as he passed. As he’d told the guards, real combat was usually over in one or two strikes. Five men fell as he darted among them and passed through to race to Sarvan’s side. All but one of the valley warriors soon joined him. Ander Kel’Coris was left standing in the middle of the field shaking his head. Thirty-two of the fifty-one men and women of Ocellen Watch were either down or standing with empty hands looking stunned as they gazed after the Warriors. 

    “What happened to you?” Stoval asked Ander. 

    Ander took his helmet off and shrugged. “Got a sword in the chest while I was busy with another one.” 

    Sarvan was shaking his head as well. “Five to one, and you only lost one man. General Zel’Kordil,” he said as the general walked up, “you and your men have your work cut out for you.” He smiled and slapped Stavin’s shoulder before walking away with his eleven guards in tow. 

    “Lord Sarvan is quite right,” the general said loudly so all of his men and women could hear him. “During the next moon or so, you will all be learning from these warriors. You’ve just seen a demonstration of why they are here. You will all,” and here he paused to look at the group of officers, “be working out with the Kel’Kavin warriors. Learn what they have to teach. Each of them has earned a star in combat. Some, like Warmaster Kel’Horval, have earned several. Warmaster, the field is yours.” The general walked over to his officers, then turned to join them. He’d sparred with Stavin in private and was severely disappointed by his own performance. 

    Charvil split the Ocellen Watch into teams of six, including the officers from the sidelines as well, and put one of his men with each group. Stavin found himself facing a group of men that included two he’d faced before. He asked, “Are there any questions before we begin?”

    “Yes, Sir. Can we keep our armor on?” one of his former opponents asked. 

    Stavin nodded deeply. “For now. I’ll tell you what I observed on our run though. You men fight as individuals, not as a team. Individual combat is fine if you are alone, facing an individual. Only once did one of your companions move to engage an opponent while he was engaged with someone else. In that one instance, Warleader Fourth Kel’Coris was killed. He has fifty-nine combat kills, if any of you are curious.” He let them digest that for a moment. “Now, what we need to work on--” 

    All across the yard the valley warriors began teaching the Royal Guards. They were rough lessons. The Code of the Warrior is brutal, but it is that brutality that makes it so effective. Chivalry is for sparring on the tournament ground. Real combat requires a different set of rules. 

    All but three days of a moon had passed before Stavin brought up the idea of going to Valovad. “Charvil,” he said as the relaxed after their day of instruction, “do you think it would be possible for you and me to break off and go to Valovad?”

    Charvil nodded. “I believe so. The guards are coming along nicely. Sergeant Zel’Karyn actually managed two touches against me before I got my third.” He chuckled and shook his head. “He seemed surprised by it.” 

    “He shouldn’t. He was our watch sword champion. Will you come with me to speak to the general?”

    Charvil nodded and stood, then strode to the door with Stavin following closely behind him. They were admitted to the general’s office as soon as they arrived. 

    “Yes, Charvil, what can I do for you?”

    “Sir, we request permission to go to Valovad and see to Stavin’s Trading House,” Charvil said from where he stood at attention. 

    The general simply nodded. “Very well. Are all of you going?”

    “No, Sir. Only Stavin and I will go. The rest will stay here and continue with your men and women. I am satisfied with their progress up to this point and don’t think our absence will adversely affect them.” 

    The general nodded again and looked at Stavin. “Take your leave of the princess and His Majesty before you go, Lieutenant. How long do you anticipate being gone?” 

    Stavin thought for a moment. “Four days there and four back, plus two or three to make arrangements in Valovad. Ten or eleven days, Sir.” 

    “Very well,” the general said, then grinned at Charvil. “With you two gone, some of us will have time to let our bruises heal.”

    Charvil led Stavin back to the barracks. “Go take your leave of the princess and king. I think we’ll leave in the morning.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” Stavin immediately went to the princess’ suite and came to attention facing the guards. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston craves a moment of Her Highness’ time.” 

    The lieutenant turned and knocked on the door. When it opened, he repeated Stavin’s request. The door closed again for a moment, then it opened and the princess’ chamberlain said, “Her Highness would be pleased to receive Lieutenant Kel’Aniston in her library.” 

    Stavin followed the man to the princess’ library, a room he openly lusted after, and found her in conference with three elderly ladies. He stopped three paces away and went to one knee, bowing his head formally and waiting to be acknowledged. 

    “Yes, Friend Stavin. Did you need something?” the princess asked. 

    Stavin looked up and spoke directly to the princess. “Yes, Your Highness. I beg your leave to go to Valovad and see to the needs of my Trading House.” 

    “Very well, Friend Stavin,” she replied absently. “Return when your business is completed.” 

    There was something different in the princess’ voice, a coolness that had been missing in even the most formal of their previous meetings. He stood and bowed deeply, taking the opportunity to study the faces of the other women. Each of them wore an almost identical expression of disapproval. He backed away until he reached the doorway, then turned and walked out of the suite. 

    Once he was out of the princess’ suite he walked slowly toward the king’s chambers. Marina had looked miserable, and he had the feeling that he was in some way the cause of that misery. At the king’s chamber he was made to wait for several moments, then escorted to the king’s side. He again knelt and made his request, and the king nodded.

    The king said, “That is probably a good idea, Friend Stavin. Take your time.” Then he turned away and ignored Stavin completely.

    Stavin stood and bowed deeply even though the king wasn’t watching, then accepted the escort back to the door. There was something going on, and he knew who to ask: Dahvin. 

    “I have no idea, Stavin,” Dahvin said as they prepared for bed that night. “Marina hasn’t said a word to me about it, but the last few times I’ve gone to her chambers she’s had one or another of the old Royal Matrons present. I can hardly even talk to her, and certainly not in private.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “I know I don’t have to say this, but keep an eye on her. Something is making her miserable, and I’m afraid it has something to do with me.” 

    “A bit self-centered, aren’t you?”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “It’s just a guess, but the way those old women were glaring at me made me feel like a child who’d been caught peeking up someone’s skirts. The last thing Marina needs is someone making her miserable about befriending me.” 

     

     


    Chapter 18

    STAVIN AND CHARVIL MADE AN EARLY start the next morning, riding out of Twin Bridges across the West Bridge, then turning south along the mighty Zel’Horgan River. They pushed their horses a little and rode late, but they stayed at inns for all except the third night. That night they camped, eating jerked meat and journey bread. Arandar was almost down when they arrived in Valovad the fourth day. 

    Stavin led the way to the Traders’ Guild and approached one of the guards. He’d put on his Master Trader’s vest, and the man immediately bowed as he walked up. “I am Master Trader Stavin of the Kel’Aniston Trading House. I was wondering if I could get a guide to the houses of the former Traders Bel’Valat, Fel’Lovar, and Bel’Orlav.”

    The guard looked at him curiously, then bowed again. “Yes, Master Stavin, but you only need to go to House Fel’Lovar. Master Trader Corinne is in residence there.” 

    “Very well. Can you get me a guide?”

    The guard almost smiled, but not quite. “You don’t need one, Master Stavin. It’s right there.” He pointed across the road and up a little. “Number three-thirteen.” 

    Stavin shared a look with Charvil, then they led their horses across the road. At the door marked three hundred thirteen he knocked three times and stepped back. An elderly woman opened the door a crack and peeked out. 

    “May I be of service, Lords?” she asked in a timid tone as she looked at the ground.

    “I am seeking Master Trader Corinne Fel’Carvin,” Stavin replied. 

    “If you’ll allow me your name, lord, I’ll tell her you are here.” She still hadn’t looked up at their faces.

    Stavin smiled. “I am Master Trader Stavin Kel’Aniston.” 

    The woman looked up and seemed frightened for an instant, then she opened the door all the way. She bowed deeply and said, “Your forgiveness, Master Stavin. Please come in.”

    “Who is it, Canis?” a woman’s voice asked from another room, and the old woman closed the door then rushed to the other doorway and bowed without going through. 

    “Madam Corinne, Master Stavin Kel’Aniston is here.” 

    The woman who came into the room was twenty-two at most. Tall and handsome, she was also wide and squarely built. She had her grandmother’s blue eyes and golden blonde hair, but it was tied back in a severe knot. She was wearing a sleeveless blue tunic, and her arms were as massively muscled as Charvil’s. 

    She smiled, then said, “You’re exactly as Nanny described,” as she came forward and bowed. “Master Stavin, welcome to your house. One of them, at least. What can I do for you?”

    “You can stop calling me Master Stavin. Stavin is just fine. Are there enough rooms for us to stay here?”

    Corinne looked at him, then Charvil. “Just the two of you? Of course. Do you have horses?” At Stavin’s nod she turned to the old woman. “Canis, have Feld gather the horses and take them around to the stables.” The old woman bowed and vanished though the doorway into the back of the house. Turning back to Stavin, Corinne said, “I only kept a few servants. The eldest couple, in this case. Each of the houses has two caretakers to see to things until you decide what you want to do with them.” 

    Stavin nodded his understanding. “We’ll take a look tomorrow, Corinne. Right now, we would both like to clean up and get something to eat.” 

    Corinne smiled and led them into the house and up the tower. “The best rooms are at the top, of course,” she said as she led the way. 

    “Why is the house built like a tower?” Stavin asked. “Why are all of the buildings in Valovad built like this?”

    “Taxes,” Corrine replied. “Valovad was originally an independent city, back before Evandia was founded. Each building within the city’s walls was taxed by the number of square cubits it occupies, but it’s just the actual amount of ground the house covers that is counted. The city fathers kept the tradition after Evandia became part of the Empire.”

    “So they are built up, not out,” Charvil said as he nodded his understanding. 

    “Who are you, Sir?” Corinne asked. 

    Stavin blushed as he replied, “Corinne, this is my father-in-law, Charvil Kel’Horval.” 

    “You are correct, Charvil. House Fel’Lovar and House Bel’Valat are both here in the city and are built in this fashion. House Bel’Orlav is outside the city and follows what you and I would call a normal pattern.”

    “Why did you choose this one?” Stavin asked. 

    “It was closest to the Traders’ Guild offices. It’s also the smallest.” She smiled at Stavin as he thought about that. “I had most of the house closed off in the other two so only the servant’s quarters needed to be kept warm. Saved on fuel.”

    Stavin smiled as he said, “Very good. Which house do you want to keep?”

    Corinne asked, “What do you mean?” as she stopped and turned to face him. Her expression wasn’t puzzled, which told Stavin that she knew exactly what he meant. 

    Stavin grinned, then replied, “I mean I really want you to stay on with House Kel’Aniston. Your mother is going to inherit Elain’s when your grandmother dies. It’ll probably be twenty years or so before your turn comes. I’d like you to stay on here, so I’m offering you the house of your choice so you’ll be more comfortable.”

    Corinne looked at him closely, then shook a finger at him. “Nanny said you were tricky. What are you offering?”

    Stavin chuckled. “I was told to offer you ten percent of the net profit.” 

    “Were you told I’d refuse?” she asked with a grin. 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side as he said, “No, but it was just a first bid.” 

    Corine was watching him carefully. “We’ll discuss it in the morning. I don’t want to take advantage of you.” She smiled as they reached the top room of the tower. She pushed the door open and stood aside for Stavin and Charvil to enter. 

    Stavin was speechless. Charvil let loose a long, low whistle. The room was large, taking up most of the tower’s twenty-cubit diameter. It was richly, even gaudily appointed, and held what Stavin thought must be a fortune in fine furniture. He finally found his voice and whispered, “Gods Above.” 

    Corinne chuckled. “That was pretty much my reaction as well. We passed four of these rooms on the way up. This is the most richly appointed of them. I’m staying in the bottom one.” 

    Charvil said, “I’ll take the next one down. Where is the privy and bathing chamber?” 

    “All the way down,” Corinne said with a smile, “which is why I’m in the bottom room. Fewer stairs in the middle of the night.”

    Stavin and Charvil shared a look and a laugh, then Stavin walked over to the bed and started taking off his armor while Charvil and Corinne left, closing the door behind them. He kept his under padding on, then headed down the stairs. He was half way down when he heard Charvil clumping down behind him. Corinne saw him when he reached the ground floor and pointed to a door at the side of the room. He went through and found a modern flushing privy and a large tub next to a copper water heater. He’d finished with the privy before Charvil got there, and went out to find their saddlebags. They had both brought civilian clothes with them, and he returned to the bathing room to find Charvil already in the tub. 

    “Good. Set them over there,” Charvil said as he scrubbed his arm. 

    “This is quite a house, isn’t it?” Stavin asked as he looked around the room.

    “It’s inconvenient as can be. I’ll bet you a silver crown that she picks the house outside of town,” Charvil said as he switched arms. 

    “No bet,” Stavin replied with a laugh. 

    When they were both clean and properly dressed, they went out to find Corinne waiting for them. “I had Canis dash up the street to an inn for more food. We don’t fix much with just the three of us here.” 

    Stavin nodded. “That’s fine. What is the status of the servants? You said you kept two at each house.” 

    Corinne looked at him carefully. “Only House Bel’Valat employed regular servants. The other two owned slaves.” She stopped speaking as Stavin’s expression changed. He didn’t exactly look angry, but the friendly smile was gone. “I sold the younger slaves, and kept the ones that would have been hard to place.” 

    Stavin said, “I don’t approve of slavery,” in a no-nonsense tone. “Free them and change their status to paid employees,” he said after he’d calmed down. She bowed her head in acknowledgment but didn’t say anything. “Have you considered which house you want?”

    She smiled and looked at him from the corner of her eye. “The Bel’Orlav house outside of town. These towers are so very impractical.” 

    Stavin and Charvil shared a grin, then Stavin said, “Very well. Sell the tower houses or rent them out, whichever you think is best. The furnishings as well. Unless there are books,” he added with a grin. “I get any books.” His eager expression made Corinne and Charvil both laugh.

    Corinne nodded and said, “There are show libraries in all three houses.”

    “Show libraries?” Charvil asked with a puzzled expression. “Please explain that.”

    “Libraries that exist solely to show how cultured and refined the owners are. The idea is that if you have a large library you must be very successful because you have time to read all of those books.” She paused and shook her head. “No one believes it, but they maintain the fiction. The library is usually handed down, father to son, generation upon generation. We have one,” she said with a shy smile. “Nanny keeps it in her parlor.”

    Stavin was looking at Corinne like she was a sweets vendor and Charvil chuckled. “After we eat, Stavin.” 

    After they had eaten, Corinne showed Stavin and Charvil the library. There were at least five hundred books, and Stavin started walking along the shelves, running his fingers across the bindings and reading the titles. 

    Charvil looked at Corinne as he chuckled and said, “We may as well call it a night. He won’t be of any use until he’s noted every book in the room.” 

    * * *

    Canis crept into the library late that night and covered the sleeping young man. She took the book from his hands and laid it beside him before she turned down the lamp and closed the door, then joined her husband in their small room. Madam Corinne had already told them of their change of status, and she felt a great deal of gratitude toward her young master. 


    Chapter 19

    CORINNE TOOK STAVIN AND CHARVIL TO the other two houses after their morning meal. The Bel’Valat house was another tower, almost identical to the Fel’Lovar house, but with one more level to the tower. Stavin shook his head as they toured the building. Jolan Bel’Valat’s taste in furnishings was even worse than Boldan Fel’Lovar’s, and Stavin shuddered as clashing styles from all over the continent assaulted his eyes. 

    Next was the Bel’Orlav house, and both Stavin and Charvil nodded their approval of the house Corinne had chosen. It was bigger than anything except the fortress in Kavinston. Sarvba Bel’Orlav had been from Reynadia, and had built a great mansion, imitating the noble houses of his homeland. 

    Corinne smiled at their reactions. “To answer your unasked questions, it has a deep cellar below ground and three floors above, with a finished attic as a fourth. There are sixteen bedrooms, seven bathing rooms, and nine necessaries. That’s what they call privies in polite society. There is a large stable behind the house, and a small paddock.”

    “Gods Above and Below. How many people lived here?” Stavin asked as he gazed up in wonder. 

    Corinne laughed as she replied, “Ten.” 

    Stavin and Charvil both looked at her as Stavin asked, “Just ten?”

    Corinne nodded. “Yes. Sarvba and his wife, and their three children. The other five were slaves. I’ll introduce you to the pair I kept once we get inside.” She had dismounted and tied her horse to the rail, and Stavin and Charvil were right behind her as she climbed the wide stairs leading up to the door. 

    The door opened before she reached it and an older-looking woman bowed deeply as she held it aside. She was dressed in common servant’s clothing: pale blue blouse with sleeves bound closely to her forearms, and a dark brown skirt that almost brushed the floor. She said, “Welcome, Mistress Corinne,” but she kept her brown eyes cast down, as was proper for a slave.

    “Thank you, Elanst. This is Master Stavin Kel’Aniston and his father-in-law, Master Charvil Kel’Horval.” She waited until Elanst was looking at her before continuing. “By Master Stavin’s decree, you and Bardin are free. You may, as you decide, stay as paid employees of House Kel’Aniston, or leave if you wish. Canis and Feld have also been freed and chose to stay.”

    Elanst looked at Stavin and bowed very low. “Thank you, Master Stavin. I think I can speak for my man when I say we would be pleased to stay.” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head deeply. “As you choose. Mistress Corinne will be remaining here to run House Kel’Aniston. I imagine she’ll be finding things other than maintaining the house for the four of you to do. The servants of House Bel’Valat have chosen to seek other employment.” He smiled as she considered that announcement. 

    Charvil looked at Corinne and asked, “What happened to the rest of the Bel’Orlav family?”

    “They were taken and sold into slavery by the king as the family of a traitor. That’s what happened to the rest of the other families as well. The slaves,” she nodded to Elanst, “were considered part of the household goods and were transferred to Master Stavin with the rest of the assets of each house.” 

    Stavin walked the rest of the way into the house and looked around. Unlike the towers, this mansion was decorated in subdued earth-tones that were soothing to Stavin’s country-bred senses. A wide staircase led up to the other floors, but he ignored it. A man had come from the back of the house and Elanst was busy telling him of their change of status. 

    Corinne said, “Let me show you around,” and both Stavin and Charvil walked over to join her. “The kitchen is in the basement. There are passages within the walls to direct heat from the ovens into the house during the winter, or out the back in the summer. The bottom floor has two large rooms that serve as great hall and banquet hall, as well as the formal dining room, Lady’s Parlor, and Lord’s Study.” She was leading them through a wide double doorway and smiled as they reacted to the big room. “The ceiling extends all the way up to the bottom of the third floor in both of the big rooms. Elanst tells me that this chandelier holds two hundred candles, but the other one only holds one hundred and twenty-five.” 

    “Gods Below,” Stavin breathed. “What could they need that many candles for? And there are lamps all around the room as well.” 

    “It’s all for show, Stavin,” Corinne said with a wide smile. “I’d hate to have to light the damned thing. There’s a winch to lower it, but still--” 

    Stavin chuckled. “Library?” he asked and smiled as Charvil and Corinne laughed. She led him up to the second floor and into a library that rivaled the one in Princess Marina’s suite. He guessed the number of books at between two thousand and twenty-five hundred. He immediately began browsing the titles, then stopped and picked up two books from different shelves. His eyebrows knitted together as he said, “These are duplicates.” 

    Corinne nodded deeply. “I told you, they’re just for show. Different bindings make them look like different books.” 

    Stavin shook his head and put the books back. “Anything else of interest here?”

    “No, not really. Bel’Orlav wasn’t really a major House. Sarvba spent most of his fortune on the house itself, not the furnishings. There is a well-stocked wine cellar, if you are interested. Either Sarvba or his wife was apparently a connoisseur, and they collected a wide variety of wines. Some of them are quite rare and valuable according to the people I’ve consulted.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t like wine. It all tastes like vinegar as far as I’m concerned.” He paused as a thought crossed his mind, and a smile spread across his lips. “I owe your grandmother for several favors. Keep anything you personally want, even if it’s just some of those rare wines for show, then give the rest to Madam Elain. Use our wagons to ship it to Twin Bridges.” 

    Corinne let loose a loud, full-throated laugh. “Nanny will be delighted. I agree with you, but she loves wine.”

    They returned to the Fel’Lovar house and Stavin and Corinne spent the rest of the day going over everything in the inventory she had done through the winter. “There are a total of thirty-seven wagons between the three Trading Houses, as well as three large warehouses. Bel’Orlav and Fel’Lovar were both in the textile trade,” Corinne said as she handed Stavin the papers. “I suggest that Kel’Aniston pick up where they left off. I’ve consulted with several of their customers and they seem willing to let us take over the contracts. Bel’Valat was a general merchandise trader, much like your friends the Zel’Vandars. That warehouse is full of odds and ends of all sorts.” She looked at Stavin expectantly and he bowed his head. 

    “Go with the textile trade. As for House Bel’Valat, sell off what you can. Keep the warehouse for expansion in the future, but the goods are of no interest. Unless you find something special that you want to hold on to.”

    Corinne chuckled as she shook her head. “What do you want me to ship north other than the books?” she asked as they finalized the list of things Stavin wanted done. 

    “I want that desk,” he said, pointing to the side of the library. “I’ve heard of desks where the top rolled down to close, but I never thought I’d be able to buy one. The house that we’re moving to is small, but there’ll be room for that.”

    Charvil chuckled from the side of the room where he was looking at a book of old maps. “With just the four of you it shouldn’t be too crowded.”

    Stavin laughed. “I know. But I’ll need shelves for the books, so let’s add in a load of finished lumber suitable for book shelves. That little house doesn’t have a library, but it will soon. And, now that I think of it, don’t send duplicates. If there is more than one of a book, only send one north to Kavinston and keep the others here. After all, I can’t have it be said that House Kel’Aniston doesn’t have a library.” 

    Corinne smiled and nodded her agreement. “We’ll make a list to make sure. Any other furnishings?” 

    Stavin looked around and shook his head. “No, this stuff is too gaudy for my tastes, and it wouldn’t mean anything to Shari. Charvil,” he said, turning to look at his father-in-law, “can you think of anything Shari would want from what you’ve seen?”

    “Bedding: down comforters and pillows especially. Any furs: coats, rugs, throws--anything soft and fuzzy. Any object that’s more for touch than how it looks.” Corinne looked curious, so Charvil briefly explained about Shari’s eyes. “She can’t admire how pretty things are, but she can enjoy the feel of them.” 

    Corinne nodded her understanding. “I can think of several things that are meant to be held, and some others that are beautiful to the hand as well as the eye.” 

    Stavin sighed and said, “Keep the best of the furnishing for the Kel’Aniston House, and sell the rest or leave it with the towers. You probably have better taste in that sort of thing than I do, so use your own judgment. The one thing we haven’t decided is what you get for running my House.” 

    Corinne looked at him and said, “Twenty percent.” 

    The challenge had been made, and they engaged in ten spans of good-natured haggling and discussions before they reached an agreement. Corinne accepted full authority to run the Trading House as she saw fit, and agreed to manage the Kel’Aniston assets with all the care and skill she possessed--for fifteen percent of the net profit. Stavin and Charvil both laughed when that bargain was finally made. 

    “You’re a tough one, Corinne,” Stavin said as he shook his head. 

    “You should be grateful, Stavin. At fifteen percent, I have every incentive to make yours a very profitable house.” 

    “There’s one other thing, Stavin,” Charvil said as soon as they had shaken hands on the bargain. 

    “Sir?”

    “Wagons.” 

    Stavin paused for a moment, then nodded. “The wagons. I almost forgot.” Turning, he said, “Corinne, what kind of wagons do we have?”

    She considered him carefully for a moment, then said, “Twenty-six heavy cargo wagons and eleven enclosed trader’s wagons. Why?”

    Stavin grimaced. “How many of the cargo wagons do you think you’ll actually need?”

    “For the contracts that I’ve been exploring I’d need all twenty-six of them. Maybe more. Why?”

    Now Stavin sighed. “I need at least sixteen more cargo wagons to haul our supplies from Aravad to Kel’Kavin. I was hoping we, I, already had them.” 

    Corinne gave him a sideways look. “There are the enclosed wagons.” 

    “They won’t do,” Stavin answered. “We need something that can handle at least fifty bags of grain.” 

    Corinne nodded. “So we trade them. In most cases an enclosed wagon is three times as expensive as an open cargo wagon that’s twice as large.” 

    “Don’t forget the teams,” Charvil prompted. 

    Stavin nodded his agreement. “Corinne, I’d like you to dispose of all the enclosed wagons except one. Keep the master’s wagon. Buy or trade for twenty large cargo wagons. Keep them here until I send for them.” He let loose a gusty sigh. “I’ll have to hire drivers as well. That reminds me. What progress have you made on the warehouse and house in Zel’Mortlan?”

    She smiled. “There’ll be a letter waiting for you in Twin Bridges. You must have just missed it. The gist of it is I was able to buy both cheaper than it would have been to build new. The warehouse is being repaired right now. The house is small, just enough to accommodate a family of ten or so. I’m having signs painted for both of them, using the House Kel’Aniston device.” 

    Stavin smiled at Charvil. “That will do. That will do just fine.” 

     

     


    Chapter 20

    VARKAL AND FARLIT REPORTED TO THE Elders’ Council as soon as they returned to Kavinston. “Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey, we had trouble with the Traders in Trade Town.”

    “What kind of trouble?” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey asked. 

    “A delegation from the Traders who run the place confronted us, demanding to know who our Master Trader was. We explained that we were just purchasing a single wagon load of supplies for our own use, but they were reluctant to grant us that privilege.” Varkal’s expression turned rueful. “We convinced them to allow our purchase, but it took the threat of taking all our business to Aravad to make our point.” 

    The Elders shared looks all around, then Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey glared at Varkal. “You do not have that kind of authority, Warleader Kel’Chamlin.”

    “Yes, Chief Elder,” Varkal said as he came to attention. “They didn’t take me up in it in any case, Sir. In fact, they were nearly panicked by the notion. Apparently, only sending four groups to Trade Town this year resulted in some difficulties for the Traders.” 

    “That is not our concern,” the Chief Elder said as he continued to glare at Varkal. 

    “Your pardon, Chief Elder,” Farlit said, waiting for Mikal’s nod before continuing, “but Stavin may be able to aid us in avoiding further trouble of this nature.”

    “As Master Trader Stavin, I take it?” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey asked. At Farlit’s nod, he sighed. “I don’t want to limit the boy to supply runs. He’s proven himself to be better than that.”

    “That’s not what I mean, Sir,” Farlit said, drawing the attention back to himself. “Stavin could sponsor others to the Traders’ Guild.” 

    “And take more of our men away from their duties and occupations?” Elder Kel’Naril asked as he frowned angrily. 

    Farlit looked at him and a crooked smile twisted his lips. “Elder, nothing says a Master Trader has to be a man.” 

    Barvil let loose a loud bark of laughter, drawing everyone’s attention to his end of the table. “No, they don’t. Sahren and Rahlina prove that.”

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey sighed. “Indeed. We can discuss it with Stavin during the winter. Very well, Warleaders. Return to your duties.” Once the two men had gone, Mikal turned and looked at his colleagues, especially Barvil. 

    “Your protégé has started something monumental, Barvil. It may be that his Trading House will be just the beginning.” He sat back and rubbed his temples. “I’ve been hearing rumblings about exporting some of our goods. We’ve always just seen to our own needs, following the traditions of the Royal Guard as far as being self-sufficient, except for food. The idea that Stavin, of all people, could go so far outside the boundaries we imposed on ourselves is so far out of the realm of possibilities that I never, and indeed I think no one else, ever would have considered it.” 

    “Mikal,” Barvil said as a smile crossed his face, “no one ever expected Stavin to be much of anything. Gods Above and Below know I never did.” He shook his head slowly for a moment. “However, he’s proven himself to be far more than most men could strive to be--and he’s only on his third expedition.” 

    “I have to wonder what he’s going to do this year?” Elder Kel’Vardil said. 

    “Not much. Charvil will see to that,” Elder Kel’Caval replied. 

    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Barvil said as he looked at each of his colleagues. “I certainly tried to keep him out of trouble, and look how that turned out.”

    There was a general consensus of laughter and nodding as the Elders’ Council considered just how unsuccessful Barvil had been. 


    Chapter 21

    CHARVIL LED THE WAY OUT OF Valovad the next morning. Stavin was right beside him, but he was studying a parchment while his horse matched pace with Charvil’s. They again made good time, and reached Twin Bridges after dark the fourth day. 

    Grooms took their horses as soon as they rode into the stables of the royal guard, and they made their way to their rooms. Charvil reached his room first and said good night, and Stavin continued on to the room he shared with Dahvin. 

    Dahvin looked up when Stavin came in, and stood up quickly. “Stavin, how long have you been back?”

    “We just got here. Why?” 

    “Trouble. Real trouble.”

    “Marina?” Dahvin nodded and Stavin treated him to a demonstration of how many curse words he knew. “I have to clean up.” He had bathed and gotten dressed by the time a guard came for him. 

    “Friend Stavin, the king summons you,” the private said, and Stavin walked straight to him. 

    “Let’s not keep His Majesty waiting,” he said as he passed the guard. He led the way straight to the Royal Suite, and the guards at the door announced him before he reached them. The door opened and he was passed straight through without stopping. 

    Stavin went to the king and knelt. “Your Majesty has summoned me?”

    The king looked down and replied, “Indeed I have, Friend Stavin. The rest of you leave us,” the king commanded while Stavin remained on his knee, and it wasn’t until they were alone that the king spoke again. “I want the truth, boy. What is between you and Marina?” he demanded in an angry tone.

    Stavin remained on his knee with his head bent. “Your Majesty, Princess Marina has been very kind to me. She apparently feels some affection for me, which I return in full measure, but we are both aware of our positions. While I was sick, she kissed me once on the cheek. Last year, she hugged me after I stopped Lord Zel’Candan. That is the most intimate contact we have had. I have my honor, and I would not shame myself by going outside the bonds of my marriage even for someone as beautiful as Princess Marina. She is aware of that. She has also said, in her own words, that you would never approve of me. We are both aware of that. I don’t know what has been said to make you suspicious, but I assure you, on my life, there is no truth to any rumor you may have heard.” 

    The king strode around the room, kicking at the floor and anything else that got in his way. He finally made his way back to Stavin and stopped. “There are rumors that Marina has been taking you to her bed.”

    Now Stavin looked up into the king’s eyes. “That has not happened, Your Majesty, and will not happen. It would be dishonorable.” 

    “That’s what Marina said as well, but there are nobles who are claiming that it’s true and want you executed and your people expelled from Evandia.” 

    Stavin was quiet for a moment, then said, “Your Majesty, you have called me friend, and I honor that friendship in full. I would never betray a friend’s trust in that manner, even if there were no other considerations.” 

    The king walked away for a moment, then came back and stopped. “Stand up, Stavin,” he commanded in a soft tone. When Stavin was standing and looking up at him, he laid a hand on his own chest. “I call you friend, Stavin, and I believe you. Dahvin and Sarvan backed you as well, but I wanted to hear it from your own lips. Tomorrow, though, you must come before me in front of the full court and face the charges that have been brought against you and Marina.” 

    Stavin answered in the only way he could. “We are innocent, Your Majesty. I fear no charges.” 

    The king nodded and escorted Stavin to the door. Once he had opened it, the king said, “Sleep well, Stavin. We’ll set these rumors to rest in the morning.”

    Once the door closed the guards looked at him. The lieutenant shook his head and said, “Well, he didn’t send you to the dungeon, so I guess you can return to your room. I wouldn’t want to be in your place tomorrow, though.” 

    Stavin looked at the lieutenant with angry, hooded eyes. “Worry about whoever has been spreading these rumors,” he all but snarled. “When I find them, they’ll face me in the circle.” Stavin smiled thinly as he looked at the guards around him. “Would any of you like to be in their place?” There was a unanimous shaking of heads, and Stavin walked away, back to his room. 

    “And?” Dahvin asked as soon as he closed the door.

    “You’ve heard the rumors and you know the truth. I face the king before the court tomorrow.” 

    “Stavin, I do know the truth. Marina is infatuated with you. Uncle Kal knows it as well.” 

    “Perhaps so, but King Kalin believes me when I say I’d never dishonor the princess or myself. Someone is in for a big surprise tomorrow.” 

    Stavin and Dahvin dressed in their high court finery and went to the court room right after the morning meal the next day. The room was filled with nobles of every level, all there to watch their princess and a barbarian face charges of treason. 

    King Kalin sat on his throne, but the throne at his side was empty. Two Royal Guards majors grasped Stavin by the arms as soon as he appeared, and he didn’t resist as they led him before the king and pushed him to his knees. As soon as Stavin was in place, two old women brought Princess Marina out and pushed her to her knees at his side. Stavin glanced at her, then stared straight ahead again. Wow, she looks mad.

    King Kalin looked down and waited a moment before speaking. “Stavin Kel’Aniston, called Friend of Evandia, you are accused of committing treason by engaging in unseemly conduct with Her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Marina. How do you plead?”

    Stavin looked up and replied in a strong, clear voice, “Your Majesty, I plead innocent to these charges. I have not, nor would I ever, dishonor the princess or myself in that fashion.” There was a murmur of shocked voices as the nobles reacted, then they quieted. 

    The king looked at his daughter and said, “Marina Zel’Andral, Crown Princess of Evandia, you are accused of treason for consorting in an inappropriate fashion with a man not your husband. How do you plead?”

    “Your Majesty, I plead innocent of these charges. I have not betrayed my duty to the kingdom,” Princess Marina replied. “I am still a virgin, untouched by any man.” 

    The king looked at his councilors. “Lord Zel’Sartan?” 

    The King’s Truth Seer stepped forward and bowed. “They speak the truth.”

    There was the sound of many people whispering as the king nodded. “It would seem that the palace rumormongers have held sway long enough. Princess Marina and Friend Stavin are absolved of these charges.”

    An older lord stepped forward from the crowd and faced the dais. He bowed to the king before saying, “Your Majesty, there is ample evidence that these charges are true. With all due respect to Lord Zel’Sartan’s abilities, it is patently evident that this outland barbarian has dishonored Evandia and the princess.” 

    Lord Zel’Sartan looked at the lord who as he was speaking and shook his head as he said, “That is not the truth.” There was a sudden inrush of breath as the King’s Truth Seer accused a lord of lying to the king in open court. That was treason. It was also unusual for a Truth Seer to examine anyone but the accused, but the king had given his orders long before the court was assembled. 

    A young man stepped forward now and braced himself as if expecting a fight. He spoke in a tone that told everyone how angry he was as he all but shouted, “That low-born cur has dishonored our princess and deserves to be executed.” 

    Stavin rose to his feet and turned in one fluid motion. He snarled, “That is a lie,” as he faced the young lord, and the room immediately fell silent. There could only be one response to that. 

    “I challenge you, cur, for the insult you’ve dealt me.” 

    “When and where?” Stavin asked, still in an angry tone that all but echoed in the room. 

    “Here and now,” the young lord snapped. He swung the cane in his hand and the outside of it clattered across the room to Stavin’s feet. The portion that remained in his hand was an arm-long, brightly polished sword, that glittered in the lamp light of the court. It was a thin, narrow blade that could only be called a sword because of its length. 

    Stavin looked at the weapon in the young lord’s hand and snorted. Loudly. He covered his mouth as he fought to control his mirth, and finally asked, “What in the hells is that?” in an amused squeak as he pointed a wavering finger at the young lord’s weapon. 

    “It’s your death, cur,” the young lord snarled. 

    One of the guardsmen held out a sword to Stavin, but he waved it away. “No, that’s all right,” he gasped between chortles. He bent over and picked up the discarded outer sheath of the sword cane. Looking at the young lord, he finally recognized him. “Lord Varil, I had no idea you were a jester. That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.” 

    “Prepare to die, barbarian,” Lord Varil snapped. He took three steps toward Stavin and attacked, but Stavin was ready. 

    The fine mahogany cane swatted the thin blade aside, then crashed into the back of the young lord’s hand, breaking bones as it drove the sword to the floor. Stavin struck the fool’s head four times before Lord Varil could even scream. The first strike fell across the top of his head. The second landed on his left ear. The third hit his right ear and the fourth hit the bridge of his nose, breaking it with a loud crunch that dropped the young fool to the floor. He was writhing in pain, clutching his face as he finally managed to cry out, and two of his friends stepped forward together. As one they unsheathed similar swords, but they never got a chance to attack Stavin.

     Captain Zel’Astel and Captain Zel’Tarlin rushed past Stavin with bared swords to face the young lords. Captain Zel’Astel snapped, “Drop those swords or die.” The two young lords were suddenly facing real swords, in the hands of real swordsmen, and obeyed immediately. 

    “Bring them before the king,” General Zel’Kordil ordered and a dozen more guardsmen rushed forward to grab all three of the young men. 

    The guards forced the young lords to their knees facing the king. Princess Marina angrily shook off the hands of the two old women and stalked up the stairs to her father. He nodded toward her throne and she took her place, standing at her father’s side with her hands clenched into fists. Now she looked even angrier than before. 

    The princess’s voice rang across the room as she looked down at the young lords. “You three fools are accused of treason for bringing weapons into the presence of the king. You don’t need to answer these charges. The entire court saw your crime.” 

    “But Marina,” one of them began, and the armored fist of Captain Zel’Tarlin crashed down on his head, driving him to the floor as well as silencing him. 

    “Show respect, prisoner,” the captain snarled as he raised his fist again. The young fool cowered on the floor, refusing to even try to get up to his knees again. 

    “Your Majesty,” a voice said from the side of the room, and an elegantly dressed lord stepped forward. “Your Majesty, you can’t really believe that my son is a traitor. True, he’s taken to carrying a sword-cane, but many young men have done so as well. With the unrest in the kingdom, extraordinary measures are required, but it was not treason.” 

    The king looked at the lord and nodded. “Lord Zel’Havar, your son and his friends are known to carry these canes about the city. They even have a right to do so.” Now the king’s expression turned ominous. “They do not, however, have a right to bring weapons into the presence of the royal family. They do not have the right to issue a challenge in open court and turn the court room into a challenge circle. They do not have the right to bare blades in the presence of the royal family.” The king’s face became a mask of rage as he finally shouted, “They do not have a right to commit treason.” 

    Lord Zel’Havar looked down at his son, then up at the king. “King Kalin, I beg you for the life of my son.” 

    The king shook his head slowly. “Your son’s life was forfeit the moment he drew a weapon in my daughter’s presence. It is unfortunate that Friend Stavin chose not to simply kill him. Varil and his friends shall face their fate as all traitors do, on their knees with a cord around their necks.” 

    There were gasps all through the court and another man stepped forward. “Your Majesty, please let them keep their honor by taking their own lives.” 

    “No,” King Kalin replied as he shifted his gaze. “I have allowed this to continue far too long. It is time for you, all of you, to remember who is King of Evandia. This treachery ends now. Stavin, come here,” he commanded and Stavin all but ran up the steps, going to one knee a step below the king. “Stand up and face me,” he commanded and Stavin immediately obeyed. The king reached back and cut a cord from the braided bell-rope beside his throne and handed it to Stavin. “Execute those traitors.”

    Stavin took the cord and a deep breath, then bowed deeply and turned away from the king. He walked resolutely down to face the three young lords where they were kneeling. Looking at the guardsmen he said, “Hold them.” When the young lords were restrained with their arms firmly held behind them, Stavin tied loops of the cord around their necks. They began to cry and beg the king for forgiveness as Stavin worked, but there was no response from the dais. 

    Once all three men were fitted with cords, Stavin looked up at the king for some sign that he’d changed his mind. Seeing none, he jerked the loops tight. Each of the men choked and struggled as they fought for breath. Their arms were held to keep them from clawing the loops loose until they collapsed on the floor. They continued to twitch and writhe on the floor for what seemed to be a long time. 

    When they were still, Stavin looked up at the king and said, “Your Majesty, the sentence has been carried out. They are dead.” 

    The king looked around at the shocked court. “The treason against the crown ends. The rumors end. The next time I am attacked, the entire family will be condemned.” There wasn’t a sound as the king turned and strode away with Princess Marina half a step behind him.

    A wail of grief echoed through the room as soon as the king’s door closed. It was joined by several others and the sound of weeping. Stavin looked up at Captain Zel’Astel and waited in silence. The captain seemed like he was about to say something, but shook his head instead. “Go to your room, Lieutenant.”

    Stavin braced to attention and bowed, then walked away. Dahvin soon joined him, as did Ahlvan Zel’Naris. Dahvin said, “Glora and Carri have gone to be with Marina. I imagine Ehrwan will join them.” 

    Stavin nodded but didn’t say anything as they walked through the palace corridors. He remained silent all the way to their room, but once the door closed he snarled, “Damn those fools.” 

    “Stavin?” Ahlvan asked. 

    “Varil and his friends,” Stavin snapped. “What kind of fool would carry a weapon in the presence of the royal family? They had to know they would be caught and accused of treason.” 

    Dahvin said, “Stavin, calm down. I know it must be tearing you apart having to execute those--”

    “That doesn’t bother me, Dahvin,” Stavin said as he looked up at his friend. “They deserved it. What bothers me is the number of other young lords I saw stashing similar canes under seats and behind ladies in the court. What kind of idiots do they think the Royal Guards are? And, come to think of it, what kind of idiots are we that they were allowed to bring those canes into the court?”

    Dahvin was silent, but Ahlvan shook his head and said, “It’s kind of an open secret. Everyone knows the lords are loyal to the king, so the sword canes are passed with a wink by the guards.” He paused for a moment. “They were, at least. I seriously doubt you’ll see any of those canes in the palace for a long time. I certainly wouldn’t risk it.” 

    Stavin said, “What everyone knows is often wrong,” without looking up from the floor. “Emperor Savan Zel’Corvan said that over a thousand years ago, and it’s just as true today.” Now he did look at Ahlvan and Dahvin. “Not all of the lords are loyal to the king. Not lately at least.”

    Both of the young lords were nodding their agreement when there was a knock at the door. Dahvin opened it and Sarvan stepped through. “Stavin, you had better be well rested. There’s talk in the palace that you’re going to be challenged by every male member of the Zel’Havar family as well as the other two.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “Then I will kill every one of them.” 

    The three lords shared a look. “Some of them will invoke a champion, Stavin,” Dahvin said in a soft voice. “There are professionals who make a living fighting other people’s battles.” 

    “They are called mercenaries, Dahvin,” Stavin replied as he looked each of the lords in the eye. “Remember who and what I am beneath the honors the king has presented me.” 

     

     


    Chapter 22

    THE FIRST CHALLENGE CAME LESS THAN a span later. Dahvin answered a knock at the door and found Taral Zel’Havar waiting. “Where is he?” he demanded and Stavin stepped into view. “I challenge you, cur, for the insult you have dealt my family.” 

    Stavin simply asked, “When and where?”

    “Mid day, the palace courtyard. Bring your sword.” 

    Stavin smiled thinly as he looked at the young lord. “As the challenged, I invoke right of choice. I will bring my Dragon’s Tongue.” 

    The young lord was silent for a moment, then he nodded curtly and said, “Die with whatever you choose in your hands. It means nothing to me.” 

    Once the door closed, Dahvin looked at Stavin. “It means nothing to him because he’s not fighting you. Taral barely knows which end of a sword to grab.” 

    Stavin just nodded and turned toward his armor, but Sarvan stopped him. “No armor, Stavin. You’re supposed to wear a white shirt so first blood will be evident.” 

    Stavin considered that for a moment, then shrugged. “Fortunately, I have a white shirt. It’ll be a shame to ruin it with blood, though.”

    “You think you might lose?” Ahlvan asked. 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, but severed limbs spurt blood all over the place.”

    Mid day came and Dahvin, in the capacity of Stavin’s second, led him to the ancient circle in the palace courtyard. He clenched his teeth in anger when he saw who was waiting for Stavin. “Rallin Kel’Mordav. He’s very good, Stavin.”

    Stavin didn’t say anything. He just took his Dragon’s Tongue and walked into the circle. He raised his voice and said, “I’m waiting,” toward the group on the other side of the courtyard. 

    A tall man walked forward with a sword swinging casually in his hand. “I heard you were going to use that ancient piece of crap. Too bad for you I know how to counter it.” Taral Zel’Havar walked at his side, taking the place of second.

    As soon as Stavin and Rallin were in place, Taral and Dahvin said, “Begin.” 

    Rallin’s sword was a blur as he struck at Stavin, but Stavin had danced forward instead of away, violating every rule of dueling that was known. He was inside Rallin’s reach and the blade of his Dragon’s Tongue took Rallin’s head off in a single sweep. Blood erupted from the warrior’s neck and Stavin was indeed spattered. Dahvin had stepped back in preparation, but Taral was close enough that he was soaked with gore as Rallin’s body fell toward him. 

    Stavin calmly picked up Rallin’s sword as he looked at Taral and said, “Don’t challenge me again unless you are going to present me with a real challenger.” Then he calmly walked away as shouts of outrage echoed across the courtyard. 

    Stavin was looking at his shirt as he and Dahvin walked away. “Damn. This is why I don’t like white. It shows every speck of blood.” 

    “Stavin, you’re terrifying,” Dahvin almost whispered. “Rallin Kel’Mordav has killed dozens of men in the circle.” 

    “And therein was his weakness,” Stavin replied. “He was used to honor bouts, sword to sword, and putting on a show. I fight to kill as quickly and cleanly as possible. I have very seldom faced just one opponent. Two, three, even four-to-one is much more common than one-on-one fighting.”

    A shout came from behind them, and they turned to see Taral standing beside the body of his champion screaming, “You won’t get away with this!” 

    Dahvin put a hand on Stavin’s shoulder and pushed him toward the barracks. “How many times do you think that trick will work?”

    “Most tricks only work once. Fortunately, I have other tricks.” 

    Stavin was only given until the next morning before a new challenge was issued. He had to scrounge for a white shirt to wear, and Dahvin again led him to the courtyard. This time the champion was a lithe young man who gave Stavin a vulpine smile as he walked toward him. 

    “My, you are a pretty boy,” the man said as Stavin approached. “It’s such a shame that you’ll die before we can get to know one another.” He had a long, thin sword in his hand and jewels glinted from the hilt.

    Stavin just looked at him and sighed. Once again he attacked on the command, but this time he faded back, sweeping the lower blade of his Dragon’s Tongue low and forcing the duelist to jump to avoid it. When the man landed the upper blade of Stavin’s weapon pierced his heart. He froze, a look of startled incomprehension on his face as he looked down at the blade in his chest, then he fell backwards. Stavin shook his head as he picked up the fancy sword. 

    He saw Charvil waiting for him as he walked back toward the barracks. “Fifty-one,” was all he said as he passed. 

    “Warleader Fourth,” Charvil confirmed. “How long do you expect this to go on?” 

    “At least one more, for the sake of honor,” Dahvin said as they walked. 

    Dahvin’s prediction was dead on target. A challenger was waiting for Stavin when he got to his room. “You are challenged to trail by combat by Lord Wallak Zel’Grovan.”

    “When?” Stavin asked. 

    “Now,” the man snapped. “The lord awaits you in the circle of honor.” 

    “Damn,” Stavin sighed. “Well, at least I didn’t get any blood on this shirt.” He turned and headed back to the courtyard with Dahvin and Charvil behind him, along with the messenger. When he reached the circle, he groaned. The man facing him with a sword in his hand was older, forty or more, and showed the effects of soft living in his sagging belly and jowly face. 

    “That’s Lord Wallak himself, Stavin,” Dahvin said when he saw the man. “He was a dangerous swordsman in his youth, but that was a long time ago. He was a captain in the Royal Guard until he inherited his family’s lands.”

    Stavin shook his head sadly as he walked into the circle. “Lord Wallak, don’t do this. Walk away with your life.” 

    “I’ll walk away with your blood on my sword,” Lord Wallak snarled. “You cost my son his life, and I’ll take yours in payment.” 

    Stavin shook his head again and came to ready with his Dragon’s Tongue held vertically in front of him. At the command, he blocked the elderly lord’s strike, but didn’t strike back. He blocked nearly a dozen strikes before he heard the lord’s labored breathing and stepped away. “You can’t accomplish anything like this, Lord Wallak.” 

    “I can avenge my son,” the lord panted. He attacked again and Stavin let him come. At the last instant Stavin swept his Dragon’s Tongue in a short arc and took off the lord’s sword hand, ending the match. 

    Lord Wallak went to his knees, clutching the stump of his hand and screamed at Stavin, “Kill me! Murder me as you murdered my son!” 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, Lord Wallak. I did not murder your son. I executed him at the king’s command.” Stavin turned to leave the circle, but Lord Wallak grabbed his sword with his left hand and attacked Stavin’s back. Stavin saw the look of shock on Dahvin’s face and jabbed backwards. He felt the blade sink into the lord’s chest as he turned and deflected the blow of the dying lord’s sword with his forearm. He looked into the dying man’s eyes and said, “I’m sorry.” 

    Lord Wallak sputtered as blood came to his lips, but never managed to say a word. He finally fell to the side and Stavin pulled his weapon free. Stavin whispered, “Fifty-two,” then turned away. Charvil and Dahvin followed him to the barracks. 

    “That will be the last of them, I hope,” Dahvin said as they reached their room.

    “I hope so as well, Lord Dahvin,” Charvil said as he sat in Stavin’s chair. “While single combat is honorable, it’s a waste of talent. Evandia might need those swordsmen in the future.” 

    Two days passed quietly before Stavin was challenged again. This time a young lord accused him of disrespect and demanded satisfaction. Stavin calmly nodded his acceptance of the challenge. When he arrived at the circle he found the courtyard nearly full of spectators. The young lord who had challenged him was waiting in the circle with a slight smile on his face. 

    “He’s dangerous, Stavin,” Dahvin said as soon as he saw who it was. “That’s Jev Zel’Havar. He’s been out with the Army for several years, but he was a champion duelist before he joined. In fact, he joined the Army to get away from the vengeful families of all the men he’d killed.” 

    Stavin walked into the circle with his Dragon’s Tongue in his hands and said, “Lord Zel’Havar, I am ready.” 

    Lord Zel’Havar smirked as he made lazy circles in the air with his sword. At the command, he attacked, moving to block Stavin’s expected strike, but Stavin had dropped the Dragon’s Tongue and moved in to embrace the young lord. His big water-steel knife plunged into the lord’s side, and he looked down into Stavin’s eyes in shock. His mouth moved, but he made no sound as his legs gave way and he fell. 

    There was a building roar of outrage from the crowd as Stavin calmly picked up his Dragon’s Tongue and the lord’s sword. 

    A man rushed forward and screamed at Stavin. “That was dishonorable! You didn’t use your declared weapon!”

    Stavin shook his head. “He never asked what weapon I was going to use.” 

    “You dishonorable bastard!” another man screamed and lunged at Stavin with a sword. Stavin reacted, the training of a lifetime taking control of his reflexes and the swordsman died in a flash of gold. More men were crowding forward with swords in their hands, but no blade touched Stavin. He fought his way, his speed and reflexes unhampered by his armor, and a dozen more men fell before the rest drew back in shock. Stavin stood in the center of a ring of dead and dying men, blood dripping from his weapon and face, his white shirt stained crimson with the blood of others. To the horror of the men surrounding him, he wasn’t even breathing hard.

    “Anyone who challenges me will die. I have no quarrel with those who are loyal to the king, but know this: I will execute my duty to King Kalin and Princess Marina and protect Evandia in any way necessary, even if I have to kill a hundred men.” 

    There was a stirring among the men around Stavin, and five Royal Guardsmen forced their way to the center of the crowd. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, the king commands your presence at once,” the sergeant in charge said as he took in the scene before him. 

    Stavin simply nodded once and walked forward, stepping over the bodies of his opponents. He handed his Dragon’s Tongue to Charvil and asked, “Will you collect those swords for me, Sir?” At Charvil’s nod he walked toward the palace with the sergeant at his side. 

    Looks of shock met them wherever they passed, and the guards at the door to the king’s council chamber looked like they were about to panic as Stavin approached. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston is here in answer to the king’s summons,” the sergeant announced, and the lieutenant at the door hastily knocked and passed the word. Stavin was passed through, and at the first sight of him the room erupted in shouted questions and curses. 

    The king’s voice drown them all out as he shouted, “Be silent, all of you!” When the room had quieted, the king looked at Stavin and asked, “Stavin, what in the five hells happened to you?”

    Stavin gave the king a brief outline of the near riot in the courtyard and the councilors remained silent though it all. At the end Stavin said, “Your Majesty may soon run short of young lords if this continues.” 

    The king sat heavily in his chair and grasped his goblet of wine in a shaking hand. “Stavin, what am I to do with you? You claim to have just killed fourteen men, yet you sound as calm as if you were claiming to have finished polishing your boots.” 

    Stavin considered the king’s statement for a moment before answering. “Your Majesty, they weren’t much of a challenge.” 

    “Is your honor satisfied now?” one of the councilors asked in an aggressive tone. 

    Stavin replied, “My honor was never in question, lord.”

    “You’ve murdered seventeen men in four days!” the lord snapped. 

    “I was challenged, lord. I issued no challenges.” 

    “You may not have issued a challenge, but you manipulated others into challenging you to satisfy your bloodlust.”

    Stavin shook his head. “That is not true, lord. I would have happily spent this entire summer without drawing blood.” 

    “Liar,” the lord snarled, then froze and turned white as Stavin stalked toward him. 

    Stavin stopped a pace away from the suddenly terrified lord, staring him in the eye from a mask of drying blood. He shifted his attention and said, “Lord Zel’Sartan, I ask you to test the veracity of my words.” When the Truth Seer nodded, he turned back to the lord who had called him a liar. “Lord, I would have been content to return home without shedding a drop of blood this season. I regret the deaths of so many of Evandia’s young Chosen, but it is not I who has sought these deaths. I have defended my honor, and the honor of my family, as is the duty of all men. I will not allow my name and honor to be slandered, nor will I turn away from anyone who challenges me.” 

    Lord Zel’Sartan said, “He speaks the truth.” 

    “Stavin, come over here,” the king commanded, and Stavin went to his side, going to one knee automatically. “Stavin, this must stop. I will let it be known that this is by royal decree.” The king paused and shook his head. “As a matter of fact, I’ll go one better.” He looked around at his councilors, then back at Stavin. “Stavin Kel’Aniston, I name you a Ward of the Crown.” There was the sound of deep breaths being drawn by the councilors, but before they could start shouting he continued. “It is now an act of treason for anyone to challenge you.”

    Stavin remained where he was, struck dumb by the king’s action. He’d studied the laws of the Luxandian Empire and the old Kingdom of Farindia as well. A Ward of the Crown was given the same protections as the royal family. As of this instant he could no more be challenged than the king or princess could. His eyes were still unfocused as he softly said, “That is going to infuriate a lot of people, Your Majesty.” 

    “Let them be mad. This bloodshed must stop, and I can’t honorably order you to stop accepting challenges.” The king looked at him and shook his head. “Now go get cleaned up. You’re dripping blood all over the palace. Council is concluded for the day.” The king stood and left the room, as did all of the councilors. 

    Stavin looked at himself for a moment, then at the drops of blood that had fallen from his clothes as he’d moved around the room. Sighing, he went to the door and a servant opened it to let him out. 

    Stavin accepted an escort back to the guards’ barracks. No one actually ran away from him, but people of every station in life flattened themselves against the walls as he passed. Many of the women turned their faces away or closed their eyes to avoid seeing him. 

    Stavin went straight to the bathing room and climbed into a tub, clothing and all. He was scrubbing his hair for the third time when Dahvin and Charvil found him. “Are you all right, Stavin?” Charvil asked. 

    “Yes, Sir, even if I did make Warleader Third much too soon.” 

    “What did the king want, Stavin?” Dahvin asked. 

    Stavin shrugged. “He wanted me to stop killing so many of his young lords.” 

    Charvil asked, “And?”

    “And he found a novel way to do it,” Stavin said before ducking his head under the water to rinse his hair before continuing. “He named me a Ward of the Crown, so--” he stopped talking when Dahvin began cursing. “What?”

    “A Ward of the Crown?” Dahvin almost shouted. “Stavin, he just made you his son, and Marina your sister. He’s all but adopted you.” 

    Stavin said, “Oh, Gods Below,” in a breathy whisper as he submerged once again. 


    Chapter 23

    STAVIN’S LATEST CHANGE OF STATUS WAS announced that night at the evening meal, but the king made his decision very clear to everyone long before: Stavin was seated at the king’s table, at Princess Marina’s right hand. He kept himself in check by will alone as he received baleful glares from throughout the room. Many lords and many more ladies fixed him with eyes full of suppressed rage as he worked his way through the feast. 

    The king finally stood and the room fell silent as the assembled nobles waited for his announcement. “My noble lords and ladies, I see by the expressions around the room that most of you already know this, but I’ll say it anyway. As of today, Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel’Aniston is named a Ward of the Crown. Anyone who challenges him from this point forward is committing an act of treason and will be treated accordingly. This is for the protection of our hot-headed young men. I cannot allow Stavin to continue killing everyone who challenges him, and after seventeen deaths in just four days it is evident that he will do exactly that.”

    There were looks of shock all around the room, as if not everyone was aware of the body-count that Stavin was accumulating in Twin Bridges. Lord Zel’Havar walked to the center of the room and looked at the king. He looked to have aged ten years in the few days since Varil’s execution, and his hands shook. From the expression on his face, he seemed to be in a towering rage. “Your Majesty, I seek redress of wrongs committed against me and mine by your ward before he was afforded such protection.” 

    “State your case,” the king commanded. 

    “Your Majesty, your ward slew my son in a dishonorable fashion, using a knife like a common street thug.” 

    The king looked at the old lord, then at Stavin. “Answer his accusation, Stavin.” 

    Stavin stood and bowed to the king, then again to the lord before speaking. “Lord Zel’Havar, your son issued a challenge and I accepted it. He never asked what weapon I chose to use.”

    Lord Zel’Havar shouted, “You carried that ridiculous staff of yours into the circle.” 

    Stavin bowed again. “I did. But again, your son never asked what weapon I chose. As the challenged, it was my right to choose any weapon I wanted, and, if I had so desired, I could have forced your son to fight with the same weapon. I left him his sword so he’d have his choice of weapon in his hand, but I was under no obligation to do more.”

    “How can anyone have a chance against you when you won’t even use a civilized weapon?” the lord demanded. 

    Stavin’s voice shifted and he spoke as if he were in a classroom when he answered. “Lord Zel’Havar, the Dragon’s Tongue dates back to the dawn of our civilization. It started as a simple bronze thrusting spear in the time before the founding of Lux. The second point was added during the reign of Emperor Neraval Zel’Cordav and the twin-pointed weapon was named in honor of Dandarshandrake’s forked tongue. The forging of fine steel blades waited for seven hundred years, but much of the continent was united by armies armed solely with Dragon’s Tongues. It wasn’t until the thirty-second year of the reign of--”

    “What is this, a history class?” Lord Zel’Havar demanded, interrupting Stavin. 

    Princess Marina giggled and addressed the lord. “Never ask a Scribe a question if you want a short answer.” 

    Stavin looked at the princess, then the king, and a flush of embarrassment crept across his face. He gave the offended lord a half-bow and said, “Your forgiveness, Lord Zel’Havar. I sometimes get carried away.” 

    “A scribe!?” a voice shrieked from down the room. An older woman in an elegant dress strode forward to stand beside Lord Zel’Havar. “He’s a killer! A cold-blooded killer! Yet you expect us to accept that he’s some kind of scribe? Preposterous!” 

    Stavin looked at the woman and bowed. “Lady, I am an apprentice scribe in Kavinston during the off season. It is my desire to one day be Kavinston’s Master Scribe.” He said the last with a sense of pride that he didn’t feel about the twin hollowed stars that now adorned his armor.

    “Then why are you here?” the lady demanded. 

    Stavin bowed again slightly. “It is my duty to my community to make five expeditions to the lowlands to earn the gold that allows us to buy the things we cannot produce for ourselves. All men of my people swear to that.”

    Another older lord strode forward now. “From what I hear, you could just give them the gold and avoid coming here at all.” 

    “That would be dishonorable,” Stavin replied, his tone taking on an ominous note. “I swore to make five expeditions. The only way I could be released from that oath would be because of injury or physical infirmity. No matter the status of my account with the Gold Merchants, if I do not complete my five expeditions I will be forsworn in the eyes of my people. Honorless, less than a man, I would be made a servant in the household of an honorable man.” 

    Lord Zel’Havar looked at the king and said, “Your Majesty, this is ridiculous.” 

    The king regarded him for a moment before answering. “No, Lord Zel’Havar. What is ridiculous is the assumption by you and your friends that Ward Stavin is under an obligation to let your young men have a chance to kill him. You’ve apparently forgotten that trial by combat is exactly that, and Ward Stavin is an expert in many forms of combat. All of his people are. That is why we’ve been employing ten of them to train the Royal Guards for more than a moon. General Zel’Kordil, what is your assessment of the progress your men have made under Warmaster Kel’Horval and his men?”

    The general stood and bowed to the king before answering. “Your Majesty, I estimate that our effectiveness has doubled in the last moon. The instruction that we have received from the Kel’Kavin warriors has shown us our weaknesses and reinforced our strengths. On our last test against them, we stopped all of them before they reached Lord Sarvan. On the first test we only stopped one, and that was probably by accident.” 

    There was a murmur of shocked voices rolling through the room and the king let it go on for a moment. He tapped his glass with a fork and the room quieted. “I believe the question posed of Ward Stavin has been answered. Are there any other questions?”

    A different lady stepped to the center of the room and faced the king. Stavin saw Marina’s mouth pull into a tight, angry line as her eyes shot daggers at the woman. Oh, Damn! She was about Marina’s age, maybe twenty-four by Stavin’s estimation, and it was clear that Marina knew her very well. No stranger could engender that level of rage in anyone. 

    “Your Majesty, I accept the decision of the court that this--person--has not disgraced Princess Marina or Evandia, but I know he has been spending an inordinate amount of time in her chambers. I ask for an explanation from either or both of them: Why is he spending so much time alone with the princess?” 

    Stavin laughed. He knew he shouldn’t, not at a formal court evening meal, and certainly not after the question that had just been asked, but he couldn’t contain it. Standing, he bowed deeply to the king and princess as laughter bubbled on his lips. Turning to the woman, he answered her as he fought not to laugh in her face. 

    “Lady, Princess Marina gave me free access to her library. All of this--all of these deaths--could have been avoided if someone had bothered to ask instead of jumping to conclusions.” He looked around the room and shook his head slowly. Such a waste. “And I’d like to say that whoever started those rumors has a dirty mind.” He was watching the woman closely and saw a bright blush cover her face as she turned away. Others saw it as well, and Stavin saw several lords and ladies treat the woman to the same kind of glares they had been directing at him moments before. 

    Stavin returned to his seat and heard the king ask, “Why didn’t you tell me that, Mary?” in a tone that only Marina was meant to hear.

    “You didn’t ask, father,” she whispered back. She still sounded angry. “You just started in on me about Stavin being in my bed.” 

    The king shook his head and stood again, drawing the attention of the nobles. “I thank you for joining us tonight, but I believe this evening is at an end.” Everyone rose and stood still, then he escorted Marina out of the room. 

    Sarvan caught Stavin’s arm and led him to the same door. “I didn’t know Marina had given you access to her library. When did that happen?”

    “While I was recovering,” Stavin answered, looking to the side so he was facing Sarvan. “There isn’t much of a library in the Prince’s Room, so she said I could visit her library any time I wanted. I continued after I was back on my feet, but she was seldom there.” 

    Sarvan shook his head slowly. “I told Uncle Kal over and over again that there had to be another explanation, but by then the two of you were grist for the rumor mill.” He grimaced and looked down. “I never thought to just ask her why you were in her room so often, either.” 

    Stavin sighed as he walked behind the king. His change of status had been accompanied by a change of lodgings as well. He was once again in the Prince’s Room, by the king’s order. Sarvan left him at the door of his bedroom and went on to his suite while Stavin went in to face off with his newest batch of servants. 

    One man was waiting for him and stood as soon as Stavin entered. Stavin recognized him, and bowed his head slightly. “Valet Fel’Cortas.”

    “Ward Stavin, I am pleased to serve you again.” 

    Stavin sighed deeply and asked, “Can we agree that I can see to most of my own needs?”

    The valet smiled and bowed. “I informed the king’s chamberlain of that fact, Ward Stavin. That is why I am the only one here. He had intended two valets and three maids.” Stavin rolled his eyes at that idea. “I did draw a bath for you when I heard the banquet had ended. Is there anything you require?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Are all of my clothes here?” The valet walked over to a large wardrobe and opened it. Stavin’s few clothes were neatly hung or folded as the outfit required. Stavin nodded his satisfaction. “I’m going to have to get more clothes. I only have four shirts and two pants left. We’ll arrange that later.” 

    Stavin bathed himself and put on a long nightshirt. He walked out to find Jarel waiting. “Is there anything you require, Ward Stavin?”

    “No, I’m fine. Where are you staying?”

    “In the servant’s quarters,” he replied, walking to a narrow door at the side of the room. “If you need anything, there is a bell on your bedside table.” He turned and bowed as he said, “Good night, Ward Stavin.”

    “G’night,” Stavin said through a yawn as he went to the bed. 

     

     


    Chapter 24

    MORNING ARRIVED AND STAVIN BEGAN PREPARING for the day, but his preparations were cut short by the king. “Why are you putting on your armor, Stavin?” the king asked as he peeked in to see if Stavin was up yet. 

    “Snowcat is on duty today, Your Majesty,” he replied as he fastened his armguard in place. Charvil had painted his honors the night before. Two hollowed stars now adorned his shoulder.

    “You are no longer part of Snowcat Watch, Stavin,” the king said. “You’re now one of the ones Snowcat is watching.” 

    Stavin froze. “Your Majesty, I can still function as a guard. No one would dare challenge me.” 

    “No, Stavin. You are a Ward of the Crown. You are to be protected, not one of the protectors.” The king saw the look on Stavin’s face and smiled as he said, “Sorry.” 

    Stavin sat heavily on the footstool he’d been using as a bench. “Then what am I to do with myself all day, Your Majesty?” 

    “You, Scribe Stavin, will be joining the Royal Scribes and teaching them those new glyphs Marina told me about. I asked my Master of Scribes about the book in Coravia. He knew about it, and had actually seen it, but thought it was gibberish. The idea that you could read it was almost more than he could accept.” The king chuckled. “In fact, he did make a comment that he spent more than a span apologizing for as soon as he realized what he’d said.” 

    Stavin nodded. “I’m afraid I can imagine, Your Majesty. I’ll have Jarel lead me down there when I’ve changed.” 

    The king patted Stavin’s shoulder. “Have him make an appointment for more clothing to be made as well. You can’t wear your armor, so you’ll need more outfits.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty.”

    The king left as Stavin began removing his armor, and Jarel came out to help him. “Meaning no disrespect, Ward Stavin, but--”

    “You told me so. I know, but it was worth a try. You heard what the king said about more clothes. After I get something to eat, I’ll need a guide to the Royal Scribes.”

    Jarel smiled. “Your guards will lead you there, Ward Stavin. While you are occupied, I’ll see about getting some tailors to come see you.” 

    “My guards?” Stavin asked in a barely audible tone. 

    “There are four Royal Guardsmen waiting for you outside the door.” 

    Stavin put his head in his hands. “This just keeps getting worse and worse.” 

    Four guardsmen, men Stavin had commanded the day before, were waiting for him as he left the suite. They smiled and he did his best to be polite, but after he had eaten with them hovering behind him he just had to say something. “I hope you still think this is funny a moon from now.” 

    “Oh, we will, Ward Stavin. Especially the part about you needing guards,” one of them said with barely controlled laughter in his voice. 

    “Yes, Ward Stavin,” another of them said, “it’s like setting a Snowcat to guard a Dragon.” 

    The guardsmen led Stavin to the Royal Scriptorium next. As soon as the door opened he was oblivious to everything else. The smells, the sounds, even the sight of stacks of books, scrolls, and loose parchments drew him like a magnet. The guards closed the door behind him, but he didn’t notice. 

    “May I help you, young lord?” a man asked. 

    Stavin turned and bowed automatically to the man. He was lightly built, though taller than Stavin, and easily as old as Master Kel’Zorgan. Somewhat to Stavin’s surprise, he recognized him: He was the man who had given him his writ three years ago. “I am seeking the Master of the Royal Scribes.” 

    “I am Master Scribe Fel’Larin. What can I do for you, young lord?”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “I am Stavin Kel’Aniston,” he replied, smiling at the surprise on the man’s face. “The king told me to report to you.”

    The master scribe looked at Stavin with wide eyes for a moment, then bowed deeply. “Ward Stavin, welcome to the Evandian Royal Scriptorium.”

    Stavin returned the bow. “Thank you, Master Fel’Larin.” 

    The master scribe looked at Stavin and shook his head slowly. “The king informs me that you know a form of the glyphs that is older than that which was handed down from Luxand. I am very curious as to how that could be?”

    Stavin spent two spans explaining about the ancient parchment and the Book of Inatat. The master scribe led him to a desk while he was talking and motioned to the seat. Stavin automatically pulled a piece of parchment in front of himself and started writing. 

    “The glyphs are very close to the same,” he explained as he wrote, “and most of them have the same meaning. We had to decipher the meaning of some by what was around them. Master Kel’Zorgan knew more of them than I did, and he worked with Shari and I through a winter until we were both proficient.”

    The master scribe looked at him closely and asked, “Shari, Ward Stavin?”

    “My wife,” Stavin explained without looking up. “She’s also one of Master Kel’Zorgan’s assistants. He gave her Journeyman status last spring.” 

    The master scribe smiled and said, “Ah, a scribe marrying a scribe. Well done, Ward Stavin. It was also my fortune to marry one of my master’s apprentices, and we’ve spent half a century together in these archives.”

    Stavin chuckled. “She’s more likely than I am to me named Master Scribe when Master Kel’Zorgan retires. Or dies, which is probably what will happen, because I don’t think he’d ever willingly leave the Archive.” 

    “Nor would I, Ward Stavin. Show me what you have there.” Stavin turned the parchment toward the master scribe and they began a discussion of the similarities and differences between the glyphs of Luxand and the ancient glyphs.

    An apprentice brought food and drink some time later, but neither of them noticed. Five other elderly scribes had joined them by then, and Stavin was firmly in his lecture mode. It wasn’t until one of Stavin’s guards came in and said, “Ward Stavin, you are summoned to the evening meal with the king,” that any of them realized how late it was. 

    Master Fel’Larin chuckled as he looked around. “I would say this dispels any doubt that Ward Stavin is a scribe.” There were chuckles from the others as well as Stavin stood and automatically bowed. 

    “I shall return tomorrow, Master Fel’Larin.”

    Master Fel’Larin and the other scribes all returned his bow. “You are welcome in the Archive at any time, Ward Stavin.” 

    The guardsmen were all smiling as they led Stavin back to his room to change. “It’s a surprise to find out that you’re really a scribe, Ward Stavin,” one of them commented. 

    “I wasn’t expected to be much of a worker because I’m so small, so I was encouraged to find an honorable profession where brains were more important than brawn. Scribe was about the only thing I was good at. I don’t have the talent to be a carver like my father. About the only other thing I could have been was a rat-catcher.” He chuckled at the looks of shock on the guardsmen’s faces. “I’m small enough to squirm into cubbies and cracks to get them.” 

    “What a horrid waste that would have been,” one of them said in a soft voice. 

    Stavin shrugged. “It’s an honorable profession, even if it’s not the most glamorous.” 

    Jarel met him as he came into his room, standing to bow before motioning to the bed. “I took the liberty of laying out a change of clothing, Ward Stavin.” 

    Stavin said, “Thank you,” as he headed toward the bed. “Were you able to arrange an appointment with a tailor?”

    “Yes, Ward Stavin,” Jarel said with a hint of humor in his voice. “As a matter of fact, several tailors are now vying with one another to serve you.” 

    “Why?”

    Jarel smiled and bowed slightly. “Because you, Ward Stavin, are now a member of the Royal Household. The gold aside, which will be substantial, there is a great deal of prestige involved in being tailor to a member of the royalty.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I’m not royalty.”

    Jarel gave him a patient look. “Yes, Ward Stavin, you are. If not for your bloodline, you would now be closer to the throne than your friend Lord Zel’Fordal.” 

    Stavin shook his head again, but this time it was in wonder. “That’s just too much. Thank the Gods Above that I’m not of a Chosen clan.”

    “That’s an odd thing to say, Stavin,” the king said as he peeked into the room. 

    Stavin turned and automatically went to one knee. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. Jarel was just explaining what being made a Ward of the Crown would have meant if I had been born to a Chosen clan. The idea that I could be in line for the throne is frightening.” 

    The king chuckled. “Sarvan felt much the same when he was made Marina’s heir. Of course, he was only nine at the time. Now get dressed and come along. The evening meal is waiting.” 

    Stavin immediately began stripping out of his previous outfit and squirming into the change Jarel had laid out for him. In a matter of moments, he was dressed and Jarel was handing him a hair brush. After six quick swipes at his hair he walked over and bowed to the king. “I’m ready, Your Majesty.” 

    King Kalin chuckled as he turned away. “That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen anyone change clothes, Stavin. Most young men take almost as long as the ladies.” 

    Stavin had to laugh. “Most of the young lords are dressing to impress the young ladies, Your Majesty. I’m married. The only woman I have to impress couldn’t care less about what I wear so long as it’s clean.”

    “Oh, no, Stavin. You have to dress to impress anyway,” the king said as they walked. “One-upmanship is the name of the game in the palace. As a Ward of the Crown, you’ll be expected to play right along with Sarvan, Dahvin, and the rest.” 

    Stavin sighed and didn’t rein in his tongue. “Peacocks. Peacocks in a flock of peacocks, all trying to have the most impressive tail.” 

    The king snorted, covering his mouth and stopping to lean against the wall as he laughed for a moment. “Too true, Stavin. Too true.” They continued to the dining hall, and Stavin went to his place at Marina’s side. 

    The princess smiled as he joined her. “How was your day, Stavin?”

    “Very nice, Your Highness. I spent it in the Archive, and it was almost like being home.”

    She smiled and nodded. “Master Fel’Larin was most interested in finding out about those glyphs. The idea that you men of Kel’Kavin have an older form of the glyphs than we do was quite upsetting to him. Our Archive supposedly contains the earliest surviving records from ancient Lux. He was quite insulted when I told him about that earlier scroll.” 

    Stavin smiled and had to shrug. “Kel’Kavin is an ancient fortress, but the scrap of parchment that had those glyphs on it was from the original settlement, before the fortress was built. Workmen and the first guards lived there for years while the fortress was being built, and much of the settlement was maintained for servants and lesser houses until the fall of the empire. Master Kel’Zorgan thinks what we have was part of a children’s teaching scroll.” 

    “Well you can expect to be teaching those glyphs to scribes from every kingdom soon. Now that the existence of that book is confirmed, scribes from all over are going to want to know everything you and your Master Scribe know.” She looked up and smiled. “Hush, now. Sarvan is going to make his request.” 

    Stavin gave her a puzzled look, then looked toward the center of the room and saw Sarvan walk to one of the side tables and go to one knee. His voice carried clearly across the suddenly silent chamber. 

    “Lord Chaldin Zel’Fordan, a year ago this day I faced you in this chamber and requested your lady daughter, Ehrwan, to be my wife. We have spent the year of our betrothal as custom demands, getting to know one another thoroughly to ensure we will stay together. I ask now for permission to take Ehrwan as my wife in fact.”

    Lord Zel’Fordan stood and faced Sarvan. “Sarvan Zel’Andral, you have indeed spent the required year betrothed to Ehrwan. You have seen her at her best,” he chuckled a little, “and you have survived her at her worst. Your love has survived the tests of time and come out whole.” He looked up and gazed around the room. “Is there anyone who calls these claims false?” 

    “I do,” a young woman said as she stood. There was the sound of gasps and muffled curses from throughout the court. The question was a formality that no one ever took up. It simply wasn’t done.

    Lord Zel’Fordan looked at the girl and his eyes narrowed. “Speak.” 

    “Lady Ehrwan has played Lord Sarvan false. She seeks his fortune and title, and the power of the crown.” Her voice colored with contempt as she glared at Ehrwan across the room. “She doesn’t love him. It’s a sham to join their houses together, as you well know, Lord Zel’Fordan.” 

    “Sashan!” Ehrwan snapped. “You spiteful little--”

    “You know it’s true, Ehrwan!” the young woman shouted back. “His heart will never be yours.” 

    “My heart is hers, Sashan,” Sarvan said as he stood and looked at her. “What was between us is long in the past, dead, and best left buried.” 

    “Liar!” Sashan screamed. “You love me! You said you’d always love me!”

    “That was fifteen years ago, Sashan,” Sarvan said in a soft voice that was laden with sorrow. “We were just children.”

    A man stood at Sashan’s side and said, “King Kalin, I claim insult against your nephew. What he has done to my daughter is unforgivable.” 

    “I have done nothing to your daughter, Lord Zel’Faril. We were children with a crush, nothing more. For fifteen years we have gone our separate ways, friends,” he looked at Sashan, “I thought.”

    “Your status in the royal family protects you, Sarvan Zel’Andral,” Lord Zel’Faril snarled, “but it does not protect Ehrwan Zel’Fordan. I call Ehrwan Zel’Fordan a deceiving harlot.” 

    There were gasps of shock as Lord Zel’Fordan snarled across the room, “I challenge you, Boldar Zel’Faril.”

    “Tomorrow at dawn,” Lord Zel’Faril replied with a grin. “Battle axes in the circle.” 

    There was a new wave of outrage as the nobles reacted to that announcement. Boldar Zel’Faril was a large, robust man, but Chaldin Zel’Fordan was not. He was older by many years, slightly built and frail. 

    “Will someone be my champion?” Ehrwan asked the room at large, and Stavin immediately snapped to his feet. 

    “I champion Lady Ehrwan,” he said in a loud voice that silenced the room. 

    The king shouted, “Stavin, no!” but Lord Zel’Faril was already shouting, “I accept.”

    “Stavin, I forbid this!” King Kalin snapped. “You are a Ward of the Crown. You cannot be challenged.” 

    “He cannot be challenged, King Kalin, but he has volunteered to champion another.” Lord Zel’Faril was all but smirking at the king. “No challenge was issued to him, so no protections apply.”

    “Ward Stavin, I cannot let you do this,” Lord Zel’Fordan said as he looked up at the table. “The king is correct: you are a Ward of the Crown. I will face Boldar tomorrow.” 

    “With all due respect, Lord Zel’Fordan,” Stavin said with a deep bow, “I disagree. Lady Ehrwan has been my friend, my protector, and my staunchest ally. In addition, I quite literally owe her my life.” Stavin smiled at Lord Zel’Faril. “Battle axes it is, Lord Zel’Faril. Make your funeral arrangements tonight.”

    “Hah! You think you can handle an ax, boy?” 

    Stavin smiled serenely but said nothing. 

     

     


    Chapter 25

    THE YELLING STARTED AS SOON AS Stavin walked into the royal suite. “Stavin, what the hells was that?” the king demanded. 

    Stavin turned and looked the king straight in the eye as he replied. “Your Majesty, I am doing what honor demands. I owe Lady Ehrwan my life--and Lord Zel’Faril owes me his.” 

    “What do you mean, Stavin?” Princess Marina asked, walking over to grasp his arm as she looked down into his eyes. 

    “I told you about the men in Kavadia who tried to kill me. The leader used a battle ax, and we thought they had no identification on them, but we were wrong. The ax had a decoration on it. I tried to find it in our records, but it wasn’t there.” Stavin looked the king in the eye again. “It was a six-pointed star made up of a golden triangle pointed up intertwined with a silver triangle pointed down.” The princess gasped as the king cursed. “You recognize it, don’t you, Your Majesty? I saw the same decoration on Lord Zel’Faril’s shoulder.”

    “It’s the symbol of House Zel’Faril,” the king replied. “They have only existed as a separate house for about eighty years.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “King Kalin, I believe Lord Zel’Faril is a traitor to Evandia, and that he tried to have me killed last year.” 

    The king nodded as his jaws clenched. “Quite likely, Stavin. But, damn it boy, you’re too small to handle a battle ax.” 

    Stavin grinned, but it was not a pleasant expression. “Not all battle axes are created equal, Your Majesty.” 

    * * *

    Stavin walked out into the palace courtyard once again, but this time Ehrwan Zel’Fordan was his second. Lord Zel’Faril was waiting in the circle with a large battle ax in his hands. He smiled when he saw Stavin coming, but his smile soon faded. Ehrwan was carrying a battle ax, but it wasn’t a big, heavy weapon like Lord Zel’Faril was holding. It was a light, double-bladed ax that looked like a pair of crescent moons attached to a short staff. 

    “What is that?” Lord Zel’Faril asked as Stavin stopped at the edge of the circle. 

    “It is a Farindian Royal Guards battle ax, Lord Zel’Faril.” 

    “It looks like a child’s toy! I meant an ax like this!” He shook the big ax in his hands at Stavin.

    Stavin smiled. “Precision is required when issuing a challenge, Lord Zel’Faril. You said battle axes. This is a battle ax.” 

    “You’ll die anyway, interloper,” Lord Zel’Faril snarled. “Call it!” 

    Stavin received the ax from Ehrwan and stepped into the circle, then formally bowed to Lord Zel’Faril. “I am ready” was all he needed to say. 

    Ehrwan looked across the circle to Lord Zel’Faril’s second and said, “You can still save your father’s life, Sashan.” 

    Sashan screamed “Begin!” and her father struck. 

    Stavin moved closer to the old lord and sliced his leg open with the razor-sharp blade of Stoval’s ax. “First blood is drawn!” he shouted. 

    “I won’t be satisfied with blood, you fool!” Lord Zel’Faril shouted. “To the death!” He swung his ax at Stavin again, but it was impossible to move the massive weapon fast enough to keep up with Stavin’s darting form.

    Stavin ducked under the big ax and sliced the lord’s arm. “You were the one who sent those men after me last year, weren’t you?” he asked. “The leader carried an ax with your house device on it. Was he family?” Stavin laughed as the older man twisted to try and kill him again. “Did you really think no one would figure out that you sent your men to kill me?”

    “You’ll die with that knowledge, boy,” Lord Zel’Faril answered. 

    “Didn’t you wonder what became of them?” he asked as he dodged another swing. “We killed them all and took their weapons and horses.” 

    Lord Zel’Faril was showing the strain of trying to keep up with Stavin. “You can’t keep dodging, boy,” the old lord panted. “You’ll wear out soon.” 

    Stavin laughed. “Wear out? Lord Zel’Faril, I’m used to doing this in full armor. But thank you for confirming your treason against the king. Lord Zel’Sartan is listening, as are the king and princess. Win or lose, your whole family is going to be condemned.”

    Lord Zel’Faril let loose a bellow of rage and rushed at Stavin. It was the last thing he ever did. Stavin ducked into the wild swing and cut the old lord’s belly open, then came up behind him. The ax in his hand flew in a backhanded arc that beheaded the older man with little effort. 

    Sashan screamed as her father’s body fell, and rushed at Stavin’s back with a knife in her hand. She never made it. Ehrwan, as Stavin’s second, had worn the ceremonial sword of her office as the Keeper of Mary Death’s Memorial. The sword slid from its sheath and into Sashan’s chest in one smooth motion. Sashan froze as blood filled her lungs, then she collapsed to her knees and spit a mouthful of blood on Ehrwan’s dress. “Harlot,” was the last thing she said as she collapsed across her father’s body.

    A roar of outrage was building and people rushed toward Stavin, but this time it was the fifty-one men and women of Draiger Watch. No mob was going to get near him again.

    Ehrwan was looking at the blood on her sword, and her hand began to shake. She vomited and fell to her knees as the sword fell to the ground, and Stavin was at her side in an instant. He held her hair and rubbed her back as she cried and vomited again and again until there was nothing left to come up. When she felt she could stand again, he helped her to her feet and guided her toward the palace door where Sarvan and her family were waiting. 

    Stavin let Sarvan take Ehrwan away as he joined Charvil and Stoval. He bowed slightly, then handed Stoval back his ax. “One day they’ll learn,” was the only comment he made as he handed over the ax. 

    “One day you’ll learn, Stavin,” Stoval replied. “That was the sloppiest ax work I’ve ever seen.” 

    Stavin shrugged. “Hopefully it’s the last time I’ll ever have to use an ax.” 

    “That isn’t going to save you, Stavin,” Charvil said and Stavin grimaced as he looked up at him. “Since you’re determined to meet every challenge issued to anyone, you get to learn ax work this winter.” There was a ripple of laughter as the guards around them saw Stavin’s reaction. 

    Stavin shook his head slowly as he was escorted through the palace. “It’s going to be a long winter.” 

    * * *

    The king’s council met as soon as everyone calmed down. Lord Zel’Lamal could barely contain himself and stood as soon as the meeting was called to order. “King Kalin, how long will this continue? That boy has killed eighteen men since he arrived in Twin Bridges.” 

    The king was silently contemplating the council and put his hands flat on the table. “He has indeed. Lord Zel’Sartan, do you have anything to say?” 

    Lord Zel’Sartan stood and bowed. “I do, Your Majesty. As you ordered, I listened in on the conversation between Ward Stavin and Boldar Zel’Faril. Lord Zel’Faril confirmed his treason to Ward Stavin.” There was an inrush of breath as the council reacted. 

    “Impossible!”

    “That’s a lie!”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Silence!” the king bellowed, drowning out his councilors. “I know many of you were friends and allies of Boldar Zel’Faril. Last year, after Stavin saved my life, a band of ten men were sent after him. They appear to have been ten of House Zel’Faril’s private guards.” The king stood and his glare swept the table. “Boldar Zel’Faril has committed treason against the crown, and his House is condemned. The Royal Guard is already seeing to the capture of the rest of the Zel’Faril family. And you, my lords, are hereby served notice: Boldar didn’t act alone, and we will find those who aided him. When we do, they and their families shall face the same punishment as he and his family.” The king walked out on his stunned council without looking back. 

    The eight lords who made up the King’s Council shared looks all around. The king had just condemned a whole Chosen clan. Any of them could be next. 

    * * *

    The Royal Guard moved quickly, but not quickly enough. All but one of the Zel’Faril family committed suicide before the guards came for them. That one individual died with a sword in his hand, fighting the guardsmen.

     

     


    Chapter 26

    THE MARRIAGE OF SARVAN ZEL’ANDRAL AND Ehrwan Zel’Fordan took place two days after the duel. Nearly every Chosen clan in Twin Bridges and its surrounding communities was represented in the great hall of the palace. King Kalin and Princess Marina presided over the union of two of the most powerful families in Evandia. 

    Sarvan came forward first, dressed in white silk clothing adorned with gold and jewels that looked to have cost a hundred crowns. He walked alone to the base of the royal dais and went to one knee as he looked up at his uncle and cousin. “King Kalin, I come before you as second heir to the throne of Evandia in order to marry Lady Ehrwan Zel’Fordan. Should the succession one day fall to me, she shall be queen at my side.” 

    King Kalin smiled as he replied. “Sarvan, son of my brother, heir of my daughter, we welcome your marriage to the Lady Ehrwan. The Zel’Fordan family has a long and distinguished history in Evandia, and our Clans have joined many times in the past. I grant you permission to marry the Lady Ehrwan and make her your queen if the Gods Above lead you to the throne.” 

    The king’s declaration was the signal, and Chaldin Zel’Fordan led Ehrwan into the room to the accompaniment of gasps of wonder and surprise. Ehrwan’s dress was an elegant affair of white silk and velvet that had taken a team of six seamstresses half a year to complete. It billowed and flowed around her as she walked, and she seemed to be floating across the floor at her father’s side. When they reached Sarvan, Lord Chaldin kissed his daughter’s cheek one last time, then stepped back and looked up at King Kalin. 

    “Kalin Zel’Andral, King of Evandia, I bring my daughter before you that she may wed your second heir, Sarvan. They have been betrothed for a full year as the law requires, and have remained ever faithful in that betrothal. I am satisfied that my daughter truly loves Sarvan, and that he truly loves her.” 

    King Kalin stood and smiled down at the young couple. “Sarvan Zel’Andral, as is the custom of our ancestors, I ask you now: Why do you take this woman as your wife?”

    Sarvan turned and took both of Ehrwan’s hands in his, and looked into her eyes as he replied, “I take Ehrwan Zel’Fordan for love. I take Ehrwan Zel’Fordan for life. I take Ehrwan Zel’Fordan for the mother of my children.” 

    The king smiled as he shifted his attention to Ehrwan. “Ehrwan Zel’Fordan, why do you take this man as your husband?”

    “I take Sarvan Zel’Andral for love,” she replied, never taking her eyes off of his. “I take Sarvan Zel’Andral for life.” Now she smiled and blushed just a little. “I take Sarvan Zel’Andral for the father of my children.” 

    There was a moment of silence in the court, then someone in the back let loose a whoop of joy and the entire crowd began shouting their congratulations to the young couple. Noise ruled the court room for a time, and the king smiled tolerantly as the young couple below him embraced one another, kissing passionately as husband and wife for the first time. 

    * * *

    Stavin stood with Dahvin and Glora, clapping his hands and shouting at the top of his lungs along with the rest of the court. He was all but bouncing in place as his friends, true friends, were married. 

    Dahvin shouted down at him, “Was your wedding like this?” 

    Stavin grinned as he shouted back, “No! We’re quiet about it. But this is what Ehrwan and Sarvan deserve!” 

    “Agreed!” Lady Glora shouted as she looked at her future husband. “Three moons, Dahvin!” 

    Dahvin and Stavin both laughed, then went back to cheering for their friends. An aisle opened and Sarvan led Ehrwan toward the doors at a run. 

    * * *

    Days passed quietly after the wedding as peace once again ruled in the palace. Stavin worked with the scribes to provide them with as much information as he could about the ancient glyphs, but there were interruptions to his days as well: A party here, a picnic there, and the evening meal with the court every night. 

    Then one day, a very different distraction presented itself. “Ward Stavin, there is a--person--here to see you,” Jarel announced. 

    “Why do you sound like you disapprove, Jarel?” Stavin asked with a grin. “Who is it?”

    Jarel took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Your visitor is a woman named Elain Fel’Carvin, Ward Stavin. She’s--”

    Stavin chuckled. “I know who she is, Jarel. She’s a friend. Show her in.” 

    Jarel bowed. “Ward Stavin, the Palace Guards will not let her in. She is waiting near the west gate.” 

    Stavin stood and headed toward the door immediately. “That’s rude. I don’t care what her other activities are, she’s helped me immensely over the years.” He continued walking as his guards formed up around him. He strode through the palace to the west gate and found Madam Elain surrounded by ten Palace Guardsmen. 

    He said, “That’s all right, gentlemen. I know and trust Madam Elain,” as his team of Royal Guards joined the Palace Guards.

    The Sergeant of the Guard looked at Stavin and took a deep breath. “Ward Stavin, this woman is--”

    “I know, Sergeant, I know,” Stavin said with a raised hand. “We’re allies of sorts. Her granddaughter is running my Trading House. I’ll be fine.” The sergeant gave him a dubious look, then nodded and allowed Stavin to pass. 

    Madam Elain bowed deeply, and Stavin bowed just as deeply in return. “How may I be of service, Madam Elain?”

    “Oh, Ward Stavin, you are such a gentleman,” Madam Elain exclaimed in delight. “Corinne just sent up three wagon-loads of fine wines from your house, and I came to thank you in person. That was so very generous.”

    “It was my pleasure, Madam Elain,” Stavin replied with a slight bow. “You’ve aided me a number of times, and that was just a small down payment on that debt.” 

    “Ward Stavin, it is I who owes you.” Madam Elain smiled deeply and stepped closer as her voice dropped in volume. Her expression changed slightly as she bent forward and said, “Guard yourself well tonight, young Stavin. Change is in the wind.” With that she stepped back and bowed again, then turned away and headed up the street. 

    The sergeant stepped up to Stavin’s side and asked, “What was that about, Ward Stavin? I didn’t like letting that woman near you, even if we did search her before you arrived. She’s dangerous.” 

    Stavin looked at the sergeant, and the look in his eyes made the man take a step back. “Indeed she is, Sergeant, but you should remember just how dangerous I am. However, Madam Elain is my friend. She poses no danger to me. She came to thank me because I sent her all the wine that Master Trader Bel’Orlav had collected.”

    “Why?” the sergeant asked. 

    Stavin smiled. “She risked her own standing with the Traders’ Guild when she sponsored me to the Guild. Besides, I don’t like wine. Excuse me now, I have to get back and dress for the evening meal.” 

    Stavin didn’t hurry as he went to his room, but once there his demeanor changed dramatically. “Jarel, I have to see General Zel’Kordil before the evening meal.” 

    “Yes, Ward Stavin. What outfit do you want?”

    Stavin shook his head. “You pick. I’m never going to understand this fashion competition among the young Chosen.” 

    Jarel smiled and dared to chuckle as he picked out clothing for his charge. “You do well enough, Ward Stavin. Here now, this will do fine.” He held a turquoise blue shirt for Stavin and then presented him with silver pants that almost gleamed. “I think your new brown boots would be better than the black.” 

    Stavin shrugged and put the boots on, then stood and went to his armor. He stuffed the sheath of his thin dagger down his boot and bloused his pant leg out to conceal it. Jarel saw and frowned in disapproval. 

    “Ward Stavin, that is--”

    “It may be needed tonight, Jarel,” Stavin interrupted. “When we’ve gone to the evening meal, get the rest of the king’s staff together and be ready.” 

    “Ready for what, Ward Stavin?” Jarel asked as his eyes grew wide. 

    “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But it may be another attempt on the king’s life.” Stavin checked himself in the mirror and nodded to his reflection. “I have to go see the general.” 

    Stavin left the royal suite with his usual four guardsmen, but he set a brisk pace to the guards’ barracks instead of the dining hall. The guards gave him curious looks, but didn’t ask what he was doing. In a short time they reached the general’s office. 

    Stavin knocked on the door and it opened immediately. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston requests a moment of the general’s time,” he said to the major. The major looked over his shoulder, then opened the door all the way. Stavin didn’t wait for an invitation. He walked in to face the general’s desk and came to attention. 

    “Sir, I just received a warning that we should use extra care tonight,” he announced. 

    “Who gave you this warning, Lieutenant?” the general asked, giving Stavin a piercing look. 

    “Madam Elain Fel’Carvin, Sir.” 

    “And what was the nature of this warning?”

    Stavin caught the hint of suspicion in the general’s voice and nearly smiled. “Sir, she came to the palace and said, ‘Guard yourself well tonight, young Stavin. Change is in the wind.’ I took that to mean that there may be another attempt on His Majesty or Princess Marina.” 

    The general frowned as he looked at Stavin. “I don’t think I have to tell you that I consider your source suspect, Lieutenant. However, we’re better safe than sorry. Very well, I’ll have Ocellen join Dragon on watch tonight.” He sat forward and fixed Stavin with that same piercing stare as he raised one finger. “I’ll remind you that you’re one of the protected, not the protectors. If something does occur, stay back with the king and princess and let us do our jobs. Do I make myself clear?” 

    Stavin stiffened his spine further and replied, “Sir, yes, Sir!” 

    The general continued to stare at him, then sighed. “I don’t believe that for a moment, Lieutenant, but it’ll have to do. Hurry along now. I’ll be right behind you.” 

    Stavin took one step backwards, did a parade ground perfect about-face, and left the general’s office, then headed to the guards dining hall. He had one more person to warn. 

    Charvil and the rest of the warriors were in the dining hall when he arrived, and he walked straight over to them. “Sir, Madam Elain was here a while ago. She warned me that something may happen tonight.” 

    Charvil looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Did you warn General Zel’Kordil?” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    “Very well.” He looked around at his men. “Be ready in case we’re needed. Other than that, don’t give any sign that we’re alarmed.” 

    “I have to go, Sir,” Stavin said and walked away as soon as Charvil nodded. 

    The sergeant of Stavin’s guards finally had to ask, “What is going on, Ward Stavin?” 

    “Madam Elain warned me that something might happen tonight.” He stopped and faced the guardsmen. “If it does, you four guard the king and princess.” 

    “Ward Stavin, we’re your protective detail. The king ordered us to protect you.” 

    Stavin nodded. “And you will, because I’ll be protecting them right beside you.” 

    The evening meal with the court was more subdued than usual for the palace, but not remarkably so. Several of the lords who normally kept things lively were missing, so everyone just ate and drank to the accompaniment of quiet conversation. Stavin was hyper alert, watching everyone and everything for some sign of a threat, but nothing occurred to disturb the lords and ladies as they ate. The king finally ended the evening, and everyone retired to their quarters. 

    One of Stavin’s guards caught his eye just before he went into the royal suite and shrugged. Stavin wasn’t so complacent. 

    “Your Majesty,” he said as soon as the door closed behind them, “Madam Elain came to the palace today and warned me to be on my guard tonight.” 

    The king looked at him for a moment. “Who else did you warn?”

    “Just General Zel’Kordil and Warmaster Kel’Horval, Your Majesty,” Stavin replied with a deep bow.

    “Why just them?” Princess Marina asked. 

    “Because I didn’t want to warn whoever it is that we’re expecting them, Your Highness.” 

    The king nodded. “General Zel’Kordil informed me,” he said as he smiled. “He’s of the opinion that your friend Madam Elain is not to be trusted.” 

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Perhaps not, Your Majesty, but perhaps so. She feels some friendship toward me, and her warning was for me to be careful, not for the Royal Guards to be careful.” Stavin shrugged a little. “It may be that it’s just someone after me again, but I’m too close to the two of you for comfort.” He looked back and forth between the king and princess. 

    “Perhaps so,” the king said as he stroked his chin. “Perhaps so. We’ll be on our guards anyway. Good night.” With that the king went to his bedroom and Stavin started toward his, but the princess called him back. 

    She fixed him with a piercing glare and asked, “Stavin, what are you planning?” 

    Stavin widened his eyes and tried to look innocent, but she just glared at him until he smiled. “I’ll be sleeping in my armor tonight, Marina.”

    Marina sighed and shook her head, and there was real affection in her voice when she said, “You’ll never accept being protected, will you?” 

    Stavin had to smile as he shook his head. “It’s not in my nature, Marina. Jarel is going to have a kitten, but I will not be caught out if someone makes another attempt against your father.” 

    Marina nodded slowly. “You keep my daddy safe, Stavin. I don’t care about anything else.” With that she left to go to her own suite, and Stavin went to his. 

    Jarel was waiting, as always. “I’m pleased to see that the warning you received came to naught, Ward Stavin. I’ve drawn a bath for you, if you are ready.”

    “Not tonight, Jarel. Help me with my armor.” 

    Jarel blinked several times before saying, “Your armor, Ward Stavin? Why are you putting on your armor?”

    “Because I’m sleeping on the sofa across the king’s bedroom door,” Stavin replied. “Just as soon as I hear him snoring, you are going to help me move it into place.” 

    “I am?” Jarel asked suspiciously. 

    “You are. Then you’re going to barricade yourself in here until morning.”

    “No.”

    “Huh?”

    “No, Ward Stavin. I will not barricade myself in here. If someone does attack, I will join the rest of the servants protecting the king.”

    Stavin wanted to argue, but something in Jarel’s tone and body language warned him that it would be futile. “Very well.” 

    It was quite a while later that the king’s stentorian snore filtered through the door of Stavin’s bedroom. He shared a look with Jarel, then a chuckle. “That’s our signal,” Stavin said as he stood up and went to the door. Jarel was right behind him, and they went to the small sofa in the antechamber. 

    “Across the door, about a pace from the wall,” Stavin instructed. “I don’t want to trap him in his suite, just provide a barrier to slow down any attackers.” Once they were done, Jarel returned to the Prince’s Room, but he left the door open. Stavin nodded his approval, then settled back on the sofa. 


    Chapter 27

    THE NIGHT PASSED SLOWLY. STAVIN DOZED on the sofa, but sometime after mid night a noise brought him to full consciousness. There was yelling and the sound of clashing swords from not too far away. 

    Stavin was on his feet in an instant and ready with his Dragon’s Tongue when the fighting hit the door of the Royal Suite. The sound of shouting carried clearly through the thick wooden door for a few moments, then a huge impact made the door shiver. A second, then a third impact sent the door flying against the wall and men in patched together armor charged through. 

    Stavin met them three paces from the door and began carving them to pieces. He didn’t go for clean kills. He just struck once, slicing away a hand, an arm, or a leg, then moved on as the disabled men fell. Several impacts against his armor drove him back or to the side, but he never slowed his attack. His Dragon’s Tongue was like a kayak oar as he fought his way upstream on a river of bodies. A shout from behind him made him turn, and a blow to the back sent him staggering toward the king’s door. Reflexes from his childhood caught him before he fell, and he turned the stagger into a run as he attacked the men who had gotten past him. Five more men fell, but then a huge blow drove him to his knees. 

    “Die, dog!” a man’s voice shouted, and Stavin collapsed sideways to avoid the blow he thought was coming. An ax narrowly missed his arm and crashed into his thigh guard, but his armor stopped the ax from cutting off his leg. His big water steel knife appeared in his hand, then disappeared into the gut of his attacker, driving up under the man’s breast plate and through his mail. A shrill scream accompanied the attack, but Stavin was already struggling to his feet with the help of his Dragon’s Tongue. 

    A new shout filled the room, and it also filled Stavin’s heart with pride. It was in Old Tongue, and only ten men in Twin Bridges could utter it. “Honor the Land of Farind!” Charvil’s voice bellowed, and the Farindian Royal Guards once again took up their ancestral occupation. 

    More than thirty men had forced their way into the royal suite, but Stavin had killed or disabled nearly half of them before Charvil and the rest arrived. In a matter of moments none of the attackers were left standing, and a new sound drew their attention to the king’s bedchamber door. 

    “Open this Gods damned door!” the king shouted, and Charvil had two of his men move the sofa and the bodies that had fallen onto it. The king kicked the door open and stalked out. He was in armor bearing the colors of the Evandian Army, and there was a gleaming sword in his hand. He stopped short when he saw the carnage in his suite and just said, “Damn.” 

    The sound of renewed fighting drew everyone’s attention, and Stavin all but screamed, “Marina!” as he sprinted for the door. The sound of pounding feet trailed behind him as he rounded the corner and saw the door to the princess’ suite open and partially blocked by the bodies of guardsmen and attackers. 

    The sounds of feminine screams still came from inside the room, and he prayed that he wasn’t too late. When he reached the pile of bodies he dove, rolling on his shoulders over the bodies to land on his feet in the princess’ antechamber. He immediately ran for her bedchamber and was clubbed to the floor by someone with an ax. He sprawled face down, but he used the momentum to roll away from the follow-up attack. An ax clinked as it drove chips from the marble floor, and Stavin grabbed the haft with his left hand and used it to pull himself closer to the attacker. His thin dagger was in his right hand and he drove it up into the axman’s armpit. The man gasped and let go of his ax as he backed away, and Stavin scooped up his Dragon’s Tongue as he once again headed for the princess. 

    Five Royal Guards, all women that Stavin had admired from afar, were fighting desperately to keep twice their number of attackers away from the princess. Stavin attacked silently and killed four of them before they knew he was there. When they turned to defend themselves, the guardswomen finished them off. Stavin stepped back and bowed slightly, then looked for the princess. 

    A pile of bodies was behind the guardswomen, and Stavin tried not to laugh as they sorted themselves out. It appeared that all of the princess’ maids and matrons had swarmed over her, shielding her with their bodies. Two of them were injured, their backs pierced by sword thrusts, but the princess was safe. 

    “Let me up!” Princess Marina’s muffled voice ordered from under the pile of women. 

    A sound made Stavin turn toward the door and come to ready again, but it was Charvil and the king, followed by the rest of the warriors. “Mary, are you all right?” the king shouted as soon as he reached the room. 

    “I will be once I get Jenna’s butt out of my face,” the princess shouted, and the king sagged visibly with relief. 

    Everyone was starting to relax when one of the maids screamed as she pointed toward the other room. Everyone looked and saw a wounded man pointing a crossbow at the king’s back. As soon as he had a clear shot at the king, he pulled the trigger. 

    Stoval was a pace away from the king and threw himself forward as soon as he saw the man, embracing the king and driving him to the floor as the crossbow bolt drove into his back. Charvil immediately snatched Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue from his hand and threw it like a spear, his massive muscles driving the light weapon through the man, pinning the dying assassin to the wall. 

    Charvil fell to his knees at his little brother’s side, rolling him off the king and holding him up. “Stovie?” he asked, but there was no response. “Stovie, speak to me,” he begged, but there was no sign of life in the big man’s frame. A tear threatened at the Warmaster’s eye, but he blinked it away. “No higher honor can be said of a Royal Guard than that he gave his life for the king.” 

    King Kalin sat up and felt his own breast. The crossbow bolt had driven through Stoval’s back plate and almost through his breast plate as well, but only the very tip had touched the fabric of the king’s shirt. A drop of Stoval’s blood marked the spot. 

    “Royal Guardsman indeed,” the king said as he looked at Stoval’s still face. “Your men are all Royal Guardsmen, Charvil. As you always have been.” 

    There was a commotion in the anteroom as guardsmen and women, some only half dressed in their uniforms, responded to the alarm. The king saw them and started barking orders. 

    “Search the palace! My suite is filled with dead men. I want to know how that many men made it into the palace. Find Lord Sarvan and bring him here.” The king struggled to his feet and walked over to his daughter. “Are you really all right, Mary?” 

    “Yes, Daddy, I’m all right.” She looked at Charvil as he held his brother’s body and shook her head. “If not for them, though--” 

    “Indeed.” The king looked over and said, “Stavin, come here.” 

    Stavin took just three steps and went to one knee at the king’s side. He bowed his head and said, “Yes, Your Majesty?”

    “Why was there a sofa blocking my bedroom door?”

    Stavin cringed just a little. “I was sleeping on it, Your Majesty.” 

    The king looked down at him and shook his head. “In full armor, I take it. Weren’t you told something about being one of the protected, not the protectors?”

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Stavin replied as he looked at the floor. 

    The king sighed. “I guess I’m just going to have to get used to it. You’ve proven your mettle once again, Stavin. How many this time?”

    Stavin looked up in surprise at the almost jovial tone the king was using. “I don’t know, Your Majesty. Four here.” He looked over at the axman and corrected himself. “Five. In your chambers I was too busy to count.” 

    Two Royal Guardsmen charged into the room and skidded to a halt in front of the king. “Your Majesty, Lord Sarvan is injured,” the leader announced. 

    “How badly?” the king demanded. 

    “I don’t know for sure, Your Majesty, but Captain Zel’Tarlin was yelling for a Healer.” 

    The king immediately headed for the door, and the guards formed up around him. Charvil looked up from where he still knelt and his face hardened. He gently laid Stoval’s body face down on the floor and stood. “On me,” he commanded, and all of his men formed up. “Darak, Marlan, Stavin, stay with the princess.” Without looking to see if he was being obeyed he marched forward, following the king. 

     

     


    Chapter 28

    A WOMAN’S VOICE DREW THE ATTENTION of everyone in the princess’ suite. “You must leave. You must all leave. All of you,” she was saying as she tried to move some of the remaining guardsmen from the room. “Men are not allowed in the princess’ bedchamber.” 

    “Oh, Barla, stop that,” Princess Marina said with a tired sigh. 

    “It’s not proper!” the woman snapped at the princess. “No man is allowed in your bedchamber until you marry him.” 

    “All things considered, I’m not worried about it, and I think my father is delighted to have them here.” 

    The woman named Barla took a breath to argue some more, but the sound of renewed shouting from the hallway silenced her. Stavin and the rest of the guardsmen raced for the outer door as Dahvin and a dozen other guards dove over the pile of bodies. 

    “Get down!” Dahvin shouted. “Get the princess down!” 

    “What’s going on?” Stavin asked as he reached Dahvin’s side. 

    “It’s Adept Markal!” Dahvin shouted as a bolt of bright-blue energy burned through a pair of guardsmen who were trying to reach the door. “He’s one of the traitors!” 

    Stavin snarled as he launched himself at the door. Dahvin yelled, “Stavin, no!” but it was far too late to stop him. Stavin used the same move to get out of the room as he’d used getting in, and landed in the hall with his legs spread and his Dragon’s Tongue at the ready. 

    Adept Markal attacked immediately, but Stavin just stood his ground as the mage bolt spattered harmlessly against his armor. “Do you think your magic can top a dragon’s magic, fool?” Stavin all but crowed, and then he attacked. Adept Markal threw everything he had at Stavin, but it hardly even slowed him down. When Stavin reached the mage, he whipped his Dragon’s Tongue in a figure-eight pattern that removed both of the traitor’s hands. 

    Stavin looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Dahvin, get out here!” as the mage fell to his knees. He jammed the bottom blade of his Dragon’s Tongue into the body of a fallen attacker and grabbed a boot lace from another to bind the mage’s wrist, stopping him from bleeding to death. Dahvin joined him and bound the other wrist, and then they bound them together. 

    Once the mage was secure, Dahvin turned and walloped Stavin on the helmet with his closed fist. “That was the most fool-hardy thing I’ve ever seen, Stavin!”

    Stavin laughed. “Dahvin, I’ve stood up to far more powerful magi than Markal.” He turned and looked the mage in the eye. “You’re going to be strangled just like any other traitor. And I’m going to beg the king’s permission to tie the cord myself.” 

    “You dare not,” Markal sputtered. He’d been in shock, but now the pain from his missing hands was becoming unbearable. 

    Dahvin looked at the mage and snarled, “Who killed my father?”

    The mage shook his head and Dahvin drew his dagger. He didn’t, however, threaten the mage with the blade. Grasping the stump of the mage’s right hand, he smacked it with the hilt of the dagger. Markal screamed and collapsed as Dahvin asked once again, “Who killed my father?”

    “I don’t know! I don’t!” the mage screamed as Dahvin grasped his wrist again. He was weeping now, and Dahvin stood up, disgusted by what he’d just done. Looking around, he pointed to the closest two guardsmen. 

    “Bind him and take him to the cells. Make sure he doesn’t bleed to death. That’d be too easy on him.” Dahvin looked at Stavin, and then went back to the princess’ suite. 

    Princess Marina met them as they climbed over the bodies in her doorway. She shouted, “Stavin, you frightened me half to death! What did you think you were doing?” She was standing barefooted in a pool of blood, her night dress disheveled and hanging crookedly from her shoulders, with her hands on her hips. 

    Stavin grinned. She looks as angry as a wet cat. Marina in a rage was magnificent. “Princess Marina, my armor has withstood the magic of a Black Adept of the Evilest One, and the unbridled power of a two-hundred-year-old Adept. As good as the King’s Adept surely was, he wasn’t as powerful as either of them.” 

    Marina looked at him and raised a fist. “If you weren’t in armor, I’d beat that smile off your face, Stavin.” 

    Dahvin looked at his cousin, then at Stavin and said, “We’d better go. I think she means it.” 

    “No,” Darak snapped. “We were ordered to stay here and protect the princess.” 

    Dahvin looked at him and took a breath as if he was about to argue the point, but ended up just letting loose a mighty sigh and saying, “Yes, Warleader,” as he bowed.

    Darak turned and looked at the princess. “You should get dressed, Your Highness. This may not be over yet.” 

    Princess Marina looked at him, and then nodded her head regally. “Yes, Warleader,” she replied, then turned and went to her bedchamber. Three bodies had to be moved before the door could be closed. 

    Darak looked at Stavin and Dahvin and asked, “Is Her Highness always like that?”

    Dahvin nodded. “I’d have to say yes. I’ve known her all my life, Warleader, and for as long as I can remember she’s been as hot-tempered as anyone I know.” 

    Darak looked at Marlan, and then they both looked at Stavin. He just shrugged and looked at the bodies. “Maybe we should clean up a little,” he suggested. 

    By the time the door to the princess’ bedchamber opened again the bodies had been sorted into friend and foe. Royal Guards were carefully laid out along one side of the hallway, and the traitors were piled like cordwood along the other. The ten guards at the outer door had killed twenty-three of the attackers before they were overwhelmed. 

    Darak looked at the princess and said, “With your permission, Your Highness, we’d like to get the bodies out of your bedchamber.”

    Princess Marina nodded her head but didn’t say anything. Her expression was betraying how shocked she really was. She was pale and there was a tightness around her eyes that looked like pain. Twelve more traitors were brought out and carelessly stacked with the others, and five Royal Guardswomen joined their fellows. Stoval’s body was brought out last and Stavin shaved the shaft of the crossbow bolt off so Stoval could be laid carefully on his back at the head of the guardsmen. 

    “No higher honor,” Princess Marina whispered. Her voice was choked with grief now. She had known most of her Guards for years. 

    Darak bowed in agreement. “We should go to the royal suite. It’s more easily defended than this one, Your Highness.” 

    Princess Marina nodded and headed toward the royal suite, but Stavin and Dahvin darted ahead of her. She made a noise like she was about to object, but Darak stopped her by saying, “You can’t lead us this time, Princess Marina. Let Stavin and Lieutenant Zel’Fordal make sure it’s safe.” 

    The princess looked over her shoulder at him, but the look in his eyes silenced her. She nodded and continued on as Stavin and Dahvin outpaced her. When she reached the royal suite, she froze. Twenty-four Royal Guardsmen had died outside the door, and their bodies were mixed with more than twice their number of attackers. Inside the royal suite Stavin and Dahvin were checking the men on the floor for any survivors, but there were none. 

    Princess Marina looked around the room as she slowly walked through, but she froze in mid-stride as she passed the door to the Prince’s Suite. “Stavin, come here,” she commanded, and both he and Dahvin hurried to her side. 

    Stavin saw why she’d called him immediately. Jarel lay dead in the doorway with Stavin’s big knife in his hand. There was blood on the blade, but no body was there to tell how successful he’d been. A sword thrust to the chest had split his heart, but he’d died as he said he would, trying to protect the king. 

    Stavin knelt and removed his helmet, then straightened his valet’s limbs. He whispered, “You did well, Jarel. You did very well indeed.”

    A commotion at the door drew him to his feet, but it was the king and his guards returning. A litter was brought in, and both Stavin and Dahvin went to see. Sarvan had a bulky bandage on his shoulder, and his eyes were closed, but he was breathing. They shared a relieved sigh, but the king shattered their relief when he spoke to his daughter. 

    “Mary, I have bad news. Ehrwan was killed.” 

    Stavin’s world collapsed around him as blood roared in his ears. Lady Ehrwan, the woman who had befriended and defended him the first time he’d mingled with the lords. Lady Ehrwan, the woman who’d made such an effort to make sure he didn’t fall prey to the traps in the palace. Lady Ehrwan, the woman he would have died to protect--and hadn’t been there when she needed him. 

    He didn’t realize he was crying until Charvil put a comforting arm across his shoulders. “She died with her sword in her hand, Stavin. She took two of them with her.” 

    Stavin looked up at his father-in-law through tear-blurred eyes, and then blinked his tears away as he looked at the royal family. Marina was crying in her father’s arms, and Dahvin had wrapped his arms around both of them.

    “I swear that I will avenge her death a hundred times,” Stavin whispered. 

    The rest of the Royal Guards and Warriors had been sorting out the dead, and Darak walked over to Charvil’s side. “Twenty-four dead Guardsmen. Thirty-one dead attackers in here and fifty-six in the hall. Stavin,” he said as he looked down at him, “can claim thirteen here.” 

    Charvil nodded. “I claimed two. I know Stoval,” he paused for a moment, and then shook his head and continued in a soft tone, “I saw Stoval take two as well.” 

    The rest of the dead were sorted out and taken to the hall, and then the doors were closed. The three large bolts that had secured the door had been torn and bent by the battering ram the attackers had used so the door could not be locked, but fifty Guardsmen formed a wall of steel and flesh to stop any attack. 

    General Zel’Kordil arrived a short time later and went to face the king. “Your Majesty, the guards at the gate are all dead, as are the men who were at the main doors. We’ve accounted for over a hundred attackers so far, and we haven’t counted the men here or in Lord Sarvan’s suite.” 

    The king nodded. “It appears that the traitors have decided to end this once and for all. Get Markal down here.”

    “Markal was one of them, Father,” Princess Marina said as she wiped her tears away. 

    “What!?”

    “He attacked the guards outside my suite right after you left. Stavin cut his hands off.” 

    The king looked at Stavin, and then nodded slowly. “Your armor. I don’t think he knew about your protections, Stavin. I’m glad you were there, and that you restrained yourself this time.” Looking at the general, he nodded once. “We need to question Markal immediately. I want to know who was involved in this conspiracy.” The king started toward the door and his guards, Valley Warriors included, formed up around him. The general gave them a curious look, but if he had any objections, he kept them to himself. 

    Stavin started after them, but Darak called him back. “Stavin, your place is here.” Stavin stopped and turned to look at him, then nodded and walked back to his side. “You’re with the princess’ detail now.” 

    Stavin came to attention, and then nodded. “Yes, Sir.” 

    Darak chuckled. “You won’t be calling me ‘Sir’ much longer, Stavin.”

    “Sir?”

    Darak looked at him sideways. “You had sixty-seven kills. You just added eighteen. You have eighty-five kills, Stavin. Charvil will have to make it official, but I’ll go ahead and be the first to congratulate you, Warleader Second Kel’Aniston.” 

    Stavin stood shocked still as he did the math in his head. He whispered, “My third star,” as he stared into the room without seeing it. “Three stars in three expeditions.” 

    “And you’re not done yet,” Marlan said as he patted Stavin’s shoulder. 

    “No, you are not,” Princess Marina said as she joined them. “Lieutenant Kel’Aniston, you and Lieutenant Zel’Fordal have a job to do. When the time comes, you will avenge Ehrwan and Uncle Dahral. That is a Royal Charge.” 

    Stavin looked into her eyes and bowed deeply as he said, “Yes, Your Highness.” 

    Dahvin was right beside him. “We’ll have to get the general’s agreement on--”

    “No, Dahvin,” the princess interrupted. “This is a Royal Charge. Only my father can override my command, and I doubt he’d do that even at the general’s request.” She stepped over and reached up to stroke Dahvin’s cheek. “You will avenge your father, Dahvin.” 

    “Yes, Your Highness. With pleasure.” 

     

     


    Chapter 29

    THE KING RETURNED TO THE ROYAL Suite several spans later. “We know who some of them are,” he announced to the room in general as he walked in. “Markal gave us seven names before he died.” 

    “Who, Father?” Princess Marina demanded in a remarkably aggressive tone. Few people dared speak to the king like that. 

    “Cevin Zel’Harral, Varinis Zel’Cammar, Gavil Zel’Ravain, Staran Zel’Kestal, Ordan Zel’Wallin, Ander Zel’Jannin, and Major Montras Zel’Reval.” 

    “Major Zel’Reval!?” Dahvin demanded loudly, stepping forward to stare the king in the eye. “Your Majesty, he’s--Gods Below, he’s in charge of our watch rotation. He knew every man and woman who was on watch tonight.” 

    “And he was the man I told to set extra watches,” General Zel’Kordil confirmed, “which explains why Dragon Watch didn’t have the backup of Ocellen Watch as I ordered.” The general looked at Stavin and shook his head. “Your friend’s warning was correct, Ward Stavin. And didn’t I tell you to stay back and let us do our jobs?”

    Stavin snapped to attention and said, “Sir, yes, Sir.”

    The general looked at the king, then at Charvil. “Hard to get mad at him under the circumstances.” 

    The king nodded. “Under the circumstances.”

    “I can manage it just fine,” Charvil said in a low voice. 

    “Warmaster,” Darak said to get his attention, “I think you should consider something else first.” Everyone’s attention was on Darak now.

    “Yes?”

    “He just hit eighty-five kills. He has his third star.” 

    Charvil, King Kalin, and General Zel’Kordil all turned back to stare at Stavin. He smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “It was what I had to do, sirs.” 

    Charvil continued to glower as he said, “You’ll have plenty more to do this winter, Stavin.” 

    “But now you have something else to do,” the king said, looking at Charvil. “I called you Royal Guardsmen, and I meant it. Warmaster Kel’Horval, General Zel’Kordil, you have the names of some of the traitors. Arrest them.” 

    The general looked at Charvil, but the Warmaster shook his head. “We are your men, General. Lead us where you will.” 

    The general bowed slightly, then looked around. “Ocellen Watch, guard the royal family. Everyone else, on me.” The general strode from the room with his men close on his heels. Over a hundred armed men and women, many of them only partially armored, followed the general as he marched into the palace. His first target was the traitor in his own ranks. 

    * * *

    Major Zel’Reval was in his quarters when the general burst through his door. He shot to his feet, but three other majors had swarmed past the general to attack him. He went down fighting, but a kick in the head took the fight out of him. 

    The general announced the charge. “Montras Zel’Reval, you are charged with High Treason for conspiring against the king.”

    “General, no! I didn’t conspire against the--” A stinging blow across his face silenced him. 

    “Your guilt will be determined in Court, but we have your name and the names of your compatriots from Adept Markal.” The major’s expression turned panicky at the mention of the mage. “Take him to a cell and chain him to the wall.” 

    The majors led the struggling man away, and the general turned toward the door. “Lord Zel’Wallin next,” was all he needed to say. 

    The arrest of the Zel’Wallin family was easy, but it was the only one. Cevin Zel’Harral and Varinis Zel’Cammar were found dead in each other’s arms. Staran Zel’Kestal fought with the ferocity of a cornered rat and died with a sword through his throat. His family was rounded up to keep them from committing suicide. Ander Zel’Jannin was found dead in his suite along with his entire family and their servants. Gavil Zel’Ravain fought desperately, but was overwhelmed by the sheer number of men who came against him. He and his family, along with the rest of the surviving traitors, were taken to the lowest level of the palace and held in cells like common criminals. 

    * * *

    Morning saw the entire Court gathered as the king had the traitors brought before him. “Last night we were attacked by traitors. It was only the fighting skill and ferocity of our Royal Guards, backed by the Farindian Royal Guards, that saved me, Marina, and Sarvan. However, Sarvan’s wife, Princess Ehrwan, died in the attack, but she died fighting and took two of the traitors with her.” There was a flurry of reaction through the assembled nobles as they heard the news of Ehrwan’s death for the first time, and the king let them continue for a moment before bringing them back to the present. 

    “Bring out the prisoners,” he commanded, and Ordan Zel’Wallin and Gavil Zel’Ravain were brought out, bound with iron chains. The king said, “Five others died either by their own hand or fighting against the Royal Guards,” as the men were led before him and forced to kneel. 

    The king focused on the first man and said, “Ordan Zel’Wallin, you are accused of treason against the crown. You are accused of conspiring to murder my family, and arranging for men to carry out the deed. What say you?”

    Lord Zel’Wallin looked up at the king and spit. “You’re such a weakling, Kalin. You’ve had reason to go to war against Andaria for three years, yet you refuse to do so. You posture and parade, but you’re afraid. We need a real king on the throne. One who’ll fight to defend Evandia.” 

    The king stared at him for a moment, then looked at the other man. “Gavil Zel’Ravain, you face the same charges. What say you?” 

    Lord Zel’Ravain looked up at the king, then down at the floor. “What can I say? You’ve decided our guilt already.” He looked up again and shook his head. “Yes, Kalin, I did conspire against you. Evandia deserves a strong king. The Zel’Andral line has become weak and complacent. You sired only a girl and a sickly boy when your ancestors were known to have sired a dozen boys. Your blood line is diluted to the point that there is no saving it. And your rule is weak as well. You’ve let the Andarians provoke us over and over again, and done nothing. It’s time for a new ruling family in Evandia.” 

    The king sat back and took a deep breath. “Who else was involved?” he asked, but neither man would say anything. “So be it. Take them away. Their fate is sealed, but they must be questioned as to their accomplices.” The king looked around the room as the Royal Guards hauled the prisoners to their feet. “I don’t believe for a moment that all of the traitors have been arrested or killed, and I intend to find out who else has been conspiring against us--” A commotion at the end of the room interrupted the king, and he frowned as a Royal Messenger ran down the steps. The Royal Guards formed a wall to stop him, but he stumbled to a halt before he reached them.

    “My Lord King,” the man called out, “Andaria has invaded the northern provinces of Evandia. We received a message that fifty thousand men have crossed the border.” 

    “Who sent that message?” the king demanded as the court started to panic. 

    “Lord King, it is from Lord General Zel’Rantal in Pahlovad.” 

    “Gods Below,” the king swore. He looked at the two traitors below him and snarled, “You have your war.” Looking up, he all but shouted, “Assemble the King’s Council,” then turned and walked away with Princess Marina at his side. 

    The King’s Council was in an uproar when the king and princess arrived. The king silenced them with a glare before he spoke. “The timing of this attack is too precise to be coincidence. Andaria is in league with the traitors here in Twin Bridges, as well as the traitors in our Army who have been causing the dissension along the northern border.”

    Princess Marina spoke next. “It is our belief that many of the northern commands have been compromised either by our malcontents or Andarian agents. For that reason, orders are to be sent to all Southern and Central Commands to begin moving north.”

    “Princess, that is not a good idea,” Lord Zel’Lamal said as he smiled at her, but the look she returned froze him in his tracks. 

    “You are in charge of the Army, Lord Zel’Lamal,” she said in a low voice. “Why do you oppose our reinforcing the northern commands?” 

    Lord Zel’Lamal’s mouth opened and closed several times before he found his voice. “Princess, I am just concerned that this may be a diversion.” 

    “No,” Lord Zel’Sartan said as he shook his head. “No, you are not. Speak the truth, Alred.” Alred Zel’Lamal saw the trap that he’d walked into and closed his mouth. 

    “Must you be encouraged, Alred?” the king asked. 

    Lord Zel’Lamal looked down and shook his head. “No, Your Majesty.”

    “Then tell us the real reason you oppose the deployment of troops to the north.”

    Lord Zel’Lamal took a deep breath and said, “Because it is too late.” He looked at the king and a wry smile twisted his lips. “My men are already in charge of the northern forts. The Andarian Army will sweep south like a tide. The only thing sending more troops north will do is delay the inevitable.” 

    “And what was your reward, Alred?” Lord Zel’Corvis asked. 

    “What do you think, Evindal?” he asked with a smug smile. “My grandfather was an Andarian prince. My cousin is king of Andaria. What do you think my reward was going to be?” 

    “The throne,” the king said. “But now you’ll face a noose of pig gut.” 

    “No, Kalin. No, I won’t.” He smiled as he brought his hand up to his mouth, but Princess Marina was faster. 

    The princess’ goblet flew across the room and hit Lord Zel’Lamal in the face, blinding him with wine for a moment. That moment was all the other councilors needed to grab him and throw him to the floor. 

    “Let me go! Let me go, you fools! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

    “We know, Alred,” Lord Zel’Corvis snarled. “We’re taking you prisoner so you can tell us who else is helping you.” 

    “You can’t! You can’t force me to help you!”

    “We can, and we will,” Princess Marina said as she walked around the table. “Markal is dead, but he wasn’t the only mage in Twin Bridges. You will tell us all we wish to know.” 

    “No!” 

    The king motioned to the door and the servant let the guards in. “Take the former Minister of the Interior to a cell and bind him tightly. He’ll be questioned once we have acquired the services of a new mage.”

    Once the door closed again the king called his council to order. Almost immediately Lord Zel’Nestav stood. “King Kalin, what happened to Adept Markal?”

    “He was a traitor,” the king replied. “He was the one who provided us with the names of those we arrested, but he died before he could be brought to trial with the others.” 

    “Those were all of them?” Lord Zel’Nestav asked.

    “No,” the king replied. “He named one other. A Royal Guards Major named Montras Zel’Reval. Unfortunately, the major had poison hidden on his person and killed himself before he could be questioned.”

    The councilors looked at one another and one by one they stood. Lord Zel’Nestav spoke first. “King Kalin, I swear that I had nothing to do with the conspiracy against you.” He looked at Lord Zel’Sartan and received a nod. 

    “He speaks the truth.” 

    Each of the councilors swore their innocence to the king, and each of them was passed by the Truth Seer. “And I, King Kalin, also swear my innocence, though you’ll have to take my word for it until a new mage is found,” Lord Zel’Sartan said with just a trace of humor. 

    King Kalin almost laughed. “I know. Very well, let us begin.” 

    Princess Marina spoke first. “The Andarian Army is smaller than ours, but they all seem to be in one place. What can we throw against them?”

    “If Alred was telling the truth, we have nothing in the north to slow them down,” Lord Zel’Corvis pointed out. 

    “He probably was telling us the truth,” King Kalin said as she shook his head. “My orders went out by the Message Books before we convened this meeting. He was probably supposed to delay us, which may work in our favor. If the Andarians were counting on him to keep our forces in the south until they had consolidated their hold on the north, then they are in for an unpleasant surprise.” He smiled slightly. “That is our first order of business.” 

     

     


    Chapter 30

    STAVIN WAS WITH DAHVIN IN THE Prince’s Suite while the king was in council. Dahvin was shaking his head slowly as he said, “It’s hard to believe that Major Zel’Reval was involved. I’ve known him for years, Stavin. He was my friend.”

    Stavin shook his head. “He was a traitor, Dahvin. He used his position in the Guard to betray the king. Think of how many friends we lost because of him.” Stavin took a deep breath and sighed. “Think of Ehrwan.” 

    Something in the way Stavin was acting caught Dahvin’s attention. “Were you in love with her, Stavin?” he asked as he fixed Stavin with a piercing stare. 

    Stavin bit his lip and nodded. “A little. She treated me better than just about anyone ever has, Dahvin. The first time we met in Mary Death’s temple she treated me like I was something special. Like I was important. Like a real man, not just a boy in armor.”

    “Like a Dragon Blessed warrior?” Dahvin asked. “That’s what she called you. Stavin, you were special before Uncle Kal and Marina named you a friend of Evandia. Ehrwan knew that.” 

    “There was more to it, Dahvin. She was my champion. Remember that first meal in Court, when she took me under her wing? I think I--I don’t know what I think, Dahvin.” Stavin shook his head slowly. “I would have died for her.” 

    Dahvin nodded. “I know. And she knew as well. Stavin, when you championed her against Lord Zel’Faril, I think she knew how serious you were about her. Sarvan certainly did.” He grinned crookedly. “If you hadn’t been married, I think he might have been jealous of you. As it was, he knew that he would never have to defend her with you around.”

    “But I wasn’t around!” Stavin all but yelled as he launched himself to stomp around the room. “I wasn’t there!”

    “No, you were here--where she would have wanted you to be.” Dahvin watched Stavin for a moment. “Yes, I’m sure she was terribly frightened there at the end. Yes, she probably wished you were there to save her. She probably wished I was there as well.” Dahvin paused for a moment. “But if it came to a choice between saving herself or saving the king, she would have chosen the king.” 

    Stavin stalked back to the sofa and sat with his head in his hands. He was quiet for a few moments, then a huge sob wracked his frame. He cried like a child for the first time in years, shedding tears for a woman he’d hardly known, but loved as deeply as he loved his mother. 

    Dahvin sat with him in silence until he sat back and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “I’m sorry,” Stavin whispered in a voice that was hoarse from crying.

    “Don’t be. I’m not in much better shape. Stavin, I’ve known her for most of my life. She was playmates with my big sisters. Ehrwan was one of my closest friends, and she married my cousin. But I didn’t love her the way you do. It’s odd, in a way.” He paused and shook his head slowly. “Maybe it’ll just take a while for it to sink in, like my father’s death did.” 

    “I’m sorry about that as well, Dahvin. But you just reminded me of something. We have our orders from Marina.” 

    “Avenge them,” Dahvin agreed. “But how?”

    * * *

    How was soon made evident. The king called for the full Court to assemble once again, and made the announcement. “My noble lords and ladies, Evandia is at war with Andaria.” He looked around the room to see the reaction of his nobles. Shock and dismay was most common, but a few heads nodded sagely. “This is not a coincidence. The traitors in our midst were conspiring with the Andarians to arrange this attack to take place at the same time as the attack on the palace.” He stopped speaking for a moment and studied the floor. “It is my unfortunate duty to announce that Lord Alred Zel’Lamal was among the traitors, and has been filling the northern garrisons with disaffected soldiers and malcontents in preparation for this attack.” 

    The Court erupted in noise, but only one lord stepped out of the crowd to face the king. “King Kalin, what shall we do?” he asked, looking around the room at the rest of the lords and ladies for support. 

    “We shall fight,” the king announced. “Orders have already been sent to all southern and central commands to begin forced marches north, but I fear that the north of Evandia may already be lost.” 

    “King Kalin, we must sue for peace immediately,” an elegantly dressed lady said as she stepped forward. 

    “No, Lady Zel’Jessal,” Princess Marina said as she stepped forward to her father’s side. “We shall not let this go unchallenged. Andaria has conspired against us with our traitorous lords. They shall face the same fate. Theirs shall be the peace of the grave.” 

    “Last night,” the king said to forestall any further comment, “over a hundred of our Palace and Royal Guards were killed. One hundred and sixty traitors slew them and did their best to kill us, but they only succeeded in hardening our resolve against Andaria. Is Charvil Kel’Horval present?” the king asked, and Charvil stepped forward. “Many of you know the Warmaster. You’ve seen him and his men in and about the palace for quite a while now. Last night the Warmaster’s brother, Stoval, gave his life for me. In return, I give him this.” The king came to attention, then bowed deeply as his nobles gasped in outrage. “Warmaster, you and your men are not sworn to my service, but the honor of the Farindian Royal Guards runs strong in you. I issue to you and all of your people an invitation: any who wish to join will be welcomed by the Evandian Royal Guards.” 

    Charvil returned the king’s bow and said, “Your Majesty, I will convey your invitation to my people.” 

    The king looked around the room and his expression dared anyone to challenge what he’d just done. When no one was foolish enough to step forward, he let a bitter smile cross his lips. “The Andarians will soon learn what it means to be defeated.” 

    * * *

    It took three days to finish cleaning and repairing the palace. During that time preparations were made for the funerals, especially for Princess Ehrwan and Stoval. At dusk of the third day, all of the valley warriors gathered in a cemetery that was reserved for Heroes of Evandia. Their armor had been scrubbed and polished until it gleamed in the red light of the setting sun, and Charvil led his men as they honored his brother. 

    “It is sometimes the fate of our men to die in service to their community. Stoval Kel’Horval had sixty and six kills to his name in twelve expeditions to the lowlands. He died saving King Kalin, and no higher honor can be said of a Royal Guard than that he died saving the king. His name will be read at mid winter with those of our honored dead.” 

    Now General Zel’Kordil stepped forward. “It is the tradition of the Evandian Royal Guard that any guardsman who saves the king shall be granted an officer’s commission. Stoval Kel’Horval is hereby named a lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard.” He snapped to attention as two majors stepped forward and draped Stoval’s body with an officer’s cape. 

    Stoval’s body was gently lowered into the ground, and the entire gathering came to attention as workers began filling the grave. Everyone remained where they were until the grave was filled and packed hard. Then a cap stone was brought forward slung between twenty Royal Guardsmen. On it was Stoval’s full name, his rank as Warleader Fourth of Kel’Kavin, and Lieutenant of the Evandian Royal Guard. 

    Lady Ehrwan’s funeral was the next morning. She was buried in her family cemetery, and only her friends and family attended. Stavin was there, in full armor, as he honored her memory. Her ceremony was longer than Stoval’s, but he couldn’t hear it. All he could hear was an echo of her laughter. All he could see was a shadow of her smile. And all he could feel was a knot of grief that threatened to stop his heart. He didn’t try to stop the tears that trickled down his cheeks, and he never broke stance. 

    Lord Zel’Fordan was in no better shape, but he caught Stavin before he walked away. “Ward Stavin, my daughter thought highly of you. Now I must ask something of you on her behalf.” 

    “If it is within my power, Lord Zel’Fordan, I shall do it.”

    “Avenge her!” the old lord said as he grasped Stavin by both shoulders. “I’m too old, and I have no sons left. Avenge my daughter.”

    Stavin looked up into his eyes and said, “A hundred times over, Lord Zel’Fordan. A hundred times over.” 

    Lord Zel’Fordan nodded and turned away, his own emotions tearing him apart. Stavin watched him for a moment, then turned to join Dahvin and the rest of their friends. 

    “What did Lord Chaldin want, Stavin?” Lady Glora asked as he stopped beside Dahvin. 

    “Revenge.” 

    “And you’ll provide it for him?” she asked. When he nodded she said, “Good.” 

    “Now comes the hard part,” Stavin said as he started walking. 

    “The hard part?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Getting the king’s permission to join the Army.” 

    * * *

    The king said, “No,” as soon as Stavin asked. “Absolutely not.” 

    “King Kalin, I have sworn to avenge Lady Ehrwan,” Stavin continued, looking the king in the eye. “I have to--”

    “No, Stavin,” the king interrupted. “Your martial prowess aside, you’re a Ward of the Crown and a Lieutenant in the Royal Guard. Your place is here in the palace.” 

    “But, Your Majesty, I swore--”

    “No, Stavin, and that is final,” the king said, leaning forward slightly to look Stavin in the eye. “Stavin, you’re much more than just another young man in uniform. You’re a Hero of Evandia.” The king let his expression soften. “You’re a hero several times over, as a matter of fact. By rights you should have been promoted to major by now. I understand that Charvil was somewhat--forceful--in his objection to that idea when it was brought up.” 

    Stavin nodded as he studied the floor. “He told me, Your Majesty.” 

    “Stavin,” Princess Marina said, drawing his attention, “Evandia needs its heroes. I know I charged you with avenging Ehrwan. The Gods Above know how much I’d like to see you behead every one of the traitors and Andarians responsible for her death, but daddy is right. You are much too important to Evandia, to us, to risk your life needlessly.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Yes, Your Highness.” 

    “I mean it, Stavi,” she said, and grinned at his reaction to the use of the diminutive. “You be good or I’ll tell Shari.” 

    Stavin took a step back and looked at the king. “Your Majesty, that’s not fair.” 

    The king smiled and shook his head. “You’re a member of the royal household, Stavin. She gets to tease you if she wants. But be careful about teasing her back. She’s mean.” 

    “She is indeed,” Sarvan said as he came out of his room. Since the attack he and Stavin had been sharing the Prince’s Suite. “Stavin, I’ve been listening in. I know how much you cared for Ehrwan.” He paused and took several deep breaths before continuing. “But Marina and Uncle Kal are right. You’re needed here for many reasons, not the least of which is you’re a one-man guard squad.” He looked at Stavin’s shoulder and shook his head. “What did Dahvin say you got, eighteen of them?” 

    Stavin frowned as he nodded. Charvil had reluctantly allowed him to paint his third star on his shoulder. “That’s the advantage of being alone, Sarvan: when everyone is an enemy you don’t have to be careful who you kill.” 

    “And that attitude is why you’re needed here,” the king said, drawing Stavin’s attention back to himself. 

    Stavin took a deep breath and nodded. “With your permission, Your Majesty, I should go talk to Charvil. And Lord Zel’Fordan as well.”

    “He’ll understand, Stavin,” Sarvan said as Stavin turned and left the royal suite. Once the door closed, he looked at his uncle. “I wish you could have let him go.” 

    “I know, Sarvan,” the king said as he shook his head slowly, “but you know the reasons why I couldn’t as well as I do.”

    Sarvan nodded and carefully lowered himself into a chair. “I know, Uncle Kal, but Stavin is going to be hard to convince.”

    “At least he unbent enough to let me tease him,” Marina pointed out.

    The king nodded and said, “And he was actually getting the nerve up to argue with me. There may be hope for that boy yet.” 

     


    Chapter 31

    STAVIN MADE HIS WAY ACROSS THE city to the residence of the Zel’Fordan family. It was an elegant, ancient manor house from the early days of Evandia, when space in Twin Bridges wasn’t so hard to come by. Three stories tall, the stonework was carved with exquisite care to show the Zel’Fordan Family Crest. But that crest was draped in black now.

    Stavin was still in armor, though he wasn’t carrying his Dragon’s Tongue, and the servant who answered the door was openly shocked to see him. 

    “M-May I be of service, Lord?” the man asked, recovering his manners and bowing deeply. 

    Stavin sighed and nodded. “Would you please ask Lord Zel’Fordan if he will see me for a moment?”

    The man stepped back and allowed Stavin to come into the house. “If you’ll allow me your name, I will ask Lord Chaldin if he will see you.” 

    Stavin smiled slightly. It was nice to finally find someone who didn’t recognize him. “I am Stavin Kel’Aniston.” 

    The servant paled and bowed very deeply. “Ward Stavin, I will announce you at once.” He turned and hurried away while Stavin sighed in frustration. Why can’t I just be me for a little while? He was back in just moments. “Lord Chaldin will see you now, Ward Stavin.” 

    Stavin walked forward and followed the man to a library. Lord Chaldin was there with six young lords, and Stavin automatically bowed deeply as soon as he entered the room. 

    “Come in, Ward Stavin,” Lord Zel’Fordan said, and Stavin walked over to face him. 

    Stavin looked up into the elderly lord’s face, then bowed his head in shame and said, “Lord Zel’Fordan, I regret that I must tell you that I cannot avenge your daughter.” 

    Lord Zel’Fordan took a step back as a shocked expression crossed his face. “You swore.” 

    “Yes, Lord Zel’Fordan,” Stavin said as his head fell and he took a deep breath, “but the king refuses to let me join the Army. He--” Stavin had to stop and swallow his own outrage at the king’s actions, “He refuses to release me from the Royal Guard. He’s of the opinion that I’m more valuable here as a symbol than there as a warrior.” 

    “That’s got to stick in your craw,” one of the other men said, and Stavin turned to face him. 

    “It does, Lord,” he replied with a deep bow.

    Lord Zel’Fordan clenched his teeth in anger as he turned away from Stavin. “I suppose I must accept that. Kalin took control of your life when he made you his ward, and there isn’t a lot you or anyone else can do about it.” 

    One of the other lords said, “Not so long as he’s king.” 

    “Shut up, Eldin,” Lord Zel’Fordan snapped. “One disloyal word from you and I’ll toss the lot of you out on your ears.” 

    The lord who had spoken bowed deeply. “My apologies, Lord Chaldin. That came out wrong.” He turned to face Stavin and said, “What I meant, Ward Stavin, is that you are caught in a situation that is not of your making, but you can’t escape it any more than you could escape the Zel’Horgan in flood. As King Kalin’s ward, you are as bound to him as Sarvan is.”

    “You need to stop talking, Eldin,” another of the lords said, “before you dig yourself a grave.”

    “Indeed,” the lord who had made the comment about the king’s decision sticking in Stavin’s craw said. “Ward Stavin, I’m Gavlin Zel’Fordal, Dahvin’s eldest brother.” He bowed slightly in answer to Stavin’s deep bow. “I understand all too well how hard it is to be restricted to the rear when you want to be in the front. But I can see King Kalin’s point as well. Minstrels and even full Bards are singing your praises across Evandia. You’re much too valuable a symbol to risk.” 

    Stavin looked at him and sighed. His voice had a bitter undertone as he said, “I understand, Lord Zel’Fordal, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting to carve a path through the entire Andarian Army to find out who is responsible for this war. Evandian traitors are part of it, but someone on the other side is involved as well.”

    Lord Zel’Fordal nodded and a slight smile curved his lips. “In anyone else I would consider that posturing, but with you, Ward Stavin, it’s a frightening possibility. But I’ll remind you of this point: You’re valuable as a Royal Guard as well as a symbol.” He nodded toward Stavin’s left shoulder. “Three stars say a lot about you, but mostly they tell me that you’ve got to be the single deadliest person I’ve ever met. What is your actual count?” 

    “Eighty-five, Sir,” Stavin answered in a soft voice. 

    “And how many did you kill the night the king was attacked?” another young lord asked. 

    “Eighteen.” 

    “And therein lies the real reason Kalin won’t release you, Ward Stavin,” Lord Zel’Fordan said as he looked Stavin straight in the eye. “You’re too deadly to not have you protecting him--and Marina.” 

    “I suspect Marina is the one he’s more worried about,” Lord Zel’Fordal said with a slight smile. “Let me walk with you back to the palace, Ward Stavin. I want to visit Dahvin and the rest of the family before I go back to Fort Zel’Cordav.” 

    Stavin bowed automatically. “Of course, Lord Zel’Fordal.” 

    Lord Zel’Fordal turned to his host and bowed. “Lord Chaldin, once again, please accept my deepest sympathies for your loss.” He exchanged bows with the other lords, then he motioned Stavin toward the door. Once they were outside he gave Stavin a sideways look. “Don’t let Eldin’s comments bother you, Ward Stavin. He’s loyal to Uncle Kal. He’s just an idiot.” 

    Stavin snorted, then recovered himself and said, “Your pardon, Lord Zel’Fordal.”

    “It’s all right, Ward Stavin. And don’t worry about avenging Ehrwan. Everyone in that room was in love with her at one time or another, including me. And all of us are serving officers. That’s why we were there, to see if Lord Chaldin needed a hand. He’s alone now, you know. Ehrwan was his last surviving child.” 

    “I didn’t know that, Lord Zel’Fordal,” Stavin replied. 

    “That was one reason he, and really, all of us, were so happy when she married Sarvan. Once Mary finally decides to marry and have a child, Sarvan was going to change his name to Zel’Fordan to continue the line. Now it’ll be up to one of the cousins to do it.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I didn’t know any of that, Lord Zel’Fordal.” 

    “Call me Gavlin,” Lord Zel’Fordal said with a grin. “You outrank me, after all.” 

    “Lord?” 

    Lord Zel’Fordal chuckled and tapped Stavin’s shoulder. “I’m only a major, Ward Stavin.” 

    Stavin squirmed a little. “And I’m really only a lieutenant, Lord Zel’Fordal. At least until I finish my fifth expedition.” 

    Lord Zel’Fordal raised an eyebrow at that. “That’s surprising.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head as he explained. “It’s a matter of experience, Sir. Most men don’t earn a star until their seventh or eighth expedition. It took Charvil till his sixth, and he was the youngest man to ever earn a star.”

    “Until you,” Lord Zel’Fordal pointed out.

    “And Karvik,” Stavin replied. “He earned his last summer. But that’s part of the problem. Kar and I have earned our stars too early. We don’t have the leadership experience to rightfully use them. Next year I could act as co-leader with another veteran, but I couldn’t do it alone.”

    “It’s often a mistake to promote a young man too quickly,” Lord Zel’Fordal quoted the Code of the Warrior. “We’re taught that as well.”

    “That’s why Charvil blocked them when the king and general wanted to make me a major in the Royal Guard. He thinks it would go to my head.”

    “I hadn’t heard that,” Lord Zel’Fordal said as he looked sideways at Stavin. 

    “It was just yesterday, Lord Zel’Fordal.” 

    They didn’t speak any more until they reached the palace. “Lord Major Zel’Fordal is my guest,” Stavin said as they approached the gate, and the palace guards snapped to attention. They passed through into the palace and Stavin led them to the royal suite. 

    “Stavin, what the hells--?” Dahvin began as soon as he saw them. “Your detail came back here in a near panic because you gave them the slip.” 

    “I didn’t give them the slip, Dahvin,” Stavin explained patiently. “I just didn’t go looking for them before I left the palace. I had to go apologize to Lord Zel’Fordan for having to break my oath.” 

    “The king is furious,” Dahvin replied, then looked at his brother and a smile lit his face. “Hello, Gav. When did you get here?”

    “This morning. I stopped in to see Lord Chaldin first.” 

    Dahvin looked at Stavin and shook his head. “You’d better go in and get yelled at, Stavin. He’s not getting any less angry.” 

    Stavin nodded and went to the door. A guard opened it for him and he walked in to the royal suite to find the king and princess both pacing. 

    “Stavin, what the hells are you doing?” Princess Marina all but yelled. 

    “You are not to leave this suite without your guards, Stavin,” the king continued. “Gods Below, boy, don’t you realize how dangerous it is for you out there?”

    Stavin looked at the king, then bowed deeply. “Yes, Your Majesty. But you must realize just how dangerous it is for anyone out there who confronts me.” 

    The king froze in mid-rant. “What was that, Stavin?”

    “Your Majesty, I was and still am in full armor. That includes two real knives and this silly thing.” He patted the big knife on his hip. “And in the mood I’m in right now, Your Majesty, those four guardsmen would have just gotten in the way.” 

    “Stavin,” the princess said in a soft voice, “what do you mean?”

    “Princess Marina, I just had to break my oath to avenge Ehrwan. Do you have any idea how hard that was for me?” He took a deep breath and turned to the king. “Do you realize what that means, Your Majesty?” he asked as a sob almost choked him. He had to swallow hard as the king stared at him. 

    “I think I do, Stavin,” the king said as he studied Stavin closely. “I didn’t, but I’m beginning to see why you’re so upset. Honor above all else. That’s how Charvil phrased it. That’s what’s bothering you, isn’t it?”

    Stavin was on the verge of tears as he whispered, “I’m forsworn, Your Majesty.” 

    “No, Stavin,” Princess Marina said as she crossed the few steps between them and put a hand on his shoulder. “No, you are not forsworn. Not every oath can be honored. Some conflict with others, and must be set aside. There is no dishonor in that.” 

     “That’s not how I feel, Your Highness. I feel dishonored. Excuse me.” He turned and walked toward the room he was sharing with Sarvan as his shoulders began to shake. He wanted to be alone. He didn’t want the anyone to see him cry. 

    I wish I was home. I wish I was with Shari. I wish I could just go to my room and hide my shame. 

     


    Chapter 32

    STAVIN LEFT THE ROYAL SUITE SPANS before sunrise. He let his four guardsmen form up around him, but he didn’t pay any attention to them. He walked slowly, his mind elsewhere, until he reached the door to the Guards Barracks. Passing through, he went to Charvil’s room and knocked on the door. 

    Charvil opened the door and looked out at the guardsmen, then down at Stavin. “Yes, Stavin?”

    “Sir, I need to talk to you in private,” Stavin said, then went into the room when Charvil nodded. Charvil’s glare stopped the guardsmen outside, then he closed the door. 

    “What’s troubling you, Stavin?” 

    “It’s about Ehrwan.” 

    Charvil nodded. “And?”

    Stavin took a deep breath, then began detailing what had happened. He spoke uninterrupted until he finished the story, then took another deep breath and hung his head in shame. “I’m forsworn, Sir. No matter what the king or princess say, I’m forsworn.”

    Charvil was staring at him in silence. “You are correct, Stavin, but only in your own heart.” He paused as Stavin’s head snapped up. 

    “What am I to do, Sir?”

    Charvil shrugged. “There’s not much you can do, Stavin, except continue on with the knowledge that you gave your word and broke it. Of course,” Charvil grinned, “we’re only going to be in Twin Bridges for another moon. Once we’re on the road home--” 

    Stavin began grinning as well. “I’m not taking those Guardsmen home with me.” 

    “No, you’re not,” Charvil agreed. Then he slapped Stavin’s shoulder. “Now straighten up. I’ve already told the general that we’ll be leaving in twenty-three days. Your new wagons should be here by then. Once we’re out of Twin Bridges, well, out of Evandia at least, King Kalin’s commands are no longer valid.” 

    Stavin drew a deep breath and bowed to the Warmaster. “Yes, Sir.” 

    * * *

    Lord General Zel’Rantal was given command of the armies of Evandia, and he led his troops in a wild run to get around and in front of the Andarians. The fact that he’d had to execute fifty of his own men for siding with the Andarians had left him with a burning hatred of Evandia’s northern neighbors.

    Nine southern commands had also executed forced marches, pushing their men as hard as they could to get between the Andarians and Twin Bridges. It took most of a moon to get an effective force in position, but when the two armies clashed the Evandians were fielding more than sixty-three thousand troops. 

    The first battle happened near the small town of Belaris. The people had fled south days before, leaving as little as they could for the enemy as far as food or other provisions. Lord General Zel’Rantal, with the aid of seven other generals, arrayed his men across the Andarians’ line and ordered them to hold no matter what. When the Andarians’ appeared, he cursed like a corporal. 

    “Those are our men!” he shouted as he saw the front line of the Andarian army. 

    “Our traitors, you mean,” one of the other generals said as he surveyed the field. “They have swelled the Andarian ranks by about ten thousand.” 

    “Then they will be the first to die,” Lord General Zel’Rantal snarled. “Archers to the front.” 

    Word was passed, and the archers of all of the commands were brought to the front. When they were gathered, General Zel’Rantal gave his orders. “Target the front lines. It’s just a guess, but I think they are counting on us not wanting to kill our own men. Let’s disappoint them.” 

    Two thousand archers and crossbowmen took aim, and let loose a storm of arrows on the command. They continued as the ranks of the Andarian army dissolved into disarray. The traitors raised their shields, but they did little good. The war heads on the Evandian arrows pierced through most of them to strike their targets. The crossbows were even more effective. The flatter trajectories of the fleet little arrows let them slide in under the raised shields. As tightly packed as the traitors were, even if the front rank was missed, the second or third rank was hit.

    Some of the Andarian archers returned the volleys, but Lord General Zel’Rantal was ready for them. At his signal his corps of Magi, fifteen Masters and seven Adept Battlemages, shielded their troops and all that reached the ground was fine ash. The Andarians were not as well protected. As soon as they revealed their positions, the Evandian archers targeted them. After the second time that happened, there were no more volleys from the Andarians.

    * * *

    “What are they doing!?” Lord Zel’Given shouted at Lord General Zel’Saldain, the commander of the Andarian Army. He couldn’t believe the Evandians were killing their own troops. 

    “What I hoped they would,” the general replied. 

    “But they are killing our allies!”

    The general looked at the terrified lord and sneered. “They are killing their traitors. That’s all to the good as far as I’m concerned. I don’t trust men who turn against their home kingdom.” 

    “But we need those men!” Lord Zel’Given screamed. 

    “No. You need those men. I don’t.”

    “I command you to do something!” Lord Zel’Given screamed, and the general did. In one smooth motion, he drew his sword and ran the cowardly fool through the heart. 

    The other lords and officers watched him with wide eyes as he wiped the blood from his sword. “Now we can fight to win, not depend on traitors to make the Evandians crumble. Anyone not in uniform,” he said, glaring at the lords who had accompanied the army, “get out of my camp.” 

    “L-Lord General Zel’Saldain,” one of the lords started to say, but shut his mouth when the general turned toward him with his bloody sword still in his hand. He bowed and backed away with the nine other lords who were with him. Once they were gone, General Zel’Saldain looked at his officers. 

    “Prepare to flank the Evandian line. I want--”

    “We’re being flanked!” a voice shouted, and the officers cursed. 

    “How?” the general demanded. 

    “Another force from the west! There are at least ten thousand of them!” 

    “Gods Below, they aren’t supposed to have this many troops near here. What happened?” the general demanded. 

    “There is no telling,” another of the senior officers said. “Our allies in Twin Bridges may have failed.” 

    “Then our job just became much harder,” General Zel’Saldain said. “Fall back to the river.” 

    The river in question was the Zel’Horgan. At this point it wasn’t the great river that passed Twin Bridges, but it was still too deep and wide to cross with anything less than a bridge or ferry. 

    It took a day and a half to retreat across the bridge, but Lord General Zel’Saldain used that time to his benefit. He set up his forces along the water, but far enough back that it would be hard for the Evandians to hit them with arrows. Then they dug in, throwing up earthworks and a simple wooden palisade between the river and their camp. 

    The last Andarians across the bridge were chased by explosions as the Andarian Battlemages destroyed it. 

    The Evandian army arrived the next day. Lord General Zel’Rantal surveyed the destroyed bridge and shook his head in anger. “It’s six days south to the next bridge that will hold us. And there is no way to cross this river without being slaughtered. Messenger,” he said over his shoulder and a young lieutenant came to his side immediately. “Use the message book to inform Twin Bridges that the Andarian Army is on the north side of the Zel’Horgan at the Zel’Sardal Bridge, and the bridge has been destroyed. They are stopped, but we’re in no position to push them back any farther.” 

    “Yes, Sir!” the young officer snapped, and went to send the message. Like the Gold Merchants’ ledger, the generals’ Message Book instantly sent anything written in it to the Master Book in Twin Bridges, and received anything written there as well. 

    * * *

    The moon passed quietly in Twin Bridges. The Andarian Army had been stopped ten days’ march north of the city. Now the war became a war of words as envoys from both kingdoms rode back and forth between their leaders. 

    Stavin waited until all of the wagons he’d ordered had arrived in the East Bridge caravansary before he approached the king. “King Kalin, I request permission to go home. Our new wagons are ready, and we’re going to Aravad to meet the rest of the wagons from Kel’Kavin.” 

    The king frowned as he looked at Stavin. “I knew this was coming, but the timing leaves something to be desired. Very well, Stavin. There is one other thing to do before you go. A last task that I need you to take care of for me.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    The king smiled crookedly. “It may be harder than you think. Go ahead and have your people prepare to leave. I’ll meet you in the stables in a span or two.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Stavin said again, bowing very low before turning and leaving the room. 

    Stavin took leave of the general as well, but couldn’t find Dahvin or Princess Marina. He spent over a span looking for them, and finally went to the stables in a sulk. He froze in his tracks when he arrived. The king was there talking to Charvil, and Marina and Dahvin were beside him. 

    “Do you foresee a problem with this, Warmaster?” the king was asking. 

    “No, Your Majesty,” Charvil answered. “It was one of Kel’Kavin’s ancient purposes.” 

    The king nodded. “Then I leave my daughter in your hands, Warmaster.” He turned and embraced Marina. “Be careful, Mary. I need you to be safe.” 

    “I will, Daddy,” Princess Marina said as she buried her face in her father’s shoulder. 

    The king turned and walked quickly towards the door without looking at Stavin. He paused when he reached Stavin’s side, and whispered, “Guard her well, Stavin. The future of Evandia is in your hands.” Then he walked away. Stavin watched him go, then turned to find everyone watching him. 

    Charvil said, “Mount up,” and everyone, including Marina and Dahvin, mounted their horses. “Stavin, mount up,” he snapped, and Stavin all but leaped into the saddle. “We’ll explain later.” 

    Stavin fell in at the back of the group, but Dahvin and Marina were right behind Charvil and Darak. Stavin looked over at Dennil and asked, “What’s going on?”

    “King Kalin has requested that we take Princess Marina to Kel’Kavin for safety. He’s concerned that the Andarians might try something else and wants her safely out of the kingdom.” 

    “But why us?” 

    Dennil looked at Stavin, then poked him on his stars. “Not so much us, Stavin, as you. By the way, there are twenty Royal Guardsmen waiting at your wagons, as well as a brace of maids for Her Highness. Those drivers you hired have been dismissed with full pay by His Majesty. Are you sure you didn’t know about this before?”

    “No. Why?”

    “That enclosed wagon of yours. What was it for?”

    Stavin grinned and said, “Cooking.” Then a new thought made his smile fade. “Oh, Gods Below, I hope one of Princess Marina’s maids can cook. The way we cook, she’ll starve to death before we reach Kolovad.” 

    Dennil looked at him with a wry expression and shook his head. “And you think of this now? You couldn’t have hired a cook for us?” 

    Stavin smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “I didn’t think of it.” 

    The group made good time to the East Bridge caravansary and found the wagons harnessed and ready to roll. Ten guardsmen were sitting on the benches of half of them, and an equal number of guardswomen were milling around beside them. Six women who Stavin recognized as Marina’s maids were with them.

    Charvil turned his head and snapped, “Stavin, front and center.” 

    Stavin rode around the group and came to attention in the saddle. “Sir!”

    “Put your vest on and take charge of the caravan. I want the princess and her maids in the enclosed wagon. Put them in the number two slot. You drive number one. Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, you drive the princess’s wagon.” He looked at the guards and shook his head. “Stavin, you rank everyone but Lord Dahvin. Get the guards in civilian clothes. The king said he ordered them to bring some. Lord Dahvin, find out if any of the Guardswomen know how to drive a wagon. We’re going to need a few more drivers.” Stavin and Dahvin both snapped to attention and said, “Yes, Sir,” then went to carry out his orders. 

    “Master Stavin,” the caravansary manager said as Stavin rode to the front of the caravan, “this is highly irregular.” 

    Stavin looked at him and nodded. “His Majesty was kind enough to lend me the guardsmen to help drive our wagons to Aravad. He’s concerned about our safety.” Stavin smiled wryly. “Well, my safety.” 

    The man gave him a dubious look. “And all those women?” he asked, pointing toward the enclosed wagon with his chin. 

    “That’s a little more complicated,” Stavin said as he desperately tried to think of a good story. “They are brides-to-be,” he finally said, not being completely untruthful. After all, even Princess Marina was going to be a bride one day. “Kavinston is a small, isolated town. We have to bring in new blood once in a while to avoid inbreeding.” Again, not completely untruthful. But he wasn’t going to mention it to Marina.

    The caravansary manager smiled and nodded. “Ah, that makes sense. Well, good voyage to you, Master Stavin.” He smiled and walked away, and Stavin went to the wagons. 

    The wagon Stavin was going to drive was the only one that was already loaded. Corinne had sent up over three thousand books, and there was a double layer of wooden planks in the bed and between the books. Over that was his desk, buried under an assortment of furs, silks, pillows, blankets, and strange sculptures that invited anyone who touched them to spend a span caressing their curves. She’d had the wainwright make a water-tight cover for it as well. He tied his horse to the back and then walked down the line. “Guards, we don’t want to draw too much attention to ourselves, so put on your civilian clothes over your mail. Keep your weapons close at hand, but I don’t expect very much trouble. Our wagons are obviously empty, and no bandit is going to risk fighting us for a bunch of empty wagons.” He smiled and caressed the Kel’Aniston dragon that was carved into the side of the wagon. “Especially not these wagons.” 

    Charvil soon rode up beside him. “Stavin, we have enough drivers that we can keep three men in the saddle. Just keep your weapons close at hand and make sure you keep your eyes open.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered. He stowed his Dragon’s Tongue in easy reach and was rearranging some of the things he’d brought with him when a tall, muscular, blonde-haired woman climbed up and sat next to him. “Sergeant Zel’Halvis?” he asked. 

    The woman looked at him and shrugged. “The Warmaster said to ride up here with you, Lieutenant,” she said as she wedged a crossbow point down against the floorboard between them. She tucked her sword behind the seat, then smiled. “This is the first time I’ve left Twin Bridges in three years.” 

    Stavin smiled and shook his head. “I hope you’re as happy about it come winter,” he said with a sigh. He stood and looked down the line, then sat back down as Charvil joined him. “We’re ready, Sir.” 

    “Then let’s get on the road, Stavin. It’s still a long way home.” 

     

     


    Chapter 33

    STAVIN LED HIS CARAVAN UP THE road to Kolovad once again, but it was an uneventful trip. They circled the wagons every night, and Princess Marina had her maids cook for the entire group. None of the warriors said anything, but they shared conspiratorial smiles at most meals. 

    The Royal Guards joined them on watch, but Charvil had special orders for them. “Stay in the perimeter. If there’s any trouble, anything at all, you know your duty. Let us deal with the wagons. You protect Her Highness.” 

    He had instructions for Princess Marina as well. “Just stay near your wagon, Your Highness. If something happens, hide inside. The walls are thick enough to keep you safe, and your guards can handle the rest.” 

    The Kolovad bazaar was hard to pass up, but Stavin gritted his teeth and nodded his agreement when Charvil decreed that they all stay with the wagons and just buy supplies from the caravansary. Three days later they reached the Kavadian border and Charvil’s whole demeanor changed. 

    “I want everyone conspicuously armed,” he commanded in a grim tone before they approached the border. “Crossbows in plain sight and swords in reach. Keep your armor visible as well. This is Kavadia: There is no such thing as a safe camp between here and Aravad.” 

    Dahvin stepped forward and faced Charvil. “Warmaster, shouldn’t we all be in uniform as well?” 

    Charvil shook his head. “No, Lieutenant Zel’Fordal. That would be the worst thing we could do.” 

    “How so, Sir?” Dahvin asked as his head tilted to the side. 

    “Because it would make us targets. Armed men and women in Kavadia are so common that hardly anyone will notice. Stavin’s golden armor is bad enough,” he paused and frowned as he looked at Stavin and shook his head, “but he’s gotten a reputation as a bad person to mess with and not many fools would think he was worth the effort. A bunch of Royal Guards strutting around in uniform would mean someone important is with us, and that person might be worth some ransom.” 

    Dahvin and the other guards shared looks of comprehension. “We’d be asking for trouble.” 

    “Just so,” Charvil agreed. “Don’t worry about looking pretty. Look dangerous. Dangerous beats pretty out here.” 

    The caravan crossed the border at dawn, and Stavin carefully hid his armor under his cloak. The border guards didn’t even look at them. They had no reason to suspect that the single most important person in Evandia was riding past them in the cook wagon. 

    The first night they camped in Kavadia, Charvil gave new orders. “Warriors on watch four and four outside the perimeter. Guardsmen on watch five and five inside. Ladies,” he said, looking at the female guards, “five and five around the princess’s wagon. At the first sign of any trouble I want all of the guards around the princess. Change the watch at mid night. Any questions?” There were none, and everyone moved to obey the Warmaster. 

    The caravan had no trouble for the first three days, but near sundown of the fourth day a man stepped out into the road in front of Stavin’s wagon and held up his hand. 

    “Halt!” the man shouted. “What goods are you hauling, trader?”

    “None,” Stavin answered. “We’re bringing a consignment of new wagons to Aravad.” 

    “Why would anyone in Aravad need wagons from Evandia?” the man asked in a jovial tone. 

    “That’s between the Traders and the wainwrights,” Stavin said with a shrug. “We’re just delivering them.” 

    The man laughed and shook his head. “We’ll take a look anyway,” he said as he stepped forward. A dozen other men stepped out of the bushes, and Charvil’s horn rang up the caravan. Suddenly every warrior and guard was armed, many of them pointing cocked crossbows at the men on foot. 

    Stavin said, “I don’t think so,” as he stood, shrugging aside his cloak and revealing his armor as he brought his Dragon’s Tongue to ready. 

    The leader of the would-be bandits saw Stavin’s golden armor and screamed, “It’s a trap!” as he spun on one foot and all but dove into the bushes. All along the line the rest of the bandits had followed his example, with one exception. That unfortunate individual had taken one step too many toward the princess’s wagon and the guardsman behind her had killed him with a well-placed crossbow bolt. 

    Charvil rode back and looked down at the man. He was already dead, and Charvil shook his head at the guardsman. “Get him off the road and retrieve that bolt. We may need it.” He sat his horse calmly as three guardsmen pulled the man’s body off the road. When everyone was ready once again, Charvil sounded his horn and Stavin led them away again. 

    When the caravan reached Aravad, Stavin led them into the caravansary to the accompaniment of shouted questions from the other caravans as well as people outside the fences. They had formed a double circle around the princess’s wagon by the time a man came to find Stavin. 

    “Good day, Master Trader. What caravan is this?” the man asked. 

    Stavin bowed and said, “Kel’Aniston. I am Master Trader Stavin Kel’Aniston.” 

    “Ah, I’ve heard of you. Yes, Zel’Vandar’s contractor from last year. What are your needs, Master Stavin?” 

    Stavin waved a hand at the wagons. “For now, just parking, and fodder and water for the animals. We’ll be picking up a large shipment of grain tomorrow, once I’ve had the chance to see the grain merchants.”

    “Indeed,” the manager said, looking at the wagons. “How large, if you don’t mind my asking?” 

    “About a thousand bags of assorted grains and beans,” Stavin replied. 

    The man gave Stavin a suspicious look, then said, “That is a huge shipment, Master Stavin.” 

    Stavin nodded. “We know. Excuse me, now, I have some other arrangements to make.” Stavin bowed to the manager and the man walked away. Stavin looked around until he spotted a boy of about twelve near the fence and waved him over. 

    “You needs som’at, Master Trader?” the boy asked as he looked down at Stavin. 

    “Can you be trusted to deliver a message?” Stavin asked. 

    “Trusted as trusted can be, Master Trader,” the boy answered with a grin. 

    Stavin smiled and almost laughed. “Trusted as two sparks can buy,” he replied. “I need a message delivered to the Zel’Valin Trading House, to Master Trader Dardan Kel’Valin.” He pulled two sparks out and held them up. “One now, one when you return with a signed answer from Master Dardan. Agreed?” 

    “I’m yer man, Master Trader,” the boy answered. 

    Stavin pulled the slip of parchment he’d written the night before from his vest and handed it and a spark to the boy. “Return with a signed answer, or the second spark stays in my pouch.” 

    The boy bobbed a sketchy bow and took off at a dead run. Stavin turned around to find Charvil watching him. 

    “What was that all about, Stavin?” Charvil asked as he watched the boy run up the road.

    “I can’t leave the caravan with no other Master here, so I asked the one grain merchant I know to come out here.” 

    Charvil shook his head and walked off muttering. Stavin just smiled. His note was simple. It read, Master Trader Dardan, would you do me the honor of visiting my caravan for the purpose of bargaining? The Horse-Thief’s Apprentice. ‘There was a note that he’d added to the bottom as well. I paid the boy. He’s lying.

    It was only three spans later that the boy returned with Master Dardan right behind him. The boy had a sullen look that told Stavin that he’d been right. The boy had tried to get Dardan to pay him as well. 

    Stavin smiled and tossed the boy the second spark, then bowed to Master Dardan. “Welcome to House Kel’Aniston’s caravan, Master Trader Dardan.” 

    Dardan looked at him closely. “Kethlan’s apprentice, are you?” 

    “Close enough, Master Dardan. I’m--”

    “Master Trader Stavin,” Dardan interrupted. “I know. What is it you’re looking to bargain for?” 

    Stavin looked over his shoulder and found Charvil just a few steps away. Looking back at Dardan, he said, “A thousand bags of assorted grains and beans.” 

    Master Dardan froze for a moment, but just a breath or two. “A thousand, you say? How much of what kinds of grains?”

    Stavin had been given the order before they left Kavinston, and said, “Two hundred bags each of wheat, barley, and rye, with the remaining four hundred of beans.”

    Charvil stepped up to Stavin’s side and said, “We’re here to buy the Kavinston supplies. The Traders in Kahrant’s Pass have annoyed us.” 

    Master Dardan’s eyebrows rose. “Kavinston?” He looked at the wagons and a silent whistle pursed his lips. “Very well. Zel’Valin can handle that order. Now, young Master Stavin, let’s see how much you learned from that horse-thief.” 

    Stavin and Dardan began bargaining hard, and grew harder by the moment. There was a rhythm to the give and take that Stavin had picked up from listening to Sahren and Kethlan, and had refined under Rahlina’s tutelage. It took six spans to complete the bargaining, and by the end Stavin was a sweat-sodden mess. Dardan was in much better shape. 

    It was Charvil who was the most stunned by the outcome. “Thirty gold crowns?” he asked. 

    “I almost had you down to a twenty-eight,” Stavin said to Dardan through his panting. He was grinning from ear-to-ear, and Dardan had to laugh at him. 

    “No, you didn’t,” Dardan laughed back. “You’re not as good as that horse-thief, but you’re better than most.”

    “Thirty gold crowns?” Charvil asked again. 

    “Yes, Sir. Two hundred bags cost five crowns, plus two for shipping.” Stavin shrugged. “Those thieves in Kahrant’s Pass have been robbing us.” 

    Master Dardan looked at Stavin and cautiously asked, “How badly have they been cheating you, Master Stavin?”

    Stavin shook his head. “There’s a difference in size between Evandian, Kavadian, and Farindian crowns, but I’d say they’ve been charging at least double what the shipment was worth. Maybe triple.”

    Charvil growled, “Bel’Serva is a dead man.” 

    Master Dardan looked at Charvil, then at Stavin and shook his head. “I’ll give orders for the warehouse to separate your shipment, Master Stavin. We’ll be ready by morning.” He bowed, then turned away and walked off with a jaunty lift to his step. 

    “He beat me,” Stavin sighed. “He got a good deal for his House, but we got a good deal as well. Not as good as Kethlan could have gotten, but still a good deal.” 

    Charvil was still shaking his head as he muttered, “I can’t believe we were so blind.” 

    Stavin decided to keep his mouth shut. 

     


    Chapter 34

    THE CARAVAN HAD SETTLED DOWN FOR the evening when a visitor arrived asking for Stavin. He immediately went to find out who it was and smiled as he bowed to Lord Ahlic. “Lord Zel’Vandar, it’s a pleasure to see you again. How may I be of service?” Stavin asked with another bow. 

    Lord Ahlic bowed slightly before he spoke. “Master Stavin, it’s my understanding that you’re purchasing the Kavinston supplies.” 

    “We are, Lord Zel’Vandar.”

    The lord was silent for a moment, then shook his head. “It was our understanding that you bought from Kahrant’s Pass.”

    “We did, Lord Zel’Vandar,” Stavin replied with a bow, “but recent discoveries led the Elders’ Council to rethink that policy.” Stavin’s mouth twisted into a bitter frown. “Master Trader Bel’Serva has been double-charging us. We never suspected until--” He shook his head. “We’re through with them.”

    Lord Ahlic nodded. “We would like you to take a message back to your Elders’ Council, if you would.” At Stavin’s bow he continued. “Please tell your Council that the Aravad Trader’s Council welcomes this extra trade, and would like it to continue. If possible, we would like to have a face-to-face meeting with representatives of your Council next spring or summer.” He smiled as he looked behind Stavin. 

    Stavin turned and saw Charvil and Darak right behind him. “I will convey your message, Lord Zel’Vandar,” he said as he turned back to the lord. 

    “Very well, Master Stavin. There is one other thing that I’d appreciate your cooperation with.” 

    Stavin bowed. “If I can, Lord Zel’Vandar.” 

    The lord smiled tightly. “Next year, if you will, spread it around a little. You’ve all but bought out Zel’Valin. Rahndahl is crowing like a spring rooster about clearing his warehouse so early in the season.” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed. “I will try, Lord Zel’Vandar. It’s just that Master Dardan is the only grain merchant I know.” 

    “Because of that shipment Kethlan arranged for you?” he asked. When Stavin nodded, he smiled and let his eyes fall. “That old scoundrel.” 

    “Ward Stavin,” a guardsman said, and Stavin spun in place to face him with a furious expression on his face. “Your pardon, Master Stavin. You’re needed at the--cook wagon.” 

    “Very well,” Stavin said, then turned back to Lord Zel’Vandar. “I beg your pardon, Lord Zel’Vandar, but it seems I can’t be left alone for a moment.” 

    Lord Zel’Vandar almost laughed. “Such is the life of a Master Trader, young man. Go take care of your business.” With that he turned and walked away while Stavin rounded on the guard. 

    “Are you daft?” he whispered. “No one calls me Ward Stavin here.” 

    “Ward Stavin, Her Highness wants you at her wagon,” the man said again, but he said it softly. 

    Stavin took a deep breath through his nose to calm himself, and then went to the cook wagon. When he got there, he found the princess sitting by the fire. “Yes, Your Highness?” he asked, but he didn’t bow. No one did. That had been part of Charvil’s orders as well.

    “Stavin, is there any way you’ll let me get away from this caravan for a little while?” Princess Marina asked. 

    “It’s not my decision, Your Highness,” he replied softly. “This is a dangerous city.” 

    “Warmaster?” she asked, looking past Stavin to where Charvil was standing. 

    Charvil considered her request for a moment, then nodded. “After we load up in the morning we’ll leave Stavin and a team of guards with the wagons and I’ll lead you to the market district. What are you looking for, Your Highness?”

    Princess Marina sighed and shook her head as she looked at the fire. “Nothing in particular. I just want to get out.” She smiled and shook her head. “I’ve never been to Aravad before. As a matter of fact, I’ve never even been to Kavadia before.” 

    “There are good reasons for that, Your Highness,” one of the maids said. “They say the difference between a bandit and an Aravadian Trader is that the Trader will smile when he puts the knife to your throat.” 

    “Close,” Charvil agreed with a laugh, “but the truth is that Aravad is nearly as civilized as Twin Bridges.”

    “How can you say that?” one of the Guardswomen asked. 

    Charvil shrugged. “I’ve never been attacked in Aravad. Oh, the thieves are here, but they’re not so bold as to attack an armed warrior. The power in Aravad is the Trading Houses, and they want peace and security. It’s good for business. Consequently, they thoroughly discourage thieves in their midst.”

    Dahvin cleared his throat and spoke to Charvil. “Warmaster, I have to insist that everyone around Princess Marina be fully armed.” 

    “Oh, I agree, Lieutenant. No sense in letting our guard down and tempting someone. But I don’t expect any trouble.” He grinned at Dahvin. “Not with all of us walking around armed to the teeth.” 

    * * *

    The first place Stavin led them to in the morning was the Gold Merchants’ Chapter House. Charvil was on Kavinston’s access list, and withdrew the necessary thirty crowns. Stavin withdrew twenty crowns of his own. Then they went to the Zel’Valin Trading House. 

    A well-dressed man was waiting with Master Dardan, and it wasn’t hard for Stavin to guess who it was. He walked up and bowed automatically, then spoke to Dardan. “Master Dardan, we are ready to load at your convenience.” 

    Master Dardan smiled and returned Stavin’s bow. “Master Stavin, allow me to introduce the head of our House, Lord Rahndahl Zel’Valin.”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Lord Zel’Valin, I am pleased to meet you.” 

    “Not half as pleased as I am to meet you, young Master Stavin,” the lord said with a very definite touch of humor in his voice. “You’ve nearly emptied our warehouse in one purchase.” 

    Charvil stepped up beside Stavin and bowed. “Lord Zel’Valin, I have your payment.” 

    Lord Rahndahl and Dardan both looked closely at the four stars on Charvil’s shoulder. Then Lord Rahndahl carefully pushed Stavin’s cloak aside to see his shoulder. Looking back at Charvil, he said, “Introduce yourself, if you will.” 

    Charvil bowed. “I am Warmaster Charvil Kel’Horval.” 

    “An Elder of Kavinston,” Lord Rahndahl said in a soft tone. 

    “Until last season. Warmaster Kel’Carin took my place when he surpassed my count.” He smiled crookedly. “Until we get home, that is.”

    “It is my understanding that the Traders in Kahrant’s Pass have finally been caught cheating you,” Lord Rahndahl said. “That is fortunate for us. Is this all the supplies you will be needing?”

    Charvil nodded, but Stavin shook his head and said, “When the wagons from Kavinston arrive we’ll need to load up some more, but it will be mostly sausages and cheeses, as well as a good supply of spices.”

    “Stavin?” Charvil asked, looking at him sideways. 

    “There’s no sense in taking them home empty, Sir.” 

    Charvil shook his head. “We only have authorization to buy the normal allotment for the town, Stavin.”

    “Yes, Sir. But I have my own funds to buy the rest with. I have extra--family--to feed this year.” 

    Charvil considered that statement carefully for a moment. “You do indeed, Stavin. Very well, do as you wish.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Barvil warned me you’d do something like this, but I didn’t believe him.” 

    * * *

    The wagons were loaded before mid day, and all of them returned to the caravansary to await the arrival of the wagons from Kavinston. Stavin joined Dennil, Keval, and Wallin on watch while Charvil led Princess Marina, her maids, and everyone else from the caravan to the Aravad Market. Stavin watched them go with a feeling of almost indescribable envy, then sighed and began marching his route. 

    It was nearly sundown when a shout drew his attention, but it wasn’t Charvil. Eleven men on horseback rode into the caravansary and straight toward them. It wasn’t until they got close that Stavin recognized Karvik. 

    “Stave! Stave, you’re never going to believe it!” Karvik was shouting as he broke ranks and rode forward. He brought his horse to a stop beside Stavin and dismounted. Then he turned and showed Stavin the two stars on his shoulder. “Fifty-three, Stave!” he shouted. 

    Stavin slapped him on the stars. He managed to say, “Congratulations, Kar,” through his grin. 

    “Where’s everyone else?” 

    Stavin grimaced. “At the market,” he replied in a sullen tone. “I had to stay with the caravan.” 

    The rest of the warriors had dismounted as well and Warleader Sixth Tarvan Kel’Jesta walked up to Stavin. “Where’s your leader?”

    “Charvil led everyone else to the market, Warleader Kel’Jesta,” Stavin replied. 

    “The Warmaster?” Tarvan asked. “What’s he doing here?”

    “Trying to keep Stavin out of trouble,” Wallin said as he walked up. “You’re supposed to be walking, Stavin, not talking.” 

    Stavin grimaced and smiled. He said, “Later,” as he hurried away. 

    Wallin shook his head and said, “The kid’s amazing. Our horses are in that paddock,” he said, pointing to the side of the caravansary. “Drop your gear and see to your horses. Charvil and the rest should be back soon.” He walked off behind Stavin while Tarvan gave his orders. 

    “You heard him. Let’s settle in.” He grabbed his gear and took it to the center of the caravan, then led his horse to the paddock and turned it loose. 

    It wasn’t long before Charvil led the princess’ party back to the caravan. “Tarvan!” he shouted and all of the warriors rose to their feet and froze there as the seventeen assorted women of the group filed by, talking about their purchases and comparing notes. 

    Tarvan looked at Charvil and said, “Warmaster?” 

    “It’s a long story, Tarvan. Be very polite to the tall blonde. All of you be very, very polite.” 

    Karvik looked at the woman and said, “Oh, he didn’t,” as he remembered Stavin’s description from two years before.

    The Warmaster smacked Karvik’s shoulder. “Quietly, Karvik. Yes, he did. More precisely, her father did. There’s serious unrest in Evandia now that they’re at war with Andaria. She’ll be staying in the Royal Suite of the fortress.” 

    Karvik whistled. “No wonder he was grinning so much. Warmaster, look!” he said excitedly and turned his shoulder toward Charvil. 

    Charvil nodded when he saw Karvik’s twin stars. “I see you had an active season as well. Settle in, men. One of the maids has been cooking for us, and she’s very talented.” 

    All of the warriors sat down, and soon Dahvin led the guardsmen and women over to the fire. Charvil waved them forward and ran through the introductions. “We should be picking up a few more groups of our men before we head north on the last leg of our journey.” 

    Tarvan sent his junior quad out to relieve the watch and everyone waited for Stavin and the others to arrive. When they did, Karvik stood up and looked at Stavin. 

    “What did you do this time?” he asked in a tone that made everyone laugh. 

    Stavin smiled sourly and shrugged his cloak aside, revealing his shoulder. “Not much.” 

    There was a general silence, then Karvik shouted, “Gods Below! What am I going to have to do to get ahead of you?” 

    “That will take quite an effort, young warrior,” Princess Marina said as she walked up. “Ward Stavin was deeply involved in ending the plot against my father.”

    “Ward Stavin?” Karvik asked, looking at Stavin carefully. 

    Stavin blushed and stammered, so it was Marina who answered. “Stavin had killed seventeen men in single combat and my father wanted him to stop. Since he couldn’t honorably order Stavin to refuse challenges, he made him a Ward of the Evandian Crown. That way it was treason for anyone to challenge him.”

    “And,” Dahvin prompted. 

    Princess Marina gave Dahvin a very intense look. “And made Stavin my little brother in the process.” 

    Karvik looked at his friend and the blood drained from his face as he said, “Stave, that makes you a--”

    “No, it doesn’t,” Stavin interrupted. “I wasn’t born to a Chosen clan, so it just means that Her Highness can tease me like my sisters do. Except she’s a lot nicer about it.” 

    Dahvin was still looking at her and said, “So far, Stavin. She’s still getting used to it.” 

    “And who are you, Sir?” Karvik asked in a respectful tone as he bowed.

    “Kar, I told you about Lieutenant Dahvin Zel’Fordal,” Stavin said, bowing slightly to Dahvin. “He’s one of the princess’ cousins.” 

    Tarvan interrupted as he faced the Warmaster. “What’s all this, Sir?” he asked, waving around at the wagons. 

    Charvil said, “The fall supplies. Stavin got the spring supplies for less than half what we paid last year, and these for less than a third. We’re buying from here from now on.” Charvil’s expression took on a deadly cast. “Trader Bel’Serva is in for hard times when we catch him.” 

    “How long will we remain here, Warmaster?” Princess Marina asked. 

    “I would like to wait for the other wagons from Kavinston, or at least another group of guards, Your Highness.” He indicated the wagons. “What you see around you is what we’ll be eating all winter. There is no way to resupply after the snow blocks the gap.” 

    Princess Marina thought for a moment, then nodded her acceptance. “Very well.” She looked at Karvik, then at the rest of the warriors around her. “My father will be pleased that I’m so well protected, but please don’t keep us too long, Warmaster. Carriann is talented, but I grow tired of her concoctions.” 

    “We can do something about that, at least,” Karvik said, then blushed and added, “Your Highness.” 

    Princess Marina fixed him with a curious stare. “How so?”

    Karvik looked around for help, but no one was coming to his rescue, so he said, “We can order from an inn, Your Highness. It won’t be what you’re used to, Your Highness, but it will be something different.” 

    Princess Marina looked at Charvil and raised an eyebrow. He smiled and bowed slightly in return. “It’s your idea, Karvik, so you get to go fetch it. That will be the evening meal for forty-seven.” 

    Karvik’s expression turned panicky for an instant as everyone laughed, and Stavin reached into his armor for his pouch. “Here, Kar. Arrange for morning meal as well. I agree with Her Highness. Besides, Carriann deserves a day of rest as much as any of us.” 

    Karvik weighed the purse in his hand as he looked at Stavin, and Charvil said, “Anyone who doesn’t have a star go with him.” That caused some laughter because only the members of Tarvan’s group qualified. 

    Princess Marina said, “Stavin, come with me for a moment,” and turned away with Stavin obediently following her. She climbed up onto the enclosed wagon and went inside, and he followed. She smiled when she turned around. “Your friend seems somewhat overawed, Stavin.”

    “No more than I was at first, Marina,” Stavin replied with a grin. “He’ll recover, though I wouldn’t bet on him joking with you any time before spring.”

    “So, what’s the real reason we’re staying here?” she asked, leaning forward to gaze into his eyes. 

    “What Charvil said. We have at least ten wagons coming down from Kavinston. I’d personally like to load up extra for Shari and Karlin. I’ve got other things I want to buy as well, especially from the butchers.” He grinned. “There is one butcher who makes an absolutely delicious hard sausage. I also want cheeses and an assortment of spices. I knew I should have hit the markets in Twin Bridges, but I lost track of time. Buying here is a little more expensive, and I’ll actually have to send Karvik to get the stuff, but it won’t be bad.” 

    She smiled and chuckled a little. “I saw you just toss him your pouch. Do you even know how much was in there?” 

    “No. Kar won’t cheat me anymore than I’d cheat him. And let’s be realistic about it: I have a lot more than I’ll ever need. He’s buying us all food. I couldn’t expect him to use his own gold for it.” 

    “But yours--?” she prompted.

    He shrugged again. “That’s what it’s there for.” 

    She shook her head as she smiled. “Oh, Stavi. Shari and I are going to spend a lot of time talking about you.” 

    Stavin chuckled. “Somehow, I’m sure you will, Mary.”


    Chapter 35

    IT TOOK THREE ADDITIONAL DAYS FOR the wagons to arrive from Kavinston, and Stavin sent Karvik with his pouch and all of the veterans to buy the rest of the supplies. Karvik might not have been up to Stavin’s standard when it came to bargaining, but word had made it to all the Trading Houses that the Kavinston order was theirs to lose, so none of them took outrageous advantage of his inexperience. 

    Two other groups also joined them in that time, and Charvil was satisfied with his guards for the trip home. “Stavin, plan on leaving in the morning,” he commanded as the caravan settled in for the night. 

    “Yes, Sir!” Stavin almost shouted, grinning up at Charvil. 

    Charvil chuckled, and set extra watches that night. All eleven members of each team patrolled for part of the night, and by morning they were all grinning. Tarvan walked up to Charvil and said, “You should have seen the eyes watching us. The thieves knew how much was out here, but not one of them was foolish enough to come out of the shadows.” 

    The thirty-two wagons of the supply caravan left Aravad on a fine autumn day, headed north to Kavinston. The trip took fifteen days, and soon the warriors were pointing out the landmarks that led to Kel’Kavin. 

    Princess Marina was sitting on the bench beside Dahvin, looking for the valley, but she couldn’t find it. She finally got frustrated and looked at the nearest warrior and asked, “Where is it?” in a frustrated tone.

    “Right there, Your Highness,” the man answered as he pointed.

    “Right where? All I see is a rock wall.” 

    He chuckled. “That’s it, Your Highness. That’s the outside wall of Kel’Kavin. If you follow that sliver of light down, you’ll see Fort Kel’Kavin once we round the next bend.” 

    Princess Marina looked at the wall in front of her and sat speechless as they rounded the bend. The gap seemed to only be wide enough for a single person to pass at a time, and the tiny fort at the base of it was not impressive. Then the wall grew taller, seeming to loom over them, and the gap grew wider. And wider. And the fort grew to monumental proportions. 

    “Gods Above and Below,” she whispered. 

    Dahvin had to agree. “Stavin told me they can stop an entire army with just a dozen men in that fort. Uncle Kal was right, Mary. This place is safe enough no matter what happens.” 

    The men on guard at the old fort saw them coming and rang the bell to get Kavinston’s attention, then used mirror code to signal who was approaching. The wagons rumbled through the gap as the Evandian members of the party gazed up in wonder at the massive walls that were to be their protection for the winter.

    Dahvin was shaking his head slowly as they passed through the gap. “These walls are at least ten dragons thick,” he murmured to Princess Marina. “Nothing could breach them.” 

    It still took two spans for the wagons to reach Kavinston and nearly every man in the town was waiting to help unload. Stavin turned his reins over to the guardswoman who was riding with him and stood up, then called Karvik to his side. 

    “Kar, take the princess’ wagon to the fortress and show her up to the Royal Suite.” 

    “Why me?” Karvik asked as his eyebrows drew down in puzzlement. 

    “Would you rather help unload the wagons?” Stavin asked and Karvik immediately wheeled his horse around. He swung in beside the princess’ wagon and had Dahvin follow him away from the rest. 

    Stavin pulled his wagon to a stop in front of the community store, but waved everyone to the next wagon back. “None of this is staying here,” he said as he scanned the crowd for his family. 

    Karlit was the first to find him. “Stavin, welcome home,” he almost shouted. 

    “Hi, Dad? Where’s Shari?”

    “In the Archive. I went to fetch her, but she doesn’t want to bring Karlin out into this crowd. He’s been fussy lately.” 

    Stavin laughed, then looked over at the storehouse. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey was directing the unloading, so he tied his reins to the brake and walked over to join him. Charvil was at his side a moment later. 

    “Mikal,” Charvil began, “Trader Bel’Serva has been cheating us far more than we suspected.” 

    Stavin looked at Charvil and bowed. “Sir, about Marina,” he prompted. 

    Charvil nodded. “Mikal, we need to convene the council immediately.”

    “Why, Charvil?” 

    “We have a royal guest. There are a few other things I have to tell you as well, but that’s the most important one.” 

    The Chief Elder looked at Stavin for a moment, then tilted his head to the side to see his shoulder. When Stavin obligingly turned his left side toward him he frowned. “How many?”

    “Eighty-five, Chief Elder,” Stavin replied as he snapped to attention. 

    The Chief Elder looked at Charvil and asked, “And you?”

    “I added three to my count, Chief Elder. And we lost Stoval.” 

    Mikal’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Charvil. Come with me.” He turned to go and Charvil and Stavin both started following him, but he shook his head to stop them. “Not you, Stavin. See to your family first. We’ll summon you tomorrow.”

    Stavin stopped and came to attention before he said, “Yes, Chief Elder.” 

    Marinis and Karlit met him as he walked back to his wagon. “Stavin,” Karlit said, “Far and his family moved home when the wagons left. Shari, Karlin, and Sallin are still with us as well, and your brothers have been fixing up the little house for you.” He looked at the wagon. “How much did you bring home?”

    Stavin laughed. “Too much. It’ll wait. Right now, I have to go see Shari and Karlin.” Stavin grinned as he climbed up onto his wagon, and his parents laughed at his expression. Then Marinis’ expression changed. 

    “Stavin! Three stars?”

    Stavin grinned. “Yes, Mom. My count is at eighty-five now. I’ll tell everyone about it tonight.” He grinned at their expressions, and then drove away.

    Stavin parked the wagon outside the fortress and hurried up to the Archive. He heard Karlin before he arrived, and then the baby quieted down. When he looked through the door he saw Shari sitting at her desk with Karlin suckling while Sallin was busy at the side of the room. 

    “Shari?” Stavin said and her head snapped around toward him. “I’m home, darling.” 

    “Oh, Stavi,” she breathed as tears began to glitter in her eyes. 

    He was in her arms in a moment, hugging her and Karlin together as they kissed. Stavin took a moment to kiss Karlin’s head as he continued to nurse, and then kissed Shari again. 

    Sallin stepped forward and asked, “Do you want me to take him, Mistress?”

    Shari shook her head. “No, Salli, we’ll keep him with us.” 

    Stavin smiled at the girl, and then turned back to his wife. “I have so much to tell you, Shari, but it’ll wait. Are you ready to leave?” 

    Sharindis laughed and picked up her bag. “Since the moment they announced you were back. Karli’s just been a little colicky and I didn’t want him out in the crowd while everyone is yelling.” 

    Stavin took her by the arm and led her out of the Archive with Sallin a step behind them. They had managed to get out of the fortress before anyone said anything to them, and it was Bahrandik who found them. 

    “Stave, I wondered where you disappeared to,” he asked as he walked up. 

    “Family first, Bar. Would you mind bringing the wagon? Most of it will have to stay there until we can put it in the new house, but some of the food can come inside.” 

    Bahrandik laughed and climbed aboard the wagon, then followed them at a slow walk back to their parent’s house. Farlit and his wife, Delia, met them on the porch. 

    “Welcome home, Stave,” Farlit said as they climbed the stairs. 

    “Thanks, Far,” Stavin answered as he helped Shari up the stairs. 

    Delia looked behind him at the wagon Bahrandik was driving and asked, “How much did you bring back this time?”

    “That’s mostly books, Delia,” Stavin answered. “About three thousand of them.” 

    Sharindis froze as she turned toward him. “Three thousand books?” 

    “I’ll explain later,” he replied, and the timber of his voice made her smile. 

    “Salli, take Karlin,” she said and the girl immediately came to her side. “We’ll talk later, Stavi.” She sighed, and then they both laughed as they headed toward the stairs. 

     

     


    Chapter 36

    CHARVIL AND MIKAL WENT TO THE Council Chamber and the rest of the Elders’ Council was summoned. Barvil walked in and found Charvil sitting in his chair at the Council table and burst out laughing. 

    “How many, Char?”

    “Three. You’re down by two.” 

    Barvil laughed and shook his head, then took a seat anyway. “So, what kind of trouble did the little imp get into this time?” he asked. 

    “Wait for the rest, Barvil,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said in a soft voice. He seemed both excited and pensive, which confused Barvil. Mikal was seldom anything but confident. Now he seemed unsure. It wasn’t long before the other members of the council had arrived and Charvil began his report. 

    “The most significant thing I have to tell you is that Her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Marina of Evandia, has requested refuge in Kavinston for the winter, and possibly for next year as well.” Charvil paused as his friends reacted to that announcement with the excitement he’d expected. Even men as old and tried as the Elders wanted to meet a real princess. “The unrest in Evandia has developed into open war with Andaria. We were in Twin Bridges when it all started, and got in the way of a bunch of traitors bent on putting someone else on the throne.” He looked at the council and saw looks of shock mixed with excitement. “Stoval gave his life to protect King Kalin.” 

    He continued after a moment, though it was obvious that his little brother’s death was still tearing at him. “Stavin was right in the middle of it, of course. His kill-count has reached eighty-five, and I reluctantly allowed him to paint his third star on his shoulder.” He had to pause until the cursing died down. 

    “Are you sure about his count, Charvil?” Elder Kel’Naril demanded. 

    “I am. I witnessed most of them. When the attempt was made against the king, he stood alone against over thirty men and dealt with thirteen of them himself. Then he added five more in the princess’ suite. There’s something else: Stavin is now a Ward of the Evandian Crown. In short, King Kalin has all but adopted him. Princess Marina is insisting that he is now her little brother.” 

    “That’s ridiculous,” Elder Kel’Naril said as he shook his head. “Making him a Ward isn’t the same thing as adopting him.” 

    “That was my opinion as well, but King Kalin had one of his ministers show me the relevant Evandian Law. By Evandian Law, Stavin is now a member of the Zel’Andral family.” He looked around the room silently for a moment. “By rights, and this is the hardest part for me to accept, Stavin should be second in line for the throne. It’s only his birth to a Cat Clan that prevents it, and King Kalin can, and again, I saw this in writing, he can elevate Stavin to Chosen status if he chooses.” 

    There was a deafening silence in the Council Chamber as all of the Elders considered that announcement. “Does he know?” Barvil asked after a long pause. 

    Charvil shook his head. “Not all of it, Bar, but he knows enough. King Kalin intentionally kept part of it from him.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “We’ll have to deal with Stavin tomorrow. As for the princess,” he paused to grimace, “she is, of course, welcome. We’ll have to have the royal suite cleaned and properly appointed for her. Where is she now?”

    “I don’t know,” Charvil admitted. 

    The Chief Elder stood and looked at his colleagues, then said, “We should find her immediately.” 

    The Elders found Princess Marina in the Royal Suite, supervising her maids. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey led them forward and they all went to one knee and bent their heads. “Princess Marina, welcome to Kavinston. I am Chief Elder Mikal Kel’Kaffrey, and these worthy gentlemen are the Elders’ Council.”

    The princess nodded her head deeply. “Thank you for your greeting, Chief Elder.” 

    “Princess, please let us have some of our women clean the suite for you,” Elder Kel’Naril said as he looked around. 

    “My maids can see to this,” the princess said. “Young Warleader Karvik was kind enough to provide us with supplies before he went to find his family.” 

    Barvil stood and bowed deeply to the princess. “Princess Marina, I am--”

    “Karvik’s father, Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin,” the princess said, interrupting him. “I recognize you. When first we met, you wore three stars. Congratulations on your elevation.” She smiled at Charvil then. “You said you’re up by two?” 

    Charvil bowed deeply, but he was grinning just as deeply. “Yes, Your Highness.” 

    Princess Marina shifted her attention back to Mikal. “Chief Elder, in a day or so, once we’re settled, I would like to have a discussion with your council. My father had several proposals to lie before you. Chief among them is this: Any warrior of Kel’Kavin who desires a place in the Evandian Royal Guard is welcome. If not for Warmaster Kel’Horval and his men, especially Stoval Kel’Horval, we would be dead and Evandia in the hands of traitors.”

    All of the Elders looked at one another, and then Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey bowed deeply. “Thank you, Princess Marina.” 

    * * *

    It was nearly dark before Stavin and Shari came back down the stairs. Karlit was the first to greet them. “Welcome home, son. I had Bar take the mules to the pasture. What’s all that stuff in the wagon?” 

    “It’s mostly for our new house,” Stavin replied, hugging Sharindis to his side. “Sallin, bring Karlin over here, please.” He took the baby from Sallin’s arms as soon as he could and nuzzled his son. “Oh, you’ve grown so much,” he cooed while his family laughed. 

    “Now what’s going on, Stave?” Farlit asked. “I saw a bunch of strangers with you.” 

    Stavin smiled and began his story. It wasn’t long before he was retelling parts of it, clarifying special points, and having to assure everyone that he wasn’t making it all up. 

    The next morning he was summoned to appear before the Elders, and joined Charvil and the rest standing at attention in front of the Council. Charvil recited the deeds of the past season, starting with Stoval’s death, and ending with Stavin’s kill count. Each man had lain out the weapons of his defeated enemies, and the Elders were all silent as Stavin laid out all of the swords, axes, and knives he’d collected.

    “Stavin has achieved a count of eighty-five and the rank of Warleader Second.” 

    Warmaster Kel’Carin shook his head and said, “I thought we told you to stay out of trouble, Stavin?” but he sounded amused, not angary.

    “Yes, Warmaster,” Stavin replied with a bow, “but I couldn’t honorably stand aside while my friends were in danger.” 

    “No, I suppose not,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said as he considered Stavin. “You and Karvik are causing us no end of trouble. However, you seem to be worth it. Charvil reported your new status yesterday, and we met briefly with Princess Marina. Since you’re one of them, you’ll be our liaison officer with the Evandian Royal Guards. Now, as to the matter of our supplies, how much did they cost you in Aravad?”

    Stavin remained at attention as he said, “Thirty gold crowns, Sir.” 

    There was a round of vicious cursing from the Elders before the Chief Elder quieted them. “And the bargain you made? How good was it?”

    Stavin didn’t smile, though he wanted to. “Good, but not exceptional, Sir. With more experience, I believe I could reduce it further.” 

    Charvil was gritting his teeth as he addressed the Council. “Trader Bel’Serva has been doubling the price on us. There is absolutely no doubt at all.” 

    “Agreed,” Mikal said in a dangerously soft tone. “We will have to wait for spring before we can express our displeasure. Fortunately, Master Trader Stavin is here to see to our shipments from now on.”

    “Chief Elder,” Stavin began, “in a few days I request permission to lay a proposal before the Council.”

    “We’re here now, Stavin,” the Chief Elder said. “Or is it going to take a long time?”

    “Briefly, Chief Elder, Sirs, I believe that as the owner of House Kel’Aniston I can make a better arrangement than sending our wagons out to buy supplies every spring and fall. I have already established a base of operations in the Evandian city of Zel’Mortlan. I also spoke with Lord Zel’Vandar while we were in Aravad about establishing a base in Kavadia, and he is willing to sponsor me to the Traders’ Council. If nothing else, it’ll give us a place to leave the wagons where we won’t have to tend the mules all winter. I can hire men for that.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey looked at the other members of the council, and then said, “We will consider it, Stavin. For now, go see to it that Her Highness is comfortable.” 

    Stavin immediately came to attention, then bowed and left the room.


    Chapter 37

    STAVIN WALKED UP TO THE DOORS of the royal suite and was met by five guards. “I would like to speak to Princess Marina, please.” 

    The lead guard smiled and said, “Yes, Ward Stavin. A moment, please.” When he nodded, the man knocked on the door and announced him. The door opened immediately and Stavin was passed through. 

    “Come in, Stavin,” Marina said as he entered the suite. She was in the least elegant robe Stavin had ever seen her in. But she looked comfortable.

    “Is everything all right, Marina?” he asked. “Do you need anything?” 

    “No, your Council has provided us with everything we need. What about you?”

    Stavin smiled. “I’m home with my wife and baby. What else could I possibly need?”

    Marina laughed at his expression. “I’m glad you’re so happy, Stavin. I would like to meet Sharindis and your son. Would it be possible soon?”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “She’s in the Archive. It’s in the west wing and down one floor.” 

    Marina chuckled. “How very convenient. Shall we?” She took Stavin by the arm and they walked to the door. Guards opened it and formed around them as they walked, and Stavin smiled up at the princess. 

    “The Elders have made me your liaison officer,” he explained. “Anything you need or want, just ask or have one of the maids ask me for it.” He guided her down the stairs and to the Archive door. 

    Master Kel’Zorgan saw them coming and his eyes widened, then he went to one knee and said, “Princess Marina, welcome to the Kavinston Archive.” 

    The princess nodded her head regally. “I have heard many wonderful things about you and your Archive, Master Scribe Kel’Zorgan. May we disturb your journeyman?” 

    “Of course, Your Highness,” he replied, then looked at his apprentice. 

    Stavin went to the door of the office and said, “Shari, can you take a break for a moment?” 

    “Of course,” she answered. She came to the door and grabbed him for a kiss before she realized anyone else was there. “Who is there?” she asked the shadowy figures, tilting her head to the side. 

    “My name is Mary,” Marina replied before Stavin could say anything. 

    Sharindis held her hand out and Marina took it in the clasp of equals. “I am pleased to meet you, Mary. Are you one of Her Highness’ maids?”

    “Shari, this is Princess Marina,” Stavin explained and Sharindis immediately went to both knees. 

    “Your Highness, please forgive me,” she breathed, but Marina hadn’t let go of her hand. 

    “Stand up, little sister,” Marina said in a gentle tone. “Stavi didn’t warn you, did he?” 

    “Warn me, Your Highness?” 

    “You should be ashamed, Stavin,” Marina said as she pulled Sharindis to her feet. “Sharindis, my father made Stavin a Ward of the Crown. He’s now my little brother, and you are my sister-in-law. You need never again kneel to me.” Then she back-handed Stavin in the chest. 

    “Ouch!” Stavin nearly shouted. “Marina!”

    “You should have warned her,” Marina scolded.

    “I did. Sort of.” 

    Marina snorted. “Sort of?”

    “He said he was a Ward of the Crown, and that you were treating him like his sisters do, Princess Marina, but he didn’t say you really thought of him as a brother,” Sharindis said as faced the shadow that she thought was princess.

    “I do think of him that way, Shari. And please call me Mary. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together this winter.” 

    Sharindis bowed and said, “If that is your wish.”

    “It is,” Marina replied in a warm tone.

    Stavin put his arm around Sharindis again and squeezed. “Shari, there’s someone else you should meet as well.” He waved Dahvin forward. “This is Lieutenant Dahvin Zel’Fordal. I told you about him last year.” 

    Dahvin took her other hand and bowed in acknowledgment of Sharindis’ bow. “I’m pleased to meet you, Lord Dahvin,” Sharindis said in a voice that was tinged with uncertainty. 

    “I am pleased to meet you as well, Sharindis. And just call me Dahvin. You’re my friend’s wife. I don’t want formality from you any more than from him.”

    Sharindis turned toward her husband. “Stavin?” 

    “Dahvin and I were roommates in the Guards Barracks before King Kalin moved me into the Royal Suite, Shari. He’s--”

    Sharindis reached up and put her fingers on his lips. “Shh. We’ll discuss it later.” She turned toward Dahvin and smiled. “Dahvin, I am pleased to meet you. Mary, if there is anything I can do to make your stay with us more comfortable, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 

    “Thank you, Shari,” Marina replied. “Is that your son?” 

    Shari didn’t turn to look. She just said, “Bring Karlin out here, Sallin.” 

    Sallin brought the baby to Sharindis and handed him over, then stepped back and went to both knees with her head bowed. Sharindis didn’t notice. She said, “Mary, this is Karlin,” and held him out. 

    Marina took the baby carefully and cradled him in her arms. “He’s a darling, Shari,” she all but whispered. Her smile said more to Stavin and Dahvin.

    “When he’s sleeping,” Sharindis agreed. “When he’s fussy, though, that’s a different story.” 

    Marina smiled and rocked Karlin slowly back and forth. The tune of a lullaby was soon drifting around them as she looked down on his sleeping face.

    Dahvin saw the look on her face and grinned at Stavin. “You owe me a crown, Stave.” 

    “For what?” Shari asked. 

    “He bet me a crown that as soon as Marina had a baby in her arms she’d be oblivious to everything else,” Stavin explained while he watched Marina hold his son. 

    “I’m not oblivious, Stavi. It’s just--” She paused as she sighed and shook her head. “So many might-have-beens.” She smiled at the top of the baby’s head. “I might have been a mother by now if Sardal hadn’t been killed.”

    Stavin was caught off-guard by that. He’d been told the name of her dead fiancé, so he knew who she meant. That’s the first time I’ve ever heard her say his name. She still sounds sad. 

    Stavin looked at Dahvin and tiled his head to the side. “Shall we let the ladies discuss babies while you and I make arrangements for the Guards?” 

    “Well, they’re not going to pay any attention to us,” Dahvin agreed, “so we might as well.” 

    Marina sighed but didn’t disagree. She said, “Shari, come with me,” and turned away with Sharindis obediently following her. The men and women of her guard detail formed around them and Sallin trailed along behind. 

    Stavin chuckled as he watched them go. “Shari will adapt quickly. The guards can stay in the rooms on either side of the royal suite.” He led Dahvin after the princess’ party, staying back about twenty paces. “Men on one side, women on the other. She’s really not going to need that many guards. No one gets into Kel’Kavin if we don’t want them to.” 

    Dahvin smiled and said, “You tell Uncle Kal that. Me, I’m sticking to the regular schedule. Six watches?”

    Stavin shook his head. “Four, I think. The more time they spend on watch, the less time they’ll have to bitch about how bored they are.” He grinned at Dahvin’s bark of laughter. “Training with the rest of the warriors on their off days.” 

    Dahvin looked at him sideways. “Are you sure about that?”

    “I’m sure Charvil is going to insist on it,” Stavin replied. “Dahvin, most of us have winter occupations. Shari and I work in the Archive. Farlit is Dad’s journeyman in the carver’s craft. What are you and the rest of the guards going to do in your off hours?” 

    “We should have thought of that,” Dahvin said as his eyes went slightly unfocused. “What are we going to do?” 

    “I think Charvil, with a little help from Barvil, is going to drill you until each of you is as good as any warrior in town.” He grinned up at Dahvin. “Barvil is almost as good a sword-master as Charvil.”

    Dahvin groaned, “Oh, no. More bruises.” Then he glared at Stavin’s laugh.

    * * *

    Marina led Sharindis up to the Royal Suite and to her sitting room, guiding her around a few places where the stones of the floor weren’t completely even. Maids quickly brought refreshments, and then the princess dismissed them. “You too,” she said when Sallin looked like she was going to stay at Sharindis’ side. 

    “Go on, Sallin. I’ll be fine,” Sharindis seconded, and tilted her head to the side as she listened to the sound of Sallin’s retreating footsteps and the closing door. “She’s very protective of us.”

    “Shari, we’re going to have some long discussions about your husband over the winter, but there’s something that I should tell you first, before you hear it from someone else.” 

    Sharindis tilted her head to the side and smiled. “The rumors about you and Stavin?” she asked. 

    Marina chuckled. “He already told you? I should have expected that.” 

    “Stavin told me the truth, that there was no truth to the rumors. He also admitted that he is attracted to you.”

    “He is?” Marina asked, genuinely surprised. 

    Sharindis chuckled at the tone of her voice. “From the way he described you the first time I would have been surprised if he wasn’t. He used the word ‘stunning’ at least three times.” 

    Marina hummed a little. “There is that. Or these,” she replied, motioning toward her breasts. “And I should admit that I’m attracted to him as well.” 

    “You are?”

    Marina sighed. “Yes. He’s so cute--”

    “Is he?” Shari asked eagerly as she sat forward. “Is he really?”

    “You know he is--no, you don’t, do you?” Marina said as she looked at her new sister-in-law. “Shari, how much do you actually see?”

    “Not much,” Sharindis admitted with a shrug. “Just shadows and shades of gray. I see you as a light shadow above a darker shadow, and light shadows for arms. I haven’t seen Stavin since he was ten. What does he look like? His sisters are no help. They all still see him as the baby.”

    Marina chuckled again. “I don’t think he really looks all that different from what you remember. He’s still as small as a boy of ten or eleven. He’s cute rather than handsome. He’s still too boyish for handsome to really apply. He has very expressive eyes, and a smile that draws women--maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

    “He swore he was faithful to our vows,” Shari said in a soft tone, but she seemed unsure to Marina. 

    “As far as I know, he was,” Marina replied to reassure her, “and he was watched rather closely. Too closely, in some instances, which is what started those rumors. What I mean is that the ladies of the court, including my friend Ehrwan, were drawn to him.”

    “Princess Ehrwan. He told me about her, about how she protected and helped him--and how guilty he feels that he couldn’t be there to save her. Do you know that he feels forsworn for not being able to avenge her?”

    Marina sighed. “I know, but my father had already decided to approach Warmaster Charvil about me coming here this winter.” She paused and smiled. “Warmaster Charvil. I should just say your father, shouldn’t I? Anyway, we needed Stavin in his capacity as a Ward of the Crown to act as my guardian.” She chuckled and shook her head. “Evandian Law states that no unmarried princess can leave Twin Bridges without a male member of the royal family with her to protect her virtue. My father had intended to send Sarvan with me, to protect us both, but Stavin is the better choice. He is young, and only on his third expedition, but he is still a Warleader Second of Kel’Kavin. That status is as important as his status as a Ward.”

    “He said he was made a Ward to stop men from challenging him,” Shari said with a puzzled frown.

    “He was made a Ward to stop him from killing every Chosen hothead in the kingdom,” Marina replied in a sour tone. “Shari, he killed seventeen men in four days. While most of them were a waste of food and water, some of them were good men caught up in defending their honor, just as he was. No one who came within reach of that Dragon’s Tongue survived.”

    Sharindis smiled as she sat back. “He’s been such a surprise as a warrior.”

    “He is far more than just a warrior, Shari,” Marina mused. “Far, far more.” 

    “What do you mean?” Sharindis asked, sitting forward again. 

    Marina shook her head. “Shari, how many of your people could acquire the rank and wealth he has and still not believe in their own superiority? Oh, he has his conceits,” she said with a smile, “primarily about those glyphs from before Luxand and his ability to read them. But the gold means nothing to him beyond making it easier for him to do things like buy the wagons we came up here in.”

    Shari tilted her head to the side. “More than you might think, but I take your meaning. Mary, Stavin was tormented as a child. Child! He was tormented right up until this time year before last. Four bullies picked on him from the time he stopped growing, saying he was a runt who should be killed so he wouldn’t breed and weaken the line.” The anger in Sharindis’ voice was palpable as she glared across the room at nothing. “Even when he came back with a star on his shoulder, they continued to harass him. They went as far as attacking him in the street.” Her expression lightened into an evil grin. “Dad got to discipline them through the winter. He set four of his fifth-year warriors on each of them every day they came to practice. But Stavin is still hurting from the years before that. He still can’t believe that he has actually outstripped every other warrior in the history of Kel’Kavin.”

    “It does sound like the tale of an ancient hero,” Marina conceded. 

    Sharindis nodded. “And even he can’t see himself as that hero--but I do.”

    “I do as well, and so does my father,” Marina said with a deep sigh. “That’s why he couldn’t go haring off across the kingdom to avenge Ehrwan. Evandia needs him as a hero--and so do I.” 

    “Dracl Fah Comman,” Sharindis breathed in Old Tongue, “Shaval Fah Sevah, Dovan Kel, Domain Farindia.”

    “The burden of the Dragon Blessed,” Marina translated, “the Duty of the Hero, the Code of the Warrior, and the Honor of the Land of Farind. And now the Honor of Evandia as well.” 

    Sharindis shook her head slowly. “So much to place on his slender shoulders.” 

    “Indeed,” Marina agreed, “but he carries it well.” 

     

     


    Chapter 38

    STAVIN GOT HIS FIRST LOOK AT Sallin’s Magic Lamp late on his second day home. He was telling his family about some of his adventures in Twin Bridges and Sharindis said she wanted to write them down. Sallin immediately went to get her writing materials and set up the lamp.

    Stavin looked at the bright spot of light on the parchment Sharindis was writing on and sat speechless for several moments. When he finally found his voice, all he could do was ask, “How does it work?”

    Karlit looked at the girl and said, “Sallin, you designed it. You explain how it works.” 

    “You designed it, Salli?” Stavin asked as he gazed at her in wide-eyed wonder. 

    “Yes, Master Stavin,” she said as she bowed deeply. “The bowl reflects all of the light from the lamp forward onto the glass bottle. The water in the bottle gathers the light together and focuses it onto one spot. It’s a little like Mistress Shari’s crystal.” 

    Stavin was on his knees, turning his head every way he could to examine every detail of the device without disturbing it. “Master Kel’Zorgan would love one of these.” 

    “He does,” Sharindis said as she laughed. “His was the third one built.” 

    Karlit said, “You invested heavily in these devices, Stavin. Shari provided the gold to buy a bunch of bowls and bottles. Henley and I have spent half the summer building bases for them. We’ve made fifty-seven so far.” 

    Stavin was once again looking at the device, trying to understand how it worked. “What happens if you move them?”

    “The size of the spot of light changes, Master Stavin,” Sallin replied.

    Stavin looked at his father and asked, “What have you been doing with them?” 

    “Stavin, this is the most popular device in the valley right now. Everyone wants one. We may reach a point where we can export them.” 

    Stavin hummed as he continued to study the device. “I can’t imagine any Scribe not wanting one. There would be a market for a while until the secret got out. Then just about anyone could build one.”

    “True,” his father agreed.

    Stavin continued to study the device carefully as he said, “Master Fel’Larin is going to want several. Most of his scribes are elderly men. King Kalin is going to want one. Lord General Zel’Enred in Coravia.” He shook his head slowly. “You’re right, Dad. Everyone is going to want one of these lights.” 

    * * *

    It was on that same day that the Elders’ Council went up to the royal suite and requested a meeting with Princess Marina. She greeted them in the suite sitting room. “Gentlemen, thank you for coming to see me so promptly. Is Warmaster Barvil not attending?” 

    “Your forgiveness, Princess Marina,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said, “but Warmaster Kel’Horval has replaced Warmaster Kel’Carin on the Council. We can send for him, if you wish.” 

    The princess smiled at Charvil, then looked toward the door. “Dahvin, send someone to invite Warmaster Kel’Carin to join us. Invite, Dahvin, not command.” When Dahvin turned away to do her bidding she looked at the council. “With the good Warmasters competing and trading places, it would probably be best to have both of them completely conversant with my father’s proposals.” 

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Mikal replied as he bowed in his seat. 

    Barvil arrived a short time later. “You wished to see me, Princess Marina?”

    “Yes, Warmaster. Join us, please.” She indicated a chair that had been brought in and placed beside Charvil. “Gentlemen, the first thing I must make clear is the status of Ward Stavin.” She looked around at the council for a moment before continuing. “Stavin is a member of the Evandian Royal Family by Royal Decree. He is not in the line of succession,” she grinned at Charvil, “due to his birth in a Cat Clan, but my father and I consider him to be my little brother. It is his wish to continue his life as it is, but I must warn you that your command of him is limited. If he so chose, he could rightfully take his family to Twin Bridges and move them into the palace.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey bowed to the princess from his seat as a thoughtful expression crossed his face. “We will honor Stavin appropriately, Princess Marina. Warmaster Kel’Horval has already told us most of this.” 

    “Very well. I already extended my father’s invitation to any of your people who wish to join the Royal Guards. Your weapons skills are beyond any we’ve previously encountered. This brings us to my father’s next proposal: He wishes to take over Kel’Kavin.” 

    There was dead silence in the room. “Princess Marina, exactly what do you mean by ‘take over Kel’Kavin?’ Annex us?” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey asked in a husky tone. He seemed to be barely controlling his excitement.

    The princess nodded her head deeply. “Essentially, yes. While we have long been aware of your warriors in their capacity as caravan guards, it wasn’t until Stavin came to our notice that we really paid attention.” She looked around, noting each man’s expression. 

    “Stavin made us take a closer look at you, and we are very pleased by what we see. As I said, yours are the finest warriors we have ever encountered. Warmaster Charvil and his men could have slaughtered the Royal Guards easily had they chosen to do so. Indeed, it is our belief that it was only the moons of instruction at the hands of the good Warmaster and his men that saved us from the traitors.”

    “Your pardon, Princess Marina,” Barvil asked carefully, “but is this why Stavin was made a Ward of the Crown?”

    The princess laughed merrily and looked at Charvil. “Didn’t you tell them?” 

    “The subject hadn’t come up yet, Your Highness,” Charvil answered sheepishly. 

    The princess smiled at the Elders and shook her head. “Stavin was made a Ward of the Crown because my father made a mistake. He had Stavin execute three traitors, and their families swore revenge against him. At the time of his elevation, Stavin had killed seventeen men in single combat.”

    Charvil cleared his throat to interrupt. “Only five in single combat, Your Highness. The last twelve were all at once when he was mobbed. We tried to interfere, but the lords were much closer than we were and got to him first.”

    The princess nodded her agreement and looked around at the stunned expressions of the Elders. “You see? Stavin was summoned by my father immediately after that fight, and appeared before the Council soaked in blood. My father had intended to order Stavin to stop accepting challenges. When Stavin pointed out to one of the councilors that he couldn’t honorably refuse to defend the honor of his house, father chose a different tactic. He placed royal protections on Stavin so no one could challenge him.” She paused as her mouth twisted into a sour grimace. “It was the only way he could think of to get Stavin to stop killing everyone he faced. No one lasted more than two breaths in the circle against him.” 

    All of the Elders except Barvil and Charvil were stunned speechless by the princess’ explanation. Those two just grinned. “We told you Stavin was good,” Charvil chuckled. 

    Elder Kel’Naril shook his head. “I still don’t understand why you want to annex us, Your Highness.” 

    Princess Marina gave him a sideways look as she replied, “So no one can hire you to use against us.” 

     

     


    Chapter 39

    STAVIN AND SHARINDIS MOVED INTO THEIR own home on a sunny autumn day. He and his brothers had repaired the roof and the shutters, and, most importantly, built shelves for all of their books. 

    Stavin led Shari up the steps and put the key in the lock, then put her hand on the key. “Open it up, Shari,” he whispered, and she turned the key. 

    The house was small in comparison to the houses of their parents, but it was more than enough for their little family. It had two stories, as most houses in Kavinston did, though the three upstairs bedrooms were very small. Stavin and his brothers had turned the living room into a library, and the first thing Stavin led Shari to was his desk. 

    “Feel this, Shari,” he said, putting her hand on the rolled down top. 

    “A barrel?” she asked.

    Stavin laughed. “A desk,” he said as he put her hand on the handle and lifted. 

    “A roller top?” she asked in an amazed tone. “You bought a roller top desk?”

    Stavin chuckled. “I didn’t have to buy it. It was in one of the houses the king awarded to House Kel’Aniston, along with the books.” 

    Sharindis sighed and started feeling her way around the house. Her staff tapped the floor ahead of her as she learned her way around the obstacles. 

    Stavin took her by the elbow and led her up the stairs. “Ours is the first door on the right,” he said when they reached the top. 

    “Seventeen,” Shari replied. “Seventeen steps, just like home.” She pushed the door of their bedroom open and walked in. 

    Stavin described the room to her. “The bed is straight on, about three paces. It’s not as big as our bed in Mom and Dad’s house, but it’s more than big enough for us. Your clothing is in a wardrobe one pace from your side of the bed. A dressing table is next to the wardrobe. My side is a mirror of yours except I have an armor stand instead of a dressing table.” 

    “Who brought my things over?” Sharindis asked. 

    “Mom. Mine and yours. Sora and Ahvana helped a little.” He chuckled. “Feel this,” he said, guiding her fingers to the dressing table.

    “This feels like--Stavin, this is the table that was my desk in the Kel’Carin house.” 

    Stavin chuckled. “Barvil and Sahrena brought it over. Well, Barvil and Karvik carried it. Sahrena brought the mirror. Did you know that Orana is pregnant?”

    “Yes. She let everyone know about a moon after you left. What about the rest of the house?”

    Stavin guided her to the other bedrooms. “Boys’ room has two beds. I thought Sallin could sleep in here with Karlin. Girls’ room has two beds as well. There’s not much else up here.” 

    “Sallin?” Sharindis said, and the girl immediately came to her side.

    “Yes, Mistress?”

    “You’ll stay with Karli in the boys’ room for now. When there are more children, we’ll make other arrangements.” 

    Sallin bowed deeply. “Yes, Mistress Shari.” 

    “What else is down stairs, Stavin?” Sharindis asked. 

    “Not much beyond the library and kitchen,” Stavin replied. “We have two south-facing windows, up here in our room and down stairs in the library, and some old furniture. It’s seen better days, but it will do for us.” 

    “You can ask for new furniture to be made, Stavin,” Shari pointed out. 

    “Only when what we have becomes unusable,” Stavin replied, but she raised her hand to stop him. 

    “You can pay Harrel and Kestan for new furniture now, Stavin. Remember, Mary and Dahvin are going to visit. You cannot have the Crown Princess of Evandia sitting on a chair with a mended leg.” 

    “You’re right,” Stavin said, and then sighed. “I’ll see them tomorrow.” 

    “What about the kitchen?” she asked.

    “Farlit and Delia left all of the old cookware and crockery that our family has been handing down for generations. There’s enough for us, but only so long as we have fewer than three children.”

    Sharindis frowned at him. “You will see to that tomorrow as well. Really, Stavin, Mary deserves better. And so do we. You can, and will, order good crockery from Hari and Kala. I’m sure she’d appreciate the silver. Hari hasn’t gone on an expedition in five years.”

    Stavin was just barely able to keep from laughing as he answered, “Yes, Mistress Shari.” 

    * * *

    As fall turned to winter the mood in the valley turned somber. Three full groups, thirty-three men, had not returned. They had been among those sent to Trade Town, and were known to have taken service with caravans going to Andaria. When the snows had closed the gap once and for all, Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey called a town meeting. He looked tired and drawn, as if he hadn’t slept much lately. Which he hadn’t. Those men were missing because he had sent them. 

    “I think we are all aware of the reason for this meeting,” he said as the people milled about in front of the fortress, his voice projecting to the back of the crowd in the cold air. “We have lost three groups of warriors. It can be hoped that they are simply detained in Andaria due to the war with Evandia, but we cannot be certain of that.”

    “Chief Elder,” a man shouted from the crowd, “what can we do about this?”

    Mikal shook his head slowly. “At this point in time, nothing. We are as sealed into the valley as everyone else is sealed out. In spring that will change, but for now all we can do is hope for the best.” 

    “Chief Elder,” a woman said as she pushed her way to the front, “what have the Evandians to do with this?” 

    Again, all Mikal could do was shake his head slowly. “As far as we know, nothing. Andaria attacked Evandia with the aid of traitorous lords in Twin Bridges. We were not officially involved.”

    “But Evandia wants to annex us!” a man shouted. 

    “Indeed they do,” Mikal agreed, “but that information is only known to a few people outside the valley. It is possible that the Andarians have learned of it, but unlikely. What we believe is that Andaria has simply restricted all travel. That is not unusual in times of war. They may have even conscripted our warriors into their army. Again, that is not unusual in times of war.”

    “Chief Elder, what are we to do?” a young woman asked as she held her baby. “My husband has never even seen his son.” 

    Mikal closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, he let loose a gusty sigh. “As I’ve said, we can do nothing until spring. What we do then will depend on what we can find out in Trade Town. The Traders have sources of information that can aid us in tracking our men.” 

    Almost as one the people turned toward Stavin. He stepped away from Sharindis and bowed a little. “I will use every resource at my disposal to find our men once we can get to Trade Town.”

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey took control of the meeting again before anything unfortunate could happen. “The subject of Evandia annexing Kel’Kavin and Kavinston is still under discussion, but everything we’ve heard so far has been positive. Our discussions with Princess Marina have been encouraging, and the information will be available to anyone who wants to keep informed. There is no need to decide immediately, so we’ll keep the discussion open until spring.”

    Warmaster Kel’Horval stepped forward next. His normally craggy face was lined with worry. “King Kalin has issued an open invitation to any of us who wish to join the Evandian Royal Guard. We, however, will not let anyone who has not proven himself apply. The honor of Farindia may only exist among us, but it is our honor. We will also be training the Royal Guards who accompanied Princess Marina to our standards. It may be that we’ll be training others in the future.” 

    Elder Kel’Naril stepped up next. His narrow face was twisted by a frown. “Something that all of you should consider is that if we are annexed by Evandia, our isolation will end. That, as far as I am personally concerned, would be the greatest benefit to annexation.” 

    Elder Kel’Caval stepped up next. He seemed the least worried of the Elders, and his round face was serene. “An end of our isolation may also mean an end to our way of life. I’m not speaking against the annexation. I am personally in favor of it. I’m just pointing out that not every aspect of being annexed would be positive.” 

    Elder Kel’Vardil spoke next. He was one of the oldest men in the valley, but he stood straight and tall as he addressed their people. “For two hundred and sixteen years we have lived in isolation, sending our men out to earn gold to buy what we lacked. This was a self-imposed isolation, decided upon by my ancestor, General Kel’Vardil. We, the Elders’ Council, will not make such a decision. We will listen to you, our people, for you have earned the right to be heard.” 

    Elder Kel’Vardil stepped back as Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey stepped forward once again. “The majority of the adults will decide on accepting annexation, but we will not force anyone to leave the valley. Princess Marina has agreed that it would be a waste to abandon our home. This will simply give those who wish to leave somewhere else to go. Return to your homes now and let us hope for better news in the spring.” 

     

     


    Chapter 40

    THE CHANGES THAT HAD OCCURRED WITH and around Stavin had far reaching consequences in Kavinston. While he didn’t take much notice of his change in status, others did. Especially the Elders’ Council. 

    During the regular session of the Council, Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey voiced his concerns. “I have to tell you that I’m not comfortable with Stavin’s new status,” he said as he looked at his colleagues. The room was dimly lit, but he could still see the expressions of dissatisfaction on their faces

    “No you don’t,” Elder Kel’Caval said as he grimaced. “We’re all aware of it. Most of us,” he glanced at Charvil, “share your discomfort.” 

    Charvil shrugged. “I’m not all that happy with it, either, to tell you the truth. King Kalin is using Stavin. The fact that it seems to be to the kid’s benefit aside, the king is up to something. While there are good reasons for him to have done the things he did, I can’t help but think there’s more to it.” He shook his head slowly and sat down, but it was obvious that there was more he wanted to say, but didn’t dare. 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey nodded his agreement, but he was obviously thinking of something else. “And we have no way of knowing what it is. Gods Below, he’s just eighteen! He’s got two more years on the expeditions, but how can we even send him out again? He’s a member of the Evandian Royal House. How can we order him on the expedition?”

    “Because he’d never forgive us if we didn’t,” Charvil said softly. “He’ll feel forsworn if we don’t make him complete all five of his expeditions. I agree that sending him out is not our best course of action, but he’s got to at least go to Aravad for our supplies.”

    “There is that,” the Chief Elder said with a sigh. 

    “There is the issue of our missing men as well,” Elder Kel’Naril said as he looked around. “We’ll need his status as a Master Trader in Trade Town to find out what happened to them.” All of the elders nodded their agreement. 

    “Very well,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said with an air of finality. “We’ll deal with Stavin when the time comes. I’d like to discuss the annexation right now. I think all of us are for it, but it is going to have far reaching consequences for us, and for Farindia. Laral,” he said, looking at Elder Kel’Vardil, “what did you and Arlen find out?”

    Elder Kel’Vardil sat up straight in his chair and looked at a parchment in front of him. “The Evandian Royal House and the Farindian Royal House were related to seven degrees before the fall of the empire. At the time of the rebellion, that relationship had fallen to just three degrees. Now, by our calculations, that has been reduced to just two degrees. It is only the fact that, as far as we know, no one of the pure blood survived the rebellion and civil war that gives King Kalin any standing in Farindia at all.” 

    Elder Kel’Naril chuckled. “That, plus the fact that we have no king, no government, and no army. There are just a few Chosen clans left in Farindia. We’re nearly as bad as the Kavadians. The damn Traders control Farindia.”

    “We could do something about that,” Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey said in a soft voice. The other Elders froze and then looked at him. 

    “What do you mean, Mikal?” Charvil asked as he tilted his head to the side. He’d known Mikal for most of his life, and could tell he was up to something. 

    “I mean, my friends, that we have watched our kingdom fall apart for over two hundred years and done nothing about it. We isolated ourselves here in Kel’Kavin and let the rest of Farindia fall to the anarchists.” He paused to look around, and everyone’s attention was focused strictly on him. “I propose that we take a few liberties with King Kalin’s annexation proposal. Instead of just Kel’Kavin, how about the whole of Farindia from Kel’Kavin south to the Evandian border?”

    “Are you mad?” Elder Kel’Naril asked in a stunned tone as he sat forward to stare at the Chief Elder.

    “We wouldn’t be allowed to do that,” Elder Kel’Vardil stated flatly as he sat back and folded his arms. He looked at the others, as if seeking some sign that they agreed with him. 

    “Who’d stop us?” Charvil asked, drawing everyone’s attention. He looked calm and sure of himself. He was, after all, the Warmaster.

    “The Traders’ Guild, for one,” Elder Kel’Caval said with a sharp nod as if he thought that was the final word on the matter. 

    Charvil looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “How?”

    “They could--If they--I mean, they control--” Elder Kel’Caval sat back with a stunned expression on his face. “They couldn’t, could they? We don’t need the good will of the Farindian Traders’ Guild anymore,” he said in a near whisper. “Aravad and the Kavadian Traders’ Guild would be more than happy, in fact they are more than happy, to have our business, both as guards and as customers.”

    “Precisely,” Mikal said as he looked at each of the elders. A small, satisfied smile curved his lips.

    “They will resist,” Elder Kel’Naril pointed out.

    “With what?” Charvil asked with a chuckle. 

    “Mercenaries,” Elder Kel’Caval said with a nod. “We’re hardly the only ones available. They can hire an army full of mercs.” 

    Charvil looked at him with raised eyebrows. “We can field seven hundred of the finest warriors that have ever lived. For the love of the Gods, Stavin could defeat most of the Evandian Royal Guards with a sword, and he’s only had a year of sword instruction. I could take the boys under instruction right now and take Trade Town and everything between here and Evandia with ease. With real warriors? Veterans? Be serious.” 

    There was a brief silence as each of the Elders considered the idea. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey broke that silence after a few breaths. “I call for a vote of the Council. All those in favor of presenting this idea to Princess Marina, please signify.” 

    “Aye,” Charvil said immediately. 

    Elder Kel’Naril nodded. “Aye.” 

    “I must be as demented as you are,” Elder Kel’Vardil said. “Aye.” 

    Elder Kel’Caval shook his head slowly. “Let’s make it unanimous, then. Aye.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey nodded. “By unanimous vote, the Elders’ Council agrees to present a proposal to Princess Marina that Evandia annex all of Farindia from Kel’Kavin south. Charvil, ask Stavin to arrange a conference with Her Highness as soon as she finds convenient.” Charvil nodded once, and then the council moved on to other topics. 

    After their session, Charvil went to find Stavin. He was, as usual, buried in the Archive. “Stavin, are you in here?” Charvil asked as he looked through the door. 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin’s voice answered from somewhere in the stacks of documents. 

    Charvil looked around, but still couldn’t find him. “Where?”

    A pile of documents shifted and Stavin’s head popped up. “Over here, Sir.” 

    Charvil chuckled and shook his head. “Stavin, the Council requests a meeting with Princess Marina when she has a few moments to spare for us.” 

    Stavin squirmed out of the room, carefully brushing past precariously stacked scrolls and books. “Yes, Sir. Am I permitted to tell her what it’s about?” 

    “The annexation. We’re going to propose that Evandia annex all of Farindia from here south.” Stavin’s eyes went wide and his lips pursed into a silent whistle. “That’s about the reaction we expect from her as well.” 

    “I’ll go ask--no, I’ll go home and clean up, then I’ll go ask her. Shari has been getting on me about my appearance.” He grimaced as his father-in-law chuckled. 

    “She’s got Sallin watching you, doesn’t she?”

    Stavin nodded. “And Marina as well.” He let loose a long, martyred sigh, and Charvil slapped him on the shoulder before he walked away. 

    Stavin excused himself from his duties, then went home and cleaned up. He put on one of the least gaudy outfits from Twin Bridges, and covered it with a cloak so no one from Kavinston would see him. 

    The guards saw him coming and announced him before he reached the doors of the Royal Suite. The door opened all the way and he was passed straight through. 

    “Good day, Stavin,” Princess Marina said as he walked over to her. “What can I do for you?”

    “Marina, the Elders’ Council wants to meet with you. They are going to propose that Evandia annex all of Farindia from here south.” 

    Princess Marina stared at Stavin for a moment without speaking, and then took a deep breath. “That’s a bold step.” 

    Stavin nodded. “Charvil didn’t say what else they wanted to discuss with you.” 

    “That’s quite enough,” Princess Marina said as she looked at Stavin. “Tell the Council that I would be pleased to meet with them tomorrow after the mid day meal. That way I won’t look pole-axed while I’m talking to them.” 

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head. “You never look pole-axed, Marina.” 

    She laughed and shook her head back at him. “I feel pole-axed. Will you and Shari join me for the mid day meal tomorrow?”

    “We would be pleased to,” Stavin replied with a bow. 

    “Good. Dahvin is taking a turn with the night guards, and I really don’t like eating alone.” Stavin looked puzzled, so she explained. “Apparently, some of my guards are taking exception to the routine you and Dahvin set out for them.” 

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “They are just going to have to adapt. The watch and training schedule is for their own good. It keeps them occupied.” 

    “From what I gather, that’s the problem. Stavin, these men and women are used to having all Twin Bridges at their beck and call. They’re bored.” Princess Marina sighed and bowed her head. “I’m bored as well.” 

    Stavin nodded his understanding. “What would you like to do?”

    The princess shook her head. “I don’t know. Really, Stavin, I’ve almost always had my duties as princess to keep me busy. When I wasn’t busy being the princess, I was busy in school.” 

    Stavin was pursing his lips as he thought. “Maybe the Council can help you with that. You’ve got a better education than any of us, even Master Kel’Zorgan. And given what your father and the Council have in mind, you are going to be our princess. Maybe the Council can use your knowledge of Evandia and the rest of the kingdoms for all our benefits.” 

    Princess Marina considered that for a moment, then nodded. “It would certainly be better than what I’m doing now.” 

     

     


    Chapter 41

    THE MID DAY MEAL WAS PUNCTUATED with laughter. Karlin had started eating solid foods, and Marina absolutely adored holding him while he gnawed on a cracker or biscuit. As Stavin had predicted, Shari had become much more comfortable with Marina, even more comfortable than Stavin himself. 

    The young family was still there when the Elders’ Council arrived. Stavin and Sharindis immediately excused themselves, but Marina held her hand up to stop them. “Stavin, I’d like you to stay. This is going to involve you.” 

    Stavin froze, and then automatically bowed. “As you wish, Your Highness.” 

    The Elders were looking at him and the princess curiously, but Shari didn’t notice. “Salli, let’s go down to the classroom. Our third-year students are waiting.” She smiled as she turned toward where she could hear the princess’ voice and bowed. “We will talk more when you are through with the Council, Your Highness.” 

    Marina chuckled. “Very well, Shari.” She turned to the Elders and nodded regally. “Gentlemen, shall we retire to the library?”

    The Elders all shared a quick glance, then Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey bowed. “As you wish, Your Highness.” 

    Princess Marina led them all to the small library of the Royal Suite and gestured toward the table. There were seven chairs around it. “Please be seated, gentlemen. Stavin, take the seat at my right hand, please.” She took her seat at the head of the table and Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey chose the foot. The other Elders sat as they chose, and Charvil ended up on the princess’ left hand. Stavin, as requested, was opposite him. “Chief Elder?” the princess asked, and he stood. 

    “Princess Marina, as you were told yesterday, we wish to lay a proposal before you. Rather than having Evandia annex just the Kel’Kavin Valley, we propose that you annex all of Farindia from here south, and move the border up to the Zel’Dorvan Valley to our west across to the Kel’Indra Valley to our east.” He opened a map and placed it on the table, turning it so it was right-side-up to the princess. 

    Princess Marina was nodding. “That encompasses somewhat less than one third of old Farindia. It has been discussed before, but never seriously considered for several reasons.” She looked around the table and everyone’s attention was focused on her. 

    “First, we’ve never really wanted it. This portion of Farindia is the poorest part. There is little in the way of arable land. It is mostly the foothills of the Mountains of Fear, and the High Plateau. Little grows there except trees and brush. There are only a few valleys such as Kel’Kavin, Zel’Dorvan, and Kel’Indra where enough crops can be grown to support a decent sized population. Stavin, tell us what you know about the founding of Farindia as far as its borders are concerned.” 

    Stavin was startled for an instant, and then bowed in his seat. “Farindia was founded to encompass Kel’Kavin and the unclaimed lands between Kavadia and Evandia, and extended to the mountains to our north and east. When Andaria was founded some six hundred years later, the border was redrawn across the Mountains of Sorrow and Farindia was hemmed in. The arable lands to the north-west of the Mountains of Fear were kept as part of Farindia, and the capital and most of the large cities were located there.” 

    The princess was nodding. “I mean no offense, gentlemen, but southern Farindia is just the leftovers. That is why there is still hardly any population between here and Evandia. The second reason is the more compelling of the two: Andaria swore to go to war with Evandia if we tried to take this territory.” 

    “Evandia and Andaria are already at war,” Charvil pointed out, and the princess nodded. 

    “Indeed we are. That is why I am not rejecting this idea out of hand.” She smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “We threatened Andaria the same way if they tried to take Farindia. And the border with Kavadia--” she raised her hands helplessly. “We’ve never taken on that mess because it is such a mess.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey nodded and cleared his throat. “Yes, Your Highness. However, these lands are essentially unclaimed now. The only body of any authority is the old Farindian Traders’ Guild. The Traders in the Skykon Trade Town control this portion of Farindia. The Traders in Kahrant’s Pass control the territory north of us.” He paused as a bitter grimace twisted his lips. “We’ve always bought our supplies from Kahrant’s Pass because they were the closest place in Farindia that had enough for us. As you said, the major portion of Farindia’s arable land is north and west of the mountains.”

    “And you caught them cheating you,” the princess interjected. 

    “Indeed, Your Highness. That’s another reason why we would like to be part of Evandia. I would personally prefer not to be associated with those thieves.” 

    Princess Marina was nodding as she looked at the Elders. “I will consider this carefully, gentlemen. Please leave me that map. If you’ll excuse us?” she gestured toward the door and all of the men stood to leave, but she held her hand out to Stavin. “Stay with me, Stavin.” Stavin was startled again, but he returned to his seat. 

    Once the elders had gone, she looked at Stavin. “I kept you here for a reason, Stavin. What your elders are suggesting is far more than my father had intended.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and shook his head. “I know, Marina. I was surprised yesterday when Charvil told me why they wanted to see you.” 

    “There’s more to it than that.” She grabbed the map and ran her finger across it. “This area to the east of the foothills is really the only part of Farindia in the proposed area that has any population.” She traced a circle around the area in question. “The bad part is that it may as well be Kavadia as far as those inhabitants go. There are just seven small towns, and they are not known to be very civil places.”

    Stavin nodded. “Seven towns, controlled by the seven Chosen clans that remained intact after the civil war. If I remember right, they were the family seats of some of Farindia’s oldest and most powerful families. The only way they survived was because of the number of private guards and farmers they were able to arm.” 

    “Indeed. Stavin, is there anyone in the valley who has the Farindian Royal blood?”

    Stavin looked at her as his neck twisted. “The royal blood? Yes,” he said slowly as he thought. “Yes, several of the higher-ranking families had blood ties to the royal family. Princesses,” he said with a sly smile, “seem to love warrior types.” 

    Marina’s expression was one of barely suppressed mirth as she said, “That’s enough of that, Stavi. Honestly. Very well, then. Who has it?” 

    Stavin shrugged. “Probably seventy percent of us by now. The way we intermarry among the families, it may be more.” 

    Princess Marina was smiling as she nodded in satisfaction. “You don’t try to keep the line pure the way we do. We intermarry to keep the royal line as close to straight as we can. That is all to the good as far as this discussion goes.” She paused and her expression became more somber. 

    She spoke softly, as if choosing her words carefully. “Stavin, as survivors of the Farindian Royal house, you are all in a much better position to establish order in Farindia. That’s another reason for me not to reject this idea immediately. There’s something else you should know now, before all of this gets out of hand.” She reached out and took him by both hands as she stared into his eyes. “I have the parchment, signed and sealed by my father, Sarvan, and myself, that changes your name to Zel’Andral. Dahvin knows about it. It will stay in my possession unless something happens to my father and Sarvan.”

    Stavin was instantly upset, but he didn’t pull away. “Marina, no. I mean, why?”

    She smiled sadly. “For the same reasons I’m here in Kel’Kavin, Stavi. Daddy is afraid that Andaria might win this war. There has to be a male heir to carry on the name.” Her smile twisted a little as her expression softened. “You are already a prince of Evandia, Stavi.”

    Stavin was shaking his head in negation. “No. No, that can’t be,” he said as he tried to come to terms with what he’d been told. “What about Dahvin?”

    “Dahvin only has two older brothers. They are both serving officers in the Army. If things go that badly, Dahvin will be Lord of Zel’Fordal. The same is true of all of the guardsmen. The guardswomen are here because I have to have female guards, but the men are all the younger sons of some of my father’s staunchest allies.”

    “But why me?” Stavin asked as he looked into Marina’s eyes. 

    “Because you are Dragon Blessed, Stavin. You are already Chosen. Chosen by a dragon, just as my ancestors were Chosen by Dandarshandrake.” She smiled and giggled a little. “And to keep me from marrying you if you became available. I would. You are everything I asked for in a husband.”

    Now Stavin looked at the table and squirmed a little. “Marina, I--”

    Marina smiled tenderly as she said, “I know, Stavi. And I wouldn’t wish for anything ill to befall my friend Shari. But this is why I wanted you to be part of this discussion. If the worst should happen and I become queen, then you would be crown prince. This decision involves you as much as it involves me.”


    Chapter 42

    STAVIN WAS REELING FROM THE THINGS he’d just been told, and went home to be alone so he could think. Sharindis and Sallin brought Karlin home a little while later and found him sitting in the darkened library, staring blankly out the window. 

    “Master Stavin, are you all right?” Sallin asked as soon as she saw him. 

    “Stavi?” Sharindis asked, waiting for him to make a sound so she could find him. The room was far too dim for her to be able to see him. 

    “I’m all right,” Stavin said, and Sharindis moved toward him. “Sallin, prepare the evening meal, please. I have to discuss something with Shari.” 

    Sharindis walked confidently into the library and sat next to him. He touched her arm and she handed over Karlin. Stavin loved sitting with Karlin in his lap. 

    “What is wrong, Stavin?” she asked in a calm tone that didn’t reflect any of her concerns. Stavin sitting alone in the dark was disconcerting.

    Stavin took a deep breath and let it out in an explosive sigh. “It’s a long story.” He told her what had happened and the revelations that Marina had made. All of them.

    Sharindis was silent the whole time, just listening until he was through. When he was silent she caressed his arm. “A prince. And Chosen. And Marina.” She chuckled, startling him. “Oh, Stavi. If I was going to choose your next wife, I would choose her. But that is not something we need to discuss.”

    Stavin chuckled as well. “No, we don’t. Shari, what do you think about what Marina said?” He shifted so he was looking at her while Karlin played with his hair. “About me already being Chosen because of the dragon.” 

    Sharindis took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “She’s right, up to a certain point. In one of the histories there is mention of Dandarshandrake saying, You are my Chosen people, to the King of Lux when he first arrived. But, if I remember right, they called themselves the Chosen before that. It meant something else. Dandarshandrake just made it official, and they all adopted the Zel’ prefix to designate who they were.” 

    Stavin was nodding. “And the warriors were all Clan of the Cat. I remember part of that. But am I Chosen?”

    Sharindis didn’t laugh, though she wanted to. He always had such a hard time accepting good things. “Well, the dragon didn’t exactly choose you. You kind of forced yourself on it. But it didn’t kill you, either. It saw something special in you, an unusual courage, and honored you. So, yes, that makes you Chosen.”

    Stavin sat back and hugged Karlin to his chest. “There was a time when becoming a prince would have meant the world to me. Now,” he bit his lips and took a deep breath, “now it would just mean my friends were dead.” 

    “Stavi,” Sharindis said in a very gentle tone, “your friends knew that. King Kalin had to have known it. That’s why Marina didn’t mention it before. She knew how you’d react.”

    Stavin blinked a few times as he considered her statement, then nodded. “You’re probably right. Sometimes I just have to wonder why this all happened. I just can’t understand.” 

    Sharindis reached over and caressed his face. She felt the worry lines across his forehead and the tension in his jaw. She whispered, “Dracl Fah Comman.”

    Stavin closed his eyes. “Dragon Blessed. Sometimes I have to wonder exactly what that means.” 

    * * *

    Dahvin joined Marina for the evening meal. She seemed preoccupied at first, so he just ate what was in front of him until she finally said, “I told Stavin everything.” 

    Dahvin froze for an instant, then looked her straight in the eye. “How’d he take it?”

    Marina let a sardonic smile twist her lips. “Like I’d clubbed him over the head.” 

    Dahvin nodded. “About right. Does he believe it?” 

    She nodded. “Yes.” 

    “Then what’s the problem?” 

    Marina looked at the table. “I haven’t told you everything.” 

    “Oh?”

    “They want us to take over all of southern Farindia, not just Kel’Kavin.” 

    “Gods Below,” Dahvin breathed. 

    “Indeed. I am going to ask Master Kel’Zorgan to research who in the valley has the closest blood ties to the Farindian Royal family. Stavin says most of them have some royal blood. If we do this, it would be helpful to have someone with ties to the old royal family as prince regent. I’ll bet a gold crown that Stavin is high on the list.” 

    “No bet,” Dahvin replied with a grin. 

    She smiled right back at him. “He has the nobility that we’re all supposed to have, doesn’t he? Gods Above, if only we’d seen this earlier.”

    “It would have made no difference, Marina. He had to come to the realization on his own. There at the end in Twin Bridges he was coming into his own. He was finally accepting that he was as good as any of us. Well, maybe not you, Sarvan, and Uncle Kal, but the rest of the Chosen guardsmen.” 

    “And now he has to accept that he’s better.” 

    * * *

    The winter settled down after that. Stavin and Karvik were once again pressed into service training the young men who were in their last year with Dragon’s Tongues. The Royal Guards on their off days trained under Charvil and Barvil. Princess Marina found an occupation as well. 

    The princess was wandering through the fortress, looking for a distraction. I miss Twin Bridges. I miss the palace. I even miss the Council. She shook her head as that thought formed. I hate the Council, but I miss being busy. Mostly, I miss Daddy. Except for a few short intervals, she and her father had never been separated. Especially not since her mother’s death. 

    She wasn’t really going anywhere, just getting out of her suite, when she’d passed the classroom. The children were reciting multiplication tables, and she stopped by the door to listen. She smiled as fond memories of the lessons of her childhood surfaced. Those were such happy times with Mommy and Daddy.

    The lesson had concluded, and the children were silent when Sharindis’ voice asked, “Who is there?” 

    Princess Marina stepped into the doorway and said, “It’s just me, Shari.” There was the sound of desks and chairs scraping on the floor as the students, all thirty-nine of the seven-year-olds, quickly went to their knees. Princess Marina grimaced and said, “My apologies, Shari. I didn’t mean to disturb your class. Children, return to your seats,” she commanded and the children all quickly obeyed. 

    “Please come in, Your Highness,” Shari said with a bow. “The children have all been dying to meet you.” 

    Princess Marina walked over to Shari’s desk and turned toward the class and nodded to the class. “Good day, children.” 

    Almost in unison the children replied, “Good day, Princess Marina.” 

    Sharindis turned toward the princess and asked, “What can I do for you, Your Highness?” 

    “I was just out strolling around the fortress when I heard the children reciting their lesson. It brought back so many happy memories of my childhood that I decided to stop and listen.” There was the sound of surprised gasps from the room and she turned to smile at the children. “Yes, I went to school just like you. All of the Chosen do.” She looked at the doorway to where her day guards were standing and grinned. “They did as well.” There were smiles and nods of agreement from the guardsmen and women. 

    A little girl raised her hand hesitantly, and the princess nodded to her. “You have a question, child?” she asked courteously. 

    The girl stood, then went to her knees. “Princess Marina, why did you have to go to school? Don’t you have people who do your figuring for you?”

    Princess Marina considered the question carefully for a moment. “I do have people who spend their entire day looking at the figures that define so much of Evandia’s commerce, but it is important for me to be able to confirm those figures sometimes. If I am in council with my father, I can’t just ask someone else to check the sums. If it sounds wrong, I need to be able to check them myself.” She smiled a little and then continued. “Really, I have to be able to do the figures in order to tell if something sounds wrong in the first place.” 

    The girl stood and bowed, then returned to her seat as a boy raised his hand. Princess Marina looked at the boy and nodded as she said, “Yes?”

    The boy knelt, then asked, “Did you have to study history, Your Highness?” His tone and expression made it clear that he hated it.

    Princess Marina actually laughed at that one. “Yes, I did, and still do. Have you heard the saying that those who forget the mistakes of the past are doomed to repeat them? You must know the history in order to avoid the mistakes.” She paused for a moment, then continued. “Let us take an example. In the early days of Lux, the empire expanded into the territory that is now the Kingdom of Coravia. When they did, they simply conquered the people who lived there and said, We are your lords now. They didn’t try to assimilate them, to make them part of the Luxandian culture. Ten years later, those people rebelled.” She paused and looked around. Every eye in the room was on her. “Fifty thousand people died in that rebellion. That is why, from that point forward, Luxand didn’t just conquer territory. New territories were brought into the empire and made part of it, not just servants to the Chosen.” 

    The boy returned to his seat, and the sound of many young voices intruded from the hall. Sharindis said, “Your pardon, Princess Marina, but it is time for these children to go and the next class to come in.” 

    The princess nodded and Sharindis waved the children on their way. The next class was the eight-year-olds, and they all knelt to the princess as they entered the room. Princess Marina sighed and waved toward the desks as she said, “Take your seats.” The children immediately obeyed. 

    Princess Marina turned to Sharindis and said, “I should go.” 

    Sharindis bowed her head. “You are welcome to stay, Your Highness. Stavin told me something of your education. Perhaps you could teach with me. I’m certain,” she turned toward the children, “that they will listen to you. This class is here for their history lesson.” 

    There was a certain eagerness in the princess’ voice as she asked, “May I really?” 

    From that day forward, Princess Marina could be found in the classroom, teaching alongside Sharindis or Master Kel’Zorgan. She didn’t teach every class. In some classes, she joined the students, especially when the history of Kel’Kavin came up. It wasn’t long before the children were as comfortable with her as they were with Shari. 

     

     


    Chapter 43

    THE WINTER PASSED SLOWLY. MIDWINTER AND the eleven days of the Mid Winter Festival came and went, and both Marina and Dahvin joined Stavin’s family for the ceremony on Mid Winter’s Night, huddling together in the small house and talking all night, telling stories of their families as far back as they knew them. 

    Princess Marina spoke softly. Karlin was bundled in a thick blanket as he slept in her lap. “Zel’Andral was from right outside Lux. We owned, or claimed we owned, about two thousand dragons of prime farmland. The farm was called Andral, which meant something like ‘very rich land’ back then. According to the old maps and deeds, it was about where the Weaver’s Quarter is now. For three thousand, six hundred and seventy-one years the Zel’Andral family has been a part of our culture.

    Dahvin grinned at his cousin. “Zel’Fordal is actually as old as Zel’Andral. We were farmers in the far eastern corner of Luxand. My ancestor Revandar Fordal was in Lux when Dandarshandrake arrived, and changed our name from Fordal to Zel’Fordal. For three thousand, six hundred and seventy-one years Zel’Fordal has stood with the empire and kingdom.”

    Stavin spoke so softly that his voice was barely audible. “Kel’Aniston is from Reynadia, but we don’t know that much about it. Our history was lost during the rebellion after Dandarshandrake left us. The entire family, or at least our branch of the family, was wiped out except for three children. My ancestor Malvan Kel’Aniston grew up and rebuilt our line, and for five hundred and thirty-nine years the Kel’Aniston family has protected Farindia and the Farindian Royal Family.”

    Sharindis leaned her head against Stavin’s shoulder. “Kel’Horval is as old as your families. Master Warrior Selmar Horval was a member of the king’s guard when Dandarshandrake came to Lux. He and all of the king’s guard swore eternal service to the king, and took the Kel’ prefix as their own. For three thousand, six hundred and seventy-one years, Kel’Horvals have served the empire and kingdoms, usually as Royal Guards.”

    All four of them spoke together as they said, “And may our families continue into the future as far as they extend into the past.”

    * * *

    Stavin seldom saw his old tormentors. His elevation to Warleader Second, along with his status as a Ward of the Evandian Crown, had left them nothing to say. Their glares still resounded, but none of them dared even approach him. 

    It was on one of those rare occasions that Karvik pointed something out to him that he’d completely missed. “Harner isn’t here.” 

    “What?” 

    Karvik nodded to where the other three bullies had gathered. “Harner is missing.” 

    “He may just be busy,” Stavin pointed out. “He is the oldest son now. Jorvan may just have him working.” 

    “No. He’d have switched his practice days around to be with them.” Karvik looked at the bullies and said, “Lanik, come over here.” 

    All three of them came over and snapped to attention. “Yes, Warleader Kel’Carin?” 

    Karvik asked, “Where is Harner?” 

    “Andaria, Warleader Kel’Carin,” Lanik answered. 

    Karvik and Stavin shared a significant look, then Karvik nodded to the young men. “Thank you for the information. You may go.” They bowed deeply to him, then turned and walked away. 

    “No wonder this has been such a quiet winter,” Stavin muttered, and Karvik laughed at him. 

    “Three stars, and you’re still worried about a one-striper like Harner?”

    Stavin sighed deeply. “I know, Kar. I know!” He threw his hands up in exasperation. “It’s just habit, I guess. I’ve been afraid of him for so long that I keep looking for him in the shadows.” 

    “No need to look any longer,” Karvik pointed out. “How’s big-sister Marina treating you?” 

    Stavin groaned. “Big-sister Marina has joined forces with Shari and Sora. Those two are a bad influence on her.” 

    Karvik laughed at that. “Serves you right. Gotta find some way to keep you humble. And speaking of humbling, Dad is looking at us and he has an ax in his hands.” 

    Stavin closed his eyes and took two deep breaths before reopening them. “Well, there’s no avoiding it. Lucky for me, I’m scheduled in the Archive tomorrow.”

    Karvik chuckled. “Serves you right for showing off. Go get beaten. It won’t be any better later.” 

    Stavin walked resolutely over to Barvil and bowed. “My turn again, Warmaster Kel’Carin?” Barvil simply nodded once. Stavin picked up the ax near Barvil’s side and walked into the circle. 

    Barvil joined him and took a ready stance. “Do you think you can stay on your feet this time, Stavin?”

    “I thought I could stay on my feet last time, Sir. Right up until my butt hit the ground.” 

    Barvil grinned and attacked. Stavin’s reflexes saved him from the first attack, but Barvil’s ax clanged against his back plate a moment later. Barvil shook his head. “You’ve got to keep moving, Stavin. You know that better than anyone. You are too small to go toe-to-toe against just about anyone, so you’ve got to use the advantages you have. You are nimble and quick. Stay close, inside my swing. Don’t let me get a good swing that you can’t avoid. Now again.” He attacked Stavin again, and this time Stavin managed to stay alive through six exchanges before Barvil’s ax slammed into his chest. 

    “Better,” Barvil said, “but not good enough. Again.” 

    Four spans later Stavin was a sodden, sweat-soaked mess in spite of the cold. He was breathing heavily, and had to keep blinking sweat out of his eyes. Barvil was in better shape, but not exceptionally so. “Go get cleaned up and dry off before you catch a chill,” Barvil commanded as he removed his helmet to dry his face. “You have two days to recover before your next session. I expect you to do as well at the beginning of that session as you did at the end of this one.” 

    Stavin snapped to attention, then bowed deeply. “Yes, Warmaster.” At Barvil’s nod, he walked away, going home to bathe and put on warm clothes. 

    * * *

    “That wasn’t bad,” Charvil said as he stepped up to Barvil’s side. 

    “Not bad, but not good either,” Barvil said as he looked at his cousin. “He only scored once, and just a glancing blow. It wouldn’t have done much damage even with real axes.” 

    “Yes,” Charvil agreed, “and I remember a smart-mouthed cousin of mine who spent two winters with the ax before he scored even that well against the Warmaster.” 

    Barvil grinned at him. “Must be some other cousin. Couldn’t have been me. I was never smart-mouthed.” 

    Charvil let loose a harsh bark of laughter. “No, smart and your mouth were never associated.” He grinned at Barvil’s glare. “Our guardsmen are waiting.” 

    Barvil nodded and joined Charvil in front of the guards. Two men and three women faced them. What Barvil found most remarkable was that the women seemed to be as good, and in some cases better, than the men. Their swords were identical to the men’s. Their uniforms, with a few minor tailoring changes, were identical. Even their armor was the same. There was also the fact that one of them bore the name Zel’Karyn. She was a descendant of Mary Death’s youngest brother. 

    The training was the same, no matter who they were. Advanced sword work was what they all had to know, and both Charvil and Barvil were experts in that craft. 

    Charvil, as the official Warmaster of the Academy, detailed their lesson for the day. “Gentlemen, ladies, you have all done very well in the time you’ve been here.” He paused to let them absorb the unusual event of being praised. “Now it’s time to begin phase two. Multiple opponents.” He smiled at their looks of shock. “You will be facing off against two of our fifth-year men.” 

    Two men in full armor stepped forward and bowed deeply to Charvil. “Sergeant Zel’Halvis, you first,” Charvil said, and the woman stepped forward. Both of the warriors gave her dubious looks, but joined her in the circle. “Standard drill, two-on-one. Begin.” 

    The staccato clash of the wooden blades sounded like a child running a stick across a picket fence. Sergeant Zel’Halvis lasted for half a span before one of the men landed a killing blow. She and both men immediately stepped back. 

    The sergeant bowed to the man who’d struck her, and both men bowed back. “That was very good,” one of them said as he stared at her. 

    “Very good, but she needs to be better,” Charvil said, interrupting the men. “Again.” 

    Dahvin had come down to watch, and walked slowly over to the Warmaster’s side. “Your pardon, Warmaster Charvil, but how far are you planning to take my people?” 

    Charvil turned to him and bowed slightly. “Lord Dahvin, I plan on taking each of them as far as they can go. And you as well. I understand that you’ve been sparring against Karvik and Stavin. Could you beat either of them if it really counted?” 

    Dahvin took a deep breath, then nodded. “Stavin. Most of the time. As for Karvik--he’s as fast as Stavin and as strong as Barvil.” He glanced at Barvil and saw the smug smile on the older man’s face. “The best I’ve done against him is two strikes before he got his third. Once.” 

    Charvil smiled slightly. “You can beat Stavin with a sword, but even I can’t beat him with a Dragon’s Tongue in his hands. That’s why he and Karvik are teaching the final year boys. What you and your guards have to do is get to be as good as those two. With swords, at least. I promised the king and general that we’d train you as well as we could this winter.” 

     

     


    Chapter 44

    AT LONG LAST, SPRING ARRIVED. AS always, the first people out of the valley were hunters, but close on their heels this year were fifty veterans and two young Warleaders, headed to Trade Town. The road was still covered with snow, so there was no dust, but Stavin and Karvik were still the last two in line. 

    The force made good time in spite of the snow and arrived in Trade Town on the sixth day. Stavin was called to the front as soon as the town was seen. 

    “Stavin,” Barvil said as he surveyed the town, “put on your vest. You’ll lead us in. We’re all going to the Traders’ Guild.” 

    Stavin came to attention in the saddle and said, “Yes, Sir,” then turned and pulled his Master Trader’s Vest out of his saddle bags. Once he was properly outfitted, he led the group forward at a walk. 

    The appearance of the Kel’Kavin warriors so early drew the attention of the local Traders and residents. They were nearly a moon early for the trade caravans. People shouted questions at the passing warriors, but no answers were given. The warriors rode in stony silence, facing forward.

    Stavin followed Barvil’s instructions on how to reach the headquarters of the Farindian Traders’ Guild, and pulled his horse to a stop near the door. He and Barvil dismounted, handing their reins to the men behind them, then went into the building. 

    A man at the desk across the entry way snapped to his feet and asked, “What’s this?”

    “I am Master Trader Stavin, of the Evandian House of Kel’Aniston,” Stavin said as he walked forward. “I wish to speak with your council.” 

    The man licked his lips nervously. “Ah, Master Stavin, I’ve heard of you. The council is not in session.” 

    Stavin looked him straight in the eye and said, “Summon them.” 

    The man stammered, “Th-That’s not advisable, Master Stavin.” 

    Stavin looked at Barvil for a moment, and then back at the man. “Tell them that fifty-two Warleaders of Kel’Kavin are here, led by Warmaster Barvil Kel’Carin. We have urgent business to discuss with them.” 

    The man swallowed convulsively as he looked at Barvil, then turned and fled through a door behind his desk. He was gone for almost a span, then returned and bowed deeply. “Master Stavin, the council will see you now.” He bowed and led the way with Stavin and Barvil right behind him. 

    The man led them to a large room with a long table across the side opposite the door. Only two men faced them. “I would like an explanation of why--” one of them began, but he wasn’t allowed to finish. 

    “What do you know of the fate of thirty-and-three of our men who took contract here last summer?” Barvil demanded, interrupting the man. 

    The man was glaring at Barvil with a look of rage few could have matched. “This is the Farindian Traders’ Guild, not some tavern. You will show us the respect we are due.” 

    Barvil glared right back. “You will tell us all we wish to know about our men, or we’ll level this town.” 

    “You wouldn’t dare!” the second man shouted. 

    Stavin stepped forward and removed his helmet. “We would. Three teams of our men took contract here last summer. They did not return. It is our understanding that they went to Andaria. What do you know of them?”

    The two Guild Masters glanced at one another, then the one to the left spoke. “Andaria has cut off all trade. No caravan may enter or leave the kingdom. As for the specific fate of your men, we have no information.” 

    Barvil looked at Stavin and said, “As we feared. It looks like we’re going to have to end this war before we get our people back.” 

    Stavin bowed deeply, then turned back to the Guild Masters. “There is one other thing that you should know, and I am informing you as a courtesy. Evandia may be annexing this portion of Farindia. If that happens, expect the Evandian Traders’ Guild to be taking over here as well.” 

    “They can’t do that!” the man on the right shouted. 

    Stavin shook his head. “Only the threat of war with Andaria has prevented them from doing it before. Since they are already at war with Andaria, they see no reason not to go ahead and add this territory to Evandia. We of Kel’Kavin will back them in that endeavor.” 

    Barvil looked at the Guild Masters and said, “Don’t count on any guards from Kel’Kavin this year. We’re likely to be busy fighting the Andarians.” With that he turned and walked away, and Stavin was only half a step behind him. There was the sound of incoherent sputtering from behind them, but they closed the door and left the building. 

    Barvil raised his voice as soon as they were outside. “Andaria has closed its borders. They had no specific information.” There was a lot of muttering and talking among the men, then Stavin and Barvil led them out of town. Once they were on the road again, Stavin tucked his vest away and fell back with Karvik. 

    “They knew nothing,” he said as soon as his horse, Blu, matched pace with Karvik’s Chana. 

    “So this was a wasted trip,” Karvik said, but Stavin shook his head. 

    “Not wasted. We served notice to the guild that Evandia is going to annex them. And that none of us were going to be here this summer.” 

    The force rode northward again for four days, then stopped at the crossroads that led to Kavadia. They had to camp overnight, but by mid morning of the next day they were met by fifteen of Stavin’s wagons. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey was driving the lead. The next four were driven by the rest of the Elders. 

    Barvil led the warriors forward, and twenty of them, including Stavin and Karvik, joined up. The rest continued on to Kel’Kavin. Barvil rode up beside Mikal’s wagon. “As we suspected. Andaria has closed its borders.”

    Mikal stared straight ahead for a moment, then nodded once sharply. “How did the Traders take the news that we weren’t going to be there this year?” 

    “Indignantly,” Barvil replied with a grin. 

    Mikal smiled slightly. “Good. Let them realize that we don’t need them anymore and they’ll be less likely to cause trouble.” 

    It still took nine days to reach Markavia Cross, and four more to Aravad. The advantage of having the wagons was that everyone could sleep in the beds, up out of the snow. 

    Stavin once again put on his vest and led the wagons into the caravansary on the south side of the city. That meant they had to traverse the entire city, so by the time they had arranged and unhitched the wagons a delegation from the Aravad Trader’s Council had come looking for them. 

    Lord Ahlic spotted Stavin’s golden armor and walked over to him. “Friend Stavin, welcome back.” 

    Stavin bowed automatically. “Lord Zel’Vandar, as you requested, we have brought our Elders to meet with your council.” 

    Lord Zel’Vandar looked at Stavin, then at the men who had come to stand behind him. “You brought the Elders themselves, not just representatives?” 

    One of the men behind Stavin answered. “It seemed the best way to deal with the situation. I am Chief Elder Mikal Kel’Kaffrey.” Mikal bowed, then introduced the rest. “Warmaster Kel’Horval, Elder Kel’Caval, Elder Kel’Vardil, and Elder Kel’Naril,” he said, and each of the men bowed as they were introduced. 

    Lord Zel’Vandar bowed in return. “I am pleased to meet you all. If you will come with me, I will summon my associates and we can begin our meeting.” 

    “Lord Zel’Vandar,” Stavin said, catching his attention, “we are also here to purchase some more supplies. Unfortunately, I’m the only Master. I have to stay with the caravan, and--” Lord Ahlic shook his head to interrupt him.

    “No, Friend Stavin, you don’t. Not here. You are free to go bargain with the grain merchants, and any others you need to see. Just, please, spread it around bit.” 

    Stavin smiled and bowed deeply. “I shall, Lord Zel’Vandar.” 

    Barvil and Karvik came to his side immediately. “That’s a surprise,” Barvil commented as the Elders walked away. 

    “Yes, but I think they really want our business,” Stavin agreed. “Shall we go visit the grain merchants?” he asked with a grin, then led the way out of the caravansary. “Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey told me to load up all of the wagons. Marina and her guards depleted us even with the missing men and the extra we brought in last fall.”

    Barvil grunted his agreement, then grumbled, “It’s a wonder any of them can walk, the way they ate.” The three had been walking as they talked, and soon reached the sector of the city that the grain merchants controlled. 

    Stavin said, “There’s House Zel’Valin, but we already cleaned them out. Zel’Jastan is next.” Stavin led the way into the Trading House and they were immediately met. 

    “Yes, Master Trader,” a small woman wearing a Master Trader’s vest said as they entered. “What can House Zel’Jastan do for you?” 

    Stavin bowed, and was amused that, for once, he was eye-level with the Trader. “We are seeking a supply of grain. Twenty bags each of wheat, barley, rye, and beans. Do you have a supply this late in the year?”

    “We do, good Master Trader,” the woman replied with a bow. “You’re from Kel’Kavin?” 

    All three of them bowed. “We are,” Stavin agreed. 

    “You’re not buying much,” she said, her tone making a question of her statement. 

    Stavin smiled. “We were asked to spread our purchases around. The bargain I made in the fall caused some friction.” 

    “You infuriated everyone except Zel’Valin, young man,” the woman said as she stared him in the eyes. “But you might want to increase your order a bit. There are only six houses with a decent supply left.” 

    Stavin nodded. “We have fifteen wagons. Fifty bags each is seven hundred and fifty bags. By six houses is one hundred and twenty five each.”

    “And the distribution?” the woman asked. 

    Stavin looked at Barvil, but he just nodded toward the trader. Turning back to her, he said, “Twenty-five each of wheat, barley, and rye, and fifty of beans.” 

    The woman nodded. “Ten gold crowns.”

    Stavin looked at her with a shocked expression on his face and the game was on. He bargained hard, starting at just two, and they played the game per the rules. In just a span they had agreed on four gold and two silver. Stavin laughed as he shook his head. 

    “You got me.”

    “You do well for one so young, Master Stavin. Who taught you?” 

    Stavin sighed. “Kethlan, Sahren, and Rahlina Kel’Vandar.” 

    The woman laughed uproariously. “Kethlan?! I thought I recognized that style. Oh, you had a worthy teacher in that scoundrel. Do you have your wagons here?” 

    Stavin shook his head. “I had thought to make the bargains first and pick up all of the grain at the same time.” 

    “That will do,” the woman said with a bob of her head that might have been a bow. “That will do fine. I’ll have your order separated. When will you pick up?” 

    “Late tomorrow. Our Elders and your Trader’s Council are meeting today, and I can’t imagine them finishing before the end of the day tomorrow.” 

    Stavin, Barvil, and Karvik all bowed, and the woman bowed in return, then they left to move on to the next house. The bargaining went about the same. Stavin got the hundred and twenty-five bags of grain from each house for close to the same price. One was four gold crowns even. One was four and three silver. By the end, Barvil was shaking his head. 

    “Maybe all that time you spent with Kethlan wasn’t such a bad thing after all,” was all he’d say on the walk back to the caravansary. 

    Stavin was shaking his head. “I didn’t do as well as I did with Zel’Valin,” he complained. “I got a thousand bags for thirty gold. Seven hundred and fifty shouldn’t have cost more than twenty-three, but I spent twenty-six and three silver.” 

    Karvik laughed. “Only you would think you didn’t get a good deal. What about the butchers?” 

    Stavin nodded and let Karvik lead the way. At the butchers, they had less luck. There was little to be had, and the prices were more than even Stavin was willing to pay. They did get ten of the good hard sausages that Stavin liked, but he paid for them with his own gold. 

    They returned to the caravan and Barvil sent three men to an inn for food. Stavin tossed them his purse to pay with. Barvil just shook his head. “The town can buy us a few meals, Stavin.” 

    “Not the way I bargained,” Stavin muttered, then went to sit by the fire. 

    * * *

    Ahlic Zel’Vandar led the Elders through the city to a large building. It had once been the palace of the Kings of Kavadia, but the Traders had taken it over for their own use. Most of the ornate carvings and frescoes were still intact, but thieves and looters had stolen everything else of value. 

    Lord Ahlic led them into a large meeting room and motioned toward seats around the table. “If you gentlemen would care to take a seat, we should be joined soon by the rest of the Traders’ Council.” It was less than a span later that the last member of the Council arrived. Twenty-three Houses were represented. 

    A different man stood and bowed his head to the Elders. “Gentlemen, I am Perrit Zel’Kaudell, Leader of the Aravad Trader’s Council. As Ahlic no doubt explained to you, we are very interested in maintaining a relationship with Kavinston.” 

    Mikal stood and bowed deeply before speaking. “Lord Zel’Kaudell, I am Chief Elder Mikal Kel’Kaffrey. We are also very interested in maintaining a relationship with Aravad. However, there have been several developments during the winter that we should inform you of before we go much further. First, and possibly most important, we have received a communication from Evandia that they wish to annex Kel’Kavin. There is the possibility that they will annex all of southern Farindia.” He paused as the Traders all began discussing his revelation. When they had quieted, he continued. “Second, the war with Andaria has already affected us. Three teams of our men went to Andaria, and did not return. We do not know what happened to them, but--”

    “They were conscripted by the Andarian Army,” a different man said. “All of the guards we hired were conscripted as well. Our caravans are also stuck in Andaria.” 

    Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey bowed his head. “We were afraid something like that might have happened.”

    “How serious is the Evandian Crown about annexing Farindia?” a different lord asked. 

    “At present, it is only a proposal. King Kalin is definitely interested in annexing Kel’Kavin, but the rest of Farindia is a question that we still haven’t answered. We of Kel’Kavin favor the idea.” 

    “You said several developments,” another of the lords prompted. “Is there more?” 

    “Yes,” Mikal agreed. “Third, Master Trader Stavin of House Kel’Aniston is interested in establishing a permanent base of operations here in Aravad.”

    “Is he interested in becoming a full member of the Traders’ Council?” a man farther down the table asked. 

    Charvil stood and shook his head as he said, “No, he is not.” He bowed slightly as Mikal sat down. “What he wants to do is establish a place where his wagons and animals can be kept through the winter so that they don’t place a strain on the resources of our valley. That will also let him schedule deliveries of our orders rather than having the wagons driven down here and back. It would get our supplies into the valley earlier in the spring, and give us a better selection in the fall.” 

    One of the lords said, “He’d need to hire Masters for the caravans.” 

    Charvil bowed his head deeply. “Or sponsor others to the Guild.” 

    “He has the resources to do that,” Lord Ahlic said as he looked around. “Anything else?” 

    Mikal took over again. “There is one other major point that we wanted to discuss. We would like to start sending our full expedition to Aravad rather than the Skykon Trade Town.” He paused as shocked looks were shared all around the table. “Would there be a market for additional teams of guards?”

    “Yes,” at least ten of the lords answered together. 

    Mikal bowed his head slightly. “We thought there might be. Last, and the reason we are here right now, are our supplies. Typically, we buy a thousand bags of grain in the fall and another five hundred in the spring. Stavin’s status and skill has convinced us to bring all of our business to you. The Traders in Kahrant’s Pass are in for some hard times.” 

    A man stood and bowed to Mikal before speaking. “I am Rahndahl Zel’Valin. Young Master Stavin bargained very well last fall. How many of your people can match that skill?” 

    Mikal sighed. “Few. Maybe one or two.”

    There were nods of satisfaction around the table. “Master Stavin will have to establish a House here in Kavadia,” Lord Zel’Kaudell said as he looked at the Elders. “It won’t be as expensive as Evandia. Even we,” he gestured around the table, “find the Evandian Traders’ Guild bond to be excessive.” There were some chuckles from around the table now. “There is, however, one question that must be answered: Who is Master Stavin’s Chosen sponsor?”

    “I am,” Lord Ahlic said as he stood to face his associates. He looked around and saw some shock, but more satisfied expressions as if his action had been expected. “Zel’Vandar owes Friend Stavin a debt that we’ll not soon repay. His actions in Valovad, taking on the Evandian Traders’ Guild and establishing a House for the express purpose of bringing our caravan home, was nothing short of heroic. I will negotiate an agreement with him, but Zel’Vandar will stand for Kel’Aniston.” 

    Lord Zel’Kaudell bowed slightly. “That’s good enough for me. Dissent?” He looked around, but no one made any signal. “I didn’t think there would be. Very well. Ahlic, get together with Master Stavin and see to the establishment of his House. Did you have somewhere in mind?” 

    “The Zel’Gavak property. We own it, but we don’t need it. It needs some repair, but nothing major. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey, do you know how many wagons Stavin owns?” 

    Mikal shook his head, but Charvil nodded and stood again to address the lords. “Stavin has twenty-four cargo wagons and two enclosed.” 

    “That’s quite a few for such a young House. Are you certain?” Lord Perrit asked. 

    Charvil smiled as he bowed. “He’s my son-in-law. I’m certain. That does not, however, count the wagons in Evandia. That’s just the wagons he has here and in Kel’Kavin.” 

    “Those Trading Houses that the king awarded him,” another of the Councilors muttered. “We should have considered that. Do you know what he’s doing with them?”

    “Two of them were involved in the textile trade,” Charvil answered with a slight bow, “and his manager in Valovad, Corrine Fel’Carvin, is going to continue those contracts as well as she can. The third was a general merchandise trader like Zel’Vandar. That house has been liquidated and the wagons sold or traded for the cargo wagons he needs here.”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell stood again and spoke in a puzzled tone as he said, “I know that name. Is she associated with Madam Elain Fel’Carvin?”

    Charvil bowed his head, then replied, “She is, Lord Zel’Kaudell. Her real name is Elain Fel’Carvin the Seventeenth. The younger Elains go by their middle names until they inherit the, um, family enterprise. It avoids confusion. The current Elain is her grandmother.”

    “Does Friend Stavin know who and what she is?” a woman halfway down the table asked. 

    “He does. He and the elder Elain are friends, and King Kalin was the one who arranged for Corrine to manage the House for Stavin.”

    A man at the far end of the table stood and bowed slightly to Lord Zel’Kaudell. “I have a question, if I may?” he waited for a nod of permission before addressing Charvil. “Everything else aside, is Master Stavin going to try and enter into the Kavadian textile trade?” 

    Charvil shook his head as he replied, “I don’t know, Sir.” 

    The man looked at Lord Zel’Kaudell with his head tilted to the side. “The Wool Weavers are going to be very interested in this young man if he can give us a wedge into the Evandian textile trade.” 

    Lord Zel’Kaudell smiled as he nodded his agreement, and noted the nods around the table. “I think all of us are going to be interested in young Master Stavin. Very interested.” 

     

     


    Chapter 45

    THE ELDERS RETURNED TO THE CARAVAN near sundown. They didn’t say much, but the looks of satisfaction that each of them wore said enough. Charvil caught Stavin’s attention and waved him over. 

    “Stavin, Lord Zel’Vandar is sponsoring you to the Aravad Traders’ Council. Zel’Vandar has a property that they are going to sell to you for storing your wagons and animals. They seemed to be anxious to keep our business.” 

    Stavin grinned. “I imagine they were.”

    “There’s more,” Charvil said, causing Stavin to tilt his head curiously. “They are going to approach you about trade with and in Evandia. Especially the textile trade.” 

    Stavin nodded. “That’s good.” When Charvil looked surprised, he grinned even wider. “It means I can bring Corrine in on this as well. She’s much more experienced than I am.” 

    Charvil chuckled. “You should have seen their reaction to finding out who Corrine really is. Your friend Elain is well known up here. And, judging by the expressions of some of the people on the Traders’ Council, feared.”

    Stavin grinned widely at his father-in-law. “If we weren’t friends, I’d be afraid of her, too. Fel’Carvin is one of only five major crime families in Evandia. She’s really more powerful than all but a few of the Chosen clans. King Kalin thinks it’s funny that she and I are friends as well.” 

    The evening meal was close to a festival for the warriors. Good food from an inn, and a cask of decent beer, made everyone happy. Even so, Charvil set guards around the camp. Stavin was among the last set. 

    Sunrise was met with a morning meal from the same inn that had provided the evening meal. The warriors were still eating when Lord Ahlic arrived, looking for Stavin. 

    “Good morning, Friend Stavin. Are you ready to negotiate an agreement for associate membership in the Aravad Trader’s Council?” 

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Yes, Sir.” 

    Lord Ahlic smiled. “As you were no doubt told, Zel’Vandar is sponsoring you. We own several properties that we are not presently using, and one will do nicely for storing your wagons and animals through the winter. The house burned down long ago, but the warehouse is in good shape and the pasture will comfortably hold over a hundred animals.”

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered. “What is this going to cost me?” 

    Lord Ahlic smiled slightly. “We’ll settle for ten gold crowns. We owe you a great deal, but that is the minimum we can sell it for. Otherwise it would be a gift, and we’re not allowed to do that. Not if you’re going to keep Kel’Aniston as a separate house.” 

    Stavin’s eyebrows drew down as he looked up at the lord. “I don’t understand, Sir.” 

    Lord Ahlic took a deep breath and explained. “Friend Stavin, according to your Elders, you are not interested in becoming a full member of the Aravad Council. As an associate member, you have to have a sponsor, and that is where I come in. I cannot, however, simply give you a property like the one we are discussing. In order for the transfer of ownership to be legal, a reasonable sum must change hands. If we didn’t, then Kel’Aniston would be considered a client of Zel’Vandar, not a separate House.” 

    Stavin nodded his understanding, even though he was frowning in confusion. He said, “Yes, Sir,” as he came to attention once again. “May I see the warehouse?” 

    “Of course,” Lord Ahlic laughed. “I wouldn’t expect you to buy it sight-unseen. Come along.” He waved toward the gate of the caravansary and Stavin joined him. 

    They hadn’t gone five steps before Barvil, Karvik and Charvil joined them. “Going somewhere, Stavin?” Charvil asked. 

    “Yes, Sir. Lord Ahlic is going to show me the warehouse he’s offering to Kel’Aniston.” 

    Charvil nodded. “We’ll go with you.” 

    Stavin didn’t roll his eyes, but it was an effort not to do so. “I think I’m safe with Lord Ahlic, Sir.” 

    Charvil smiled. “I think so as well, but I am not going to explain to Shari why I let something happen to you. Your big sister is another reason to keep an eye on you.” 

    All Stavin could do was nod and say, “Yes, Sir.” 

    “Your family should be involved, Friend Stavin,” Lord Ahlic said as they continued to walk. “If nothing else, they can help you look over the property.” 

    It was a long walk to the Zel’Gavak property. The estate, because that was what it really was, was located on the northern side of Aravad. There was a large, long warehouse that looked like a pole-barn that had been walled in, a stable, and a large pasture. All that remained of the manor house was a pair of chimneys and a stone foundation. 

    Lord Ahlic motioned toward the warehouse as they approached. “We’ve used the warehouse to store wagons before. The roof and walls are sound, but you might consult with a mage about renewing the anti-pest and anti-rot spells. They are at least ten years old. The stable was meant for twenty horses at most, but you’ve plenty of pasture for the rest of your animals. Your father-in-law,” he glanced at Charvil, “said you have twenty-six wagons. Twin teams?”

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered immediately. “I have a total of fifty-two mules.” 

    “There shouldn’t be much trouble then,” Lord Ahlic said as he looked around. “The only issue I can foresee is where your caretakers will live.” 

    Stavin said, “I’ll have something built,” as he looked at the remains of the house, “or pay an innkeeper to feed and house them for a year.”

    “That could be very expensive,” Lord Ahlic commented. 

    Stavin shrugged. “I’ve spoken to a few families in Kavinston. What I’d really like to do is find someone who has their vest but no House of their own. Someone who can use the wagons through the spring and summer, and bring us our supplies at the thaw and after harvest.” 

    “You’re looking for a manager like Corrine,” Charvil said as he looked down at Stavin.

    “Yes, Sir. I have two more years with the expeditions, and there are some other considerations as well. We also have to see to Andaria and the annexation before I can devote the necessary time to House Kel’Aniston.” 

    Lord Ahlic was looking at Stavin with an odd expression. “Rahlina warned me that your mind works in strange ways. There are numerous Masters who have no House of their own. Most of them don’t own much more than a single wagon and team. You could easily hire the men you are talking about for ten or fifteen percent of the profits from your caravans.” He let loose a harsh bark of laughter. “Even Zel’Vandar has more Masters than caravans.” 

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Yes, Sir. Rahlina explained it to me, and we,” he glanced at Karvik and Barvil, “saw why it’s important to have more than one Master with a caravan.” 

    Lord Ahlic sighed. “There is that.” 

    They had been walking as they talked and went into the warehouse. It was a cavernous building, easily as tall as a three-story house inside. There was a wide central aisle and side wings with lower ceilings as well. 

    Stavin was muttering as he looked around. “Add a second floor. Maybe a third. Add some windows. Arrange the wagons along the sides.” He looked around and smiled. “This will do nicely.” 

    Lord Ahlic chuckled, drawing his attention. “You think on your feet, Friend Stavin. That’s an excellent quality in a Master Trader.” He waved toward the stables. “You’ll have to arrange shelter for more of your animals. Someplace to store fodder for them will also have to be arranged.” 

    Stavin was looking at the stables, but his eyes were slightly unfocused. “Expand to the sides. Lean-tos.” He looked back at the warehouse. “Store the fodder in the wagons.” He blinked and smiled up at Lord Ahlic. “I need to talk to some builders, Sir.” 

    Lord Ahlic laughed and led them back into town. They went to the Zel’Vandar House first and finalized the contract between Zel’Vandar and Kel’Aniston. Stavin paid the ten gold crowns for the property, and received the deed in return. 

    The four warriors ate the mid day meal with the Zel’Vandars, then Lord Ahlic led them to the Woodsmen. House Zel’Sycamin was owned by another ancient Clan, and had been named for a type of tree that had grown in the hills around Lux. The butler led them directly to Lord Valtan Zel’Sycamin. The lord smiled and approached Ahlic immediately. 

    “Ahlic, it’s good to see you. Is this young Master Stavin?” he asked, looking at Stavin’s golden armor under his Master Trader’s vest.

    “It is, Valtan. He needs some building done on the property he just bought.”

    Lord Valtan looked at Stavin and bowed his head slightly. “What can House Zel’Sycamin do for you, Master Stavin?” 

    “Sir, I want to add two floors inside the warehouse. Make it into something like a two-story house, with the open warehouse on the bottom.” He paused and shrugged. “I guess that makes it three stories, doesn’t it? I also want to expand the stables out to the sides to accommodate about sixty mules and horses.” 

    “I am familiar with the property. What you want to do is quite feasible. But not inexpensive. I’d estimate at least one hundred and twenty crowns.” 

    Stavin looked at him and countered with, “Seventy-five.”

    Lord Valtan shook his head. “This is not negotiable. I’m not going to make much, if any, profit. I’m sure Ahlic can confirm that, if you wish. You see, Master Stavin, we want you here for many reasons.”

    Stavin took a moment to think, then said, “Very well, Lord Zel’Sycamin. I will have to go to the Gold Merchants.” 

    “Friend Stavin,” Lord Ahlic said softly, “I think you have made an excellent decision. And Zel’Vandar will be paying close attention to the work to ensure your investment is given the attention it deserves.” He looked at his childhood friend and smiled. Kel’Aniston might be new and unknown, but Zel’Vandar was a power to be respected in Aravad.

    They left House Zel’Sycamin and Lord Ahlic said, “Friend Stavin, I must leave you to your own devices now. I have a meeting with several of my fellows to attend.” 

    Stavin and the others bowed deeply to Lord Ahlic. “Thank you for your assistance, Lord Ahlic.” Lord Ahlic returned the bow, then hurried away. 

    “It’s nearly time to pick up the supplies, Stavin,” Barvil pointed out, and they returned to the caravansary. It only took a few moments to hitch the teams, then Stavin led them to the Grain Merchants. 

    It was nearly dark by the time the wagons were loaded. Once they returned to the caravansary, Charvil set extra guards. Stavin was again on the last set, and once again watched the sun rise over Aravad. 

    All of the warriors devoured the morning meal like ravenous wolves, then hitched their teams. The sun was no more than three spans above the horizon when Stavin led them out of the caravansary and Aravad. He stopped briefly at House Zel’Sycamin and almost casually counted out the full one hundred and twenty crowns, and smiled as he bowed to seven members of the Builder’s family. Lord Valtan returned the bow with a smile of his own. 

    “Rest assured, Master Stavin, that we will provide you with everything you’ve paid for.”

    The caravan made it back to Kavinston in just thirteen days. Fortunately, there were plenty of willing hands to unload the wagons, so all the drivers had to do was park the empty wagons and let the teams loose in the pasture. 

     

     


    Chapter 46

    STAVIN FOUND SHARI IN THE CLASS room, and Marina was there as well. This class was made up exclusively of twelve-year-old girls, and Stavin froze at the doorway. He cleared his throat to get Shari’s attention and said, “I’m back, Shari. Hello, Princess Marina.” 

    Shari walked over to the doorway and kissed him, then put her hand on his chest. “Go get cleaned up. We’ll be along in a little while.” 

    Princess Marina seconded those instructions. “Dahvin and I will be joining you for the evening meal, Stavin. We need to have a discussion about some news I received while you were gone. Now excuse us. This is a women’s class.” Marina gave him a slight push, and he retreated down the hall as the room erupted in giggles. 

    Stavin was clean and properly dressed by the time Shari and Marina led Sallin and Dahvin into their little house. Sallin handed Karlin over to Stavin, then went to the kitchen to begin fixing the evening meal. 

    Stavin nuzzled Karlin, making him laugh. “Oh, Karli, you’re getting so big!” he said in delight, and laughed again as Karlin grabbed at his hair. At two and a half, Karlin was a big boy in his daddy’s arms.

    “Welcome back, Stave,” Dahvin said as he walked into the library. Stavin had commissioned a long, low table and five comfortable chairs for their library because of the number of impromptu meetings that were being held there. Stavin and Shari shared a bison-hide upholstered love seat with Karlin between them, while Marina and Dahvin each chose over-stuffed chairs opposite them. 

    “How was your trip?” Shari asked as they settled down with their hips touching. 

    “It went well. We have a warehouse, stables, and pasture in Aravad for the wagons and mules. I also arranged for living quarters for about thirty people to be built into the top of the warehouse for our caretakers and the guards that the Elders are going to assign to winter there each year.”

    “What did you find out about the missing men?” Dahvin asked. 

    “Conscripted by the Andarian Army.”

    Dahvin and Marina shared a look, then Marina spoke. “Stavin, I received a message from my father not long after the wagons left. The Andarian Army is still entrenched on the banks of the upper Zel’Horgan. They have fortified their position and are all but daring us to dig them out.” 

    “We aren’t willing to spend that many lives,” Dahvin continued, “so it’s come down to a battle of wills as much as men.” 

    Stavin sighed and shook his head. “This is disrupting the entire region. Does King Kalin have any ideas on how to break the stalemate?” 

    Marina nodded and let her eyes drop. “He wants you to do it.” 

    “Me? Or the Warriors of Kel’Kavin?”

    “You, Stavin,” Marina replied, looking into his eyes again. “Specifically, Stavin Dragon Blessed. The Andarians are more superstitious than we are about the status of the Dragon Blessed. One of the leaders of their army is Shovar Zel’Hallan.” 

    “Amarna’s grandfather,” Stavin said softly. 

    Marina nodded. “He has a sword that’s like your Dragon’s Tongue. It’s blue, though. Deep blue, like a mountain lake, but it gleams like metal. Supposedly, it will cut through any armor, and the man inside it.”

    “Does King Kalin expect me to fight him?” Stavin asked in a harsh whisper. At Marina’s nod, he cursed. “Has anyone ever pitted two Dragon Gifts against one another? Do we have any idea what would happen?”

    “No, we don’t know, Stavin,” Marina admitted. “What we do know is that Shovar is on the high side of fifty, though he’s said to still be a formidable warrior. He was a Swordmaster of the Eldinvale School before he was Dragon Blessed.”

    “A challenge,” Stavin said as he looked at the wall behind Marina and Dahvin. “Champion to champion, with the fate of the kingdom in the balance.” 

    “I’m sorry, Stavi,” Marina murmured. Dahvin led her out of the house while Stavin and Shari huddled against one another. They all knew what the outcome could easily be.

    * * *

    Princess Marina summoned the Elders’ Council early the next day. When they were seated, she looked each of them in the eye and ended up staring at Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey. 

    “Gentlemen,” she began softly, “Evandia is in crisis. It is my father’s wish that Stavin Dragon Blessed go south to face off against the Andarian Army as Evandia’s Champion. It is his hope, and mine as well, that we can avoid slaughtering thousands of men by presenting Stavin as a challenger to their champion.” 

    “You’re sending Stavin to his death,” Charvil all but snarled as his eyebrows came down in anger. 

    Marina said, “We hope not,” as she looked down at the table and clasped her hands in front of her. She looked at the Council and focused on Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey again before continuing. “It is because of this that I am doing something now that we had hoped to avoid doing at all.” She turned and motioned Dahvin forward, and he handed her a scroll. “This parchment changes Stavin’s name to Zel’Andral. He is now a prince of Evandia, and as of this moment he is my heir.” She paused as she looked around, and irreverently wondered how long they could continue sitting there without breathing. 

    “This is not just an extension of his status as a Ward, is it?” Charvil finally asked in a soft tone. 

    Princess Marina shook her head slowly. “No. It is a full adoption. No matter what happens from this time forward, Stavin is now a member of the Zel’Andral family, and second in line to the throne of Evandia.” She paused and bit her lips, showing her inner turmoil and disquiet to the Elders. “If he is going to fight for Evandia, he should be fighting for his own kingdom.” 

    “Your Highness, does he know?” Elder Kel’Caval asked in a soft voice. 

    “Yes, he knows. We told him yesterday, just after you got back. He’s coming to terms with it now. That’s why neither he nor Shari is in the Archive today.” 

    Charvil was staring at the table, but his voice all but echoed in the room. “He won’t go alone.” 

    “No, he won’t,” Mikal agreed. “The Farindian Royal Guard will guard its own.” He looked at his fellow Elders and said, “It is time to once again don the colors.” Nods of agreement greeted his pronouncement. Turning back to Princess Marina, Mikal bowed his head deeply and said, “We will be ready in four days, Your Highness.” 

    The announcement was made just a few spans later, and all of Kavinston buzzed with the news. Since the beginning of their settlement, the people of Kavinston had retained their heritage as Farindian Royal Guards by making each man a maroon and gold tabard to go over his armor with the Farindian Royal Signet embroidered in gold thread. It was presented to the warrior once his fifth season in the lowlands was completed. Now those tabards were brought out and carefully cleaned in preparation for the first time the Royal Guard had ridden out of Kel’Kavin in over two hundred years. 

    There were two expeditions this year. The first was the usual hundred and ten men going south to Aravad, taking all of Stavin’s wagons and mules with them. The second was made up of three hundred veterans--and two boys on their fourth expedition. 

    Karvik had to fight tooth and nail to be allowed to go with Stavin. He’d argued with his father for most of a day, and then had to argue with the Elders for another day. It was only his status as a Warleader Fourth, the backing of both Barvil and Charvil, and a nudge from Stavin, that convinced the council to let him go with Stavin rather than the regular expedition. 

    Stavin bid a quiet and private farewell to Shari and Karlin. “I love you so much, Shari, but I have to do this.”

    “I know, Stavi,” Shari replied with a hitch in her voice. “Come back to me. I don’t care about anything else. Just come back.”

    “I will. One way or another, I will come back to Kel’Kavin.” 

    Marina said farewell much more publicly. She walked out in front of the whole expedition and came to a stop facing them. “Stavin, come out here, please,” she said loudly, and Stavin walked out to face her. “Be careful, Stavi,” she said in a soft voice, then bent down and grabbed him for a long, hard hug. She whispered, “Don’t die,” into his ear, then let him go. “We will be waiting for your safe return.” 

    Stavin bowed deeply, and then hurried to mount his horse. Chief Elder Kel’Kaffrey addressed the expedition from slightly behind the princess. “Men, you all know what is at stake. It is your job to see Prince Stavin safely to Evandia and to join the Evandian Army facing the Andarians. Warmaster Kel’Carin, the honor of the Farindian Royal Guard is in your hands.” 

    Barvil bowed in the saddle, and then led the way out of Kavinston. Stavin and Karvik were side-by-side behind him, and behind them, in a column of twos, came the rest of their expedition. 

    Karvik was silent as they rode out, and Stavin respected his silence until he caught Karvik chuckling. “What?”

    “Your big sister. I wouldn’t mind a goodbye like that from her.” 

    Stavin rolled his eyes as he replied, “At least she bent down this time.” 

    “What?” Karvik asked, looking at Stavin with wide eyes. “What do you mean?” 

    Stavin grinned. “After the Zel’Candan incident, she hugged me and said thank you. She didn’t bend down, though.” Karvik thought for a moment, then started grinning like a fool, making Stavin laugh. “Yeah. She’s really embarrassing sometimes.” 

    Barvil kept the pace brisk, and made the established camp sites on the way to Trade Town. They purchased extra supplies in Trade Town from wide-eyed Merchants and Traders. Only a few dared to ask what was happening.

    “We’re going south to join the Evandian Army against the Andarians,” was all the answer they received to their questions. The Traders watched as the fabled Royal Guards of Kel’Kavin, what seemed to be all of them, rode away. 

     

     


    Chapter 47

    IT TOOK ANOTHER TWENTY-SIX DAYS to reach the border, and the guards there stared at the mass of warriors in obvious fear until Stavin rode forward. “We are going south to join the Army facing the Andarians,” he explained loudly as he rode up to the crossing, and the looks of relief on the guards’ faces were nearly comical. 

    “Pass, Ward Stavin, and thanks to the Gods Above that you’re here,” the lieutenant in charge said as his men moved the barrier aside. 

    Sixteen additional days of riding delivered them to the Zel’Horgan and the Evandian Army. Their arrival was met with a cheer from the troops, and Barvil ordered their camp set up. He took Stavin with him to report to the general.

    Lord General Zel’Rantal met them in his command tent. “Ward Stavin, it is a pleasure to see you again. How many troops did you bring?” 

    “Three hundred, Sir,” Stavin answered as he automatically came to attention, “under command of Warmaster Kel’Carin.”

    The general suddenly focused on Barvil as a silent whistle pursed his lips. “A Warmaster. I had heard that there was a Warmaster in your ranks, but I didn’t expect you to lead the force yourself.” 

    Barvil bowed. “General, before we go much farther I have a message for you from Princess Marina.” Barvil held out a message tube that was sealed with the princess’ personal glyph. “You’re probably not going to like what it says.” 

    “How probably?”

    Barvil grimaced and said, “Almost certainly, Sir.” 

    The general muttered as he opened the message tube and scanned the parchment. “Gods Below,” he whispered, then looked at Stavin. “Prince Stavin?” 

    Stavin ducked his head and smiled a little. “Yes, Sir.” 

    “Do you know what this says?” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    “King Kalin and Princess Marina have placed the fate of Evandia in your hands.” 

    Stavin swallowed convulsively, then whispered, “Yes, Sir.” 

    The general’s face went blank for a moment as he thought of all the things that could go wrong with the plan Princess Marina’s note detailed. “You’ll have to call out their champion.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Stavin answered. 

    “And you’ll have to stop calling me ‘Sir’, as well,” the general said with a wry twist to his expression. “After all, you’re a prince now.” 

    Stavin took a deep breath and held it for a moment before blowing it out in an explosive sigh. “Yes, S—General. I’ll cross the river in the morning. We,” he glanced at Barvil, “need to rest and get cleaned up, and get some good food.” 

    “Good food’s not that common, Prince Stavin,” the general replied with a crooked grin. “All we have is Army chow.” 

    “It’s got to be better than what we’ve been eating,” Stavin muttered as he and Barvil turned away. 

    It wasn’t. 

    The next day, well before dawn, Stavin crawled out of the tent he and Karvik were sharing and stared across the river at the fires of the Andarian encampment. Karvik soon joined him. Neither spoke for a moment, then Stavin sighed. “I want your promise, Kar.” 

    “If it’s within my power. What do you want me to do?”

    “Make sure Karlin gets my Dragon’s Tongue. Take him on his first expedition.” 

    “On my life and honor, Stave.” He was silent for a moment. “You don’t think you’re coming back.” 

    Stain shook his head. “Shovar is too good, Kar. He’s also wielding a Dragon blade. I don’t know what will happen when we fight. If we fight. I don’t know what the Dragon Magic will do.” 

    “Only the Gods Above and the Gods Below know what will happen today.” Karvik sighed. “And I wouldn’t bet a spark on that,” he added irreverently. 

    Stavin chuckled. “Help me armor up.” Thank the Gods Above Kar is here.

    Arandar hadn’t yet risen when Stavin and Karvik went to the edge of the river. Barvil and General Zel’Rantal were waiting along with every officer in the Evandian force. A small boat was tied to the shore. 

    “Are you sure you want to go alone, Stavin?” Barvil asked. 

    “I think it’s best, Sir,” Stavin answered absently. 

    Lord General Zel’Rantal bowed deeply, as did every officer. “Prince Stavin, don’t throw your life away. We’ll be waiting for a sign, one way or another.” 

    Stavin just nodded then climbed down into the boat. They were well up river from where he wanted to land, and he took the oars in both hands before nodding once. Barvil and Karvik pushed the little boat hard, and he began rowing. The Zel’Horgan was a swift river, and he traveled downstream much faster than he went across. The ruins of the bridge were soon right in front of him and he redoubled his efforts to make the shore before he hit them. He made it, but the side of his boat hit the stone pier at almost the same time as the bow hit the mud of the bank. He climbed out and dragged the boat up from the water, then climbed the bank. No one met him.

    Stavin took a moment to catch his breath, then climbed the rest of the way up and stood on the highest portion of the ruined bridge. Arandar finally broke over the horizon, illuminating him from behind, and the Andarians saw him for the first time. 

    Horns blared calls for action as men scurried about, taking defensive positions along the walls. After a short time, the gates of the palisade opened and hundreds of men ran out to form ranks ten men deep. Once they were in place, a single man rode out to face Stavin. 

    “What do you want?” the Andarian lieutenant demanded. 

    Stavin looked at him calmly for a moment before replying, “I am Stavin, called Dragon Blessed. I call upon you to send forth a champion to fight me in single combat to settle this dispute.” 

    The lieutenant, a young man not much older than Stavin, swallowed visibly as the sun glinted off Stavin’s golden armor. “I’ve heard of you,” he said in a soft voice. He cleared his throat, then bowed in the saddle and said, “I will convey your message to the general.” He wheeled his horse around and rode back through the Andarian lines. 

    Stavin’s challenge was answered in just a few moments. A single man walked out of the Andarian camp and headed straight toward him. He was a big man, easily topping even Barvil’s impressive height. He wore a short beard, and as he came closer Stavin could see that there was no dark hair left in it. When only four paces separated them, he stopped. 

    “I am Shovar Dragon Blessed.” 

    Stavin bowed his head. “I am Stavin Dragon Blessed.” 

    Shovar stared at Stavin intently, the sighed and asked, “Why are you here, Stavin Kel’Aniston?”

    “To end this foolishness, Shovar Zel’Hallan. The traitors who were supposed to take Twin Bridges died as all traitors do, on their knees. Evandia has a larger army than Andaria, and more resources. Still, to continue this fight would cost thousands of lives on both sides.” 

    Shovar looked him straight in the eye and asked, “Do you think you can take me?” 

    Stavin shook his head, then reached up and removed his helmet. “No. But I have to try. I ask only that my armor and Dragon’s Tongue be returned to my son if I fall.” He stared Shovar in the eyes, and for an instant he saw his death there. Then the old man turned away, facing the Andarian lines. 

    “Hear me!” Shovar bellowed. “Soldiers of Andaria, hear me. I am Shovar, of the Chosen Clan of Hallan, called Dragon Blessed. I yield to Stavin Dragon Blessed.” There was the sound of more than fifty thousand men catching their breath, then shouting. Some cheered. Some cursed. And some thanked the Gods Above and Below that they would go home alive. 

    Stavin looked at the old man’s back as his knees sagged. Oh, thank the Gods Above and Below! We both get to live.

    Shovar turned back to Stavin and walked closer as he let a sardonic grin cross his lips. “You’re a brave young--” Shovar suddenly looked startled and went to his knees. Stavin stared in horror at the bloody head of the arrow that was sticking out of Shovar’s chest. Someone in the Andarian lines had shot him in the back.

    Stavin screamed, “No!” as he stared at the arrowhead protruding from Shovar’s chest. “No!” He was on the verge of tears as the man he most wanted to speak to knelt before him.

    Shovar touched the arrow with one finger, then grasped his sword and drew it. “Take it,” he said, shoving the hilt toward Stavin before he collapsed forward. The sword stuck into the wood of the bridge, standing in Shovar’s dead hands at Stavin’s side.

    Stavin looked toward the Andarian army and saw a man a few paces in front of the lines with a crossbow in his hands. Stavin could just barely tell that he was wearing a general’s uniform. Stavin grasped the hilt of the blue sword and seemed to ignite. 

    The glow that indicated that the magic of two dragons was close together turned into a blaze that was brighter than the rising sun as dragon-magic touched dragon-magic. Power merged and melded, feeding back upon itself and becoming greater than the sum of its parts. 

    Stavin felt a rush of--something--suffuse his body. He no longer felt tired, or sore from more than a moon in the saddle. The sword in his hand felt as light as a feather. And he could see Shovar’s murderer staggering backwards toward his men. He again screamed, “No!” but this time his voice echoed off the walls of the Andarian encampment.

    Stavin charged faster than any horse could run. His form seemed to blur, and the blue sword in his hands blazed as he cut down the man who had murdered Shovar. Dozens fell as they sought to avenge their general. No weapon touched Stavin. Arrows vanished in sparkles of light. Swords, javelins, and war hammers vaporized before they touched him. Men lost hands and arms as they stumbled into the nimbus of power that surrounded Stavin. 

    In just a few breaths, Stavin was standing in the middle of a field that was littered with dead and dying men. 

    “Is this what you want!?” he screamed. His voice echoed across the land, traveling across the river and to the farthest reaches of both armies, and carrying it was a sound that no man could ignore. The undeniable, indescribable roar of a dragon. “Is death what you seek!?” Stavin again roared.

    All around him, men dropped their weapons as they dropped to their knees. Almost all of them bent down to place their foreheads on the ground in obeisance. Those who didn’t were lying flat in the dirt, begging forgiveness. Finally, one man, a major by his uniform, crawled forward. 

    “Blessed One, command us,” he begged, never looking up from the ground. 

    Stavin looked down and said the only thing that came to his mind. “Go home. Take your soldiers back to Andaria. This war is over.” 

     

     


    Chapter 48

    STAVIN STOOD AS STILL AS A tree as the Andarian army broke camp around him. The soldiers worked as fast as they could without coming near where Stavin stood, still visibly glowing even in the bright sunlight. Furtive glances his way encouraged the men to make haste, and by the end of the day they were on the move. 

    One group of men didn’t head back to Andaria. Twenty-nine men walked to the front of the Andarian lines and headed toward Stavin, leading their horses. They were still more than a hundred paces away when Stavin noticed them, but he didn’t say anything until they were closer. When the men were just ten paces away he said, “Warleader Kel’Nastan, you’re late,” he said in a conversational tone. 

    Warleader Fifth Welton Kel’Nastan nodded, and then asked, “Stavin, is that really you?” 

    Stavin nodded, and then looked at the rest of the men. He focused on Harner, and for the first time in years he felt pity for the big bully. He now wore three white stripes, but he also wore an expression of terror on his face that was almost comical. 

    “Warmaster Kel’Carin is across the river with three hundred of our men. They should be here soon.” Stavin’s lips curved into a small smile. “As soon as they can find some more boats.” 

    Warleader Kel’Nastan made his decision then and nodded once to his men. “Honor guard, take your positions.” 

    Stavin ignored them for the most part. He was still wreathed in the power of the dragons’ magic, and felt nothing as he watched the Andarians straggle away. No heat. No cold. No hunger. No thirst. He didn’t even feel tired as he stood for a full day watching them go. 

    A thought occurred to him, and he spoke softly to Warleader Kel’Nastan. “The body of Shovar Dragon Blessed is on the bridge. Have your men see to his burial, but bring me his scabbard. I’m getting tired of holding this sword.” 

    The Warriors didn’t wait for orders. Warleader Kel’Nastan himself retrieved the scabbard and brought it to Stavin, but his expression made Stavin smile when he came close. “Just set it down,” he said, pointing to a place on the ground. When he was clear, Stavin stepped over and picked up the scabbard, sliding the blade home and letting go of the hilt. The light that had surrounded him vanished immediately, and he felt a wave of fatigue wash over him. “Damn.”

    “Are you all right, Stavin?” Warleader Kel’Nastan asked, taking a step closer as Stavin staggered.

    “Oh, damn, I’m tired. What a day.” He looked over to where Harner and the other junior Warriors were digging. “He did the honorable thing. He yielded to end this war. He yielded to me because I rescued Amarna, his granddaughter. Remember the story about the child thieves season before last? And then his own general murdered him for being honorable.” He looked over to where the general had lain. “I hope the rest of their officers tell King Jallat the truth. This didn’t have to happen.” He looked down at the scabbard and sword in his hand and whispered, “This didn’t have to happen.”

    The leading elements of the Evandian force had crossed the river, and Karvik walked over to Stavin with his golden Dragon’s Tongue and helmet in his hands. “You gotta quit leaving these things laying around, Stave. Someone might think it’s real gold.” 

    Stavin took his things with a smile of thanks. “Well, I finally have a sword.” He held Shovar’s sword up. It seems so much heavier now. “Maybe I will let Varik use it next year.” 

    Barvil was right behind Karvik. “Maybe so, but Karvik will be leading that team, not you, Prince Stavin.”

    All of the missing men stared at Stavin and Barvil. “Did you say Prince Stavin?” Warleader Kel’Nastan asked in a stunned tone, and Barvil gave them a brief description of the events that had led up to that day. 

    Lord General Zel’Rantal soon joined them. “Prince Stavin, what are your commands?” he asked as he walked up to Stavin’s side and bowed. 

    Stavin looked at him, then in the direction of the Andarians. “We follow them and make sure they all go back to Andaria. Any of our traitors we catch are to be sent to Twin Bridges. No summary Courts Martial for them. I want King Kalin to have the final say as to their fate. Maybe they’ll know who some of the other traitorous lords are.” 

    Fifty thousand men cannot move quickly. The Andarian Army took twenty-nine days to all make it back to Andaria. It was an orderly retreat, which made life much easier on the men and animals, as well as the few people who remained in the countryside. 

    When Stavin reached the border, he spoke to Lord General Zel’Rantal again. “You are stopping here, General, but we’re going on. I’m going to Deralvad to speak to King Jallat. Someone put the idea of this invasion into his head, and I want to know who it was.” 

    The general shook his head slowly and said, “Prince Stavin, I cannot allow you to do that.” 

    Stavin smiled slightly, then actually chuckled. “Sir, you cannot stop me. Don’t worry.” He looked over his shoulder at the three hundred and thirty warriors behind him. “The Royal Guard is in attendance.” 

    The general turned to Barvil, but he just held his hands up. “Don’t look at me! I couldn’t make him behave when he didn’t even have one star.” Barvil looked pointedly at the four stars on Stavin’s shoulder. “After that battle, he outranks me now.” 

    * * *

    It took Stavin and the Farindian Royal Guard seventeen days to reach Deralvad, the capital city of Andaria. They traveled all but unopposed; the forces of Andaria falling back in awe when Stavin laid his hand on the hilt of the dragon-wrought sword. It was just a few spans past the middle of the seventeenth day when they topped a ridge and looked down on Deralvad. 

    The city was magnificent. Most of the buildings they could see were of red brick, with white stone highlights prominent on the majority of them. Red and orange tiles made up most roofs. It sat in the center of a large valley, and all around it could be seen neat, orderly fields of grain. The road they were on led to the entrance of the city, though there was no sign of a wall to the sides. There was just an enormous arch that spanned the road, with lightly built gates across it. It was as if the gates were just ceremonial. 

    As they approached, hundreds of men in dark red uniforms that were similar to the rust-red of the Andarian Army rushed out to bar their way. Stavin told Barvil to stop, then rode forward alone. 

    “I am Stavin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, prince of Evandia,” he announced in a loud voice. “I seek an audience with King Jallat.” 

    A man in an impressive uniform stepped forward and stopped a few paces from Stavin. “There is no Prince Stavin of Evandia.” 

    “There is now,” Stavin answered. “King Kalin adopted me.” 

    The man’s nostrils flared and he took a wide stance in the middle of the road. “You may not pass.” 

    Stavin dismounted and walked forward. When he was two paces from the man he laid his hand on the hilt of Shovar’s sword and was engulfed in Dragon Magic once again. “I am Stavin Dragon Blessed,” he said in a voice that echoed off the sides of the buildings behind the man. “I will see King Jallat.” Stavin continued walking forward and the men melted away before him. Barvil led the rest of the warriors forward as well, and Karvik caught up Blu’s reins as he passed. 

    The route through Deralvad to the palace was easily distinguished: It was the best maintained of all the roads. Stavin walked, the glow of Dragon Magic wreathing him, and the people of Deralvad fled or knelt as the notion took them. 

    Stavin walked up to the gates of the palace and was once again confronted, but this time it was by six hundred men and women in the blood-red and gold uniform of the Andarian Royal Guard. 

    “Halt! You may not pass!” a man shouted as he stepped forward. 

    Stavin just shook his head and continued walking. “Inform King Jallat that Stavin Dragon Blessed wishes to see him.” 

    “You may not pass!” the man shouted again. 

    Stavin continued walking and the man finally fled. An avenue opened to the gates, and the gates themselves opened as Stavin approached. He walked through into the palace of King Jallat and was immediately assaulted by flights of arrows. Nothing touched him. He shook his head slowly as he walked. He was peripherally aware that Barvil and the rest had stopped outside the palace, confronted by twice their number of Andarian guardsmen. 

    People scurried around like ants as Stavin walked, but he paid them no heed. His entire being was focused on reaching King Jallat. When it became apparent that no one and nothing was going to stop him, a man in an elaborate tabard came to greet him. 

    “His Eternal Majesty King Jallat has graciously acceded to your wish for an audience,” the man said as he bowed to Stavin. 

    Stavin continued walking without saying a word. 

    “You must dress appropriately for the court! You cannot go into the court wearing armor! It’s not allowed.” 

    Stavin continued walking in silence. 

    “You must change into--” 

    Stavin raised his hand, palm out, and the man flew backwards into a wall and crumpled to the floor. Stavin didn’t say anything, even though he was extremely surprised by the results of his action. Got to be more careful. He approached a set of ornately carved doors and raised his hand once again, but a pair of guardsmen opened the doors and stepped aside. Stavin had to fight down his mirth: the guardsmen looked terrified, even though they were each twice his size. 

    The court room was not as ornate as the one in Twin Bridges. The people, however, were. Stavin was reminded of his assessment that the lords were like a flock of peacocks, and again had to fight not to laugh. That wouldn’t convey the seriousness of the situation at all. 

    He walked to the base of a dais and stopped, looking up at the man sitting on the throne. King Jallat was older than King Kalin, and nowhere near as handsome. His head was bald except for a fringe of gray hair. He looked like he never saw the sun, and ate far too much. His complexion was bad, and Stavin was forced to conclude that he was not well. His hands shook with a palsy of some kind. 

    “W-W-What do you want?” the king asked in an unsteady voice as Stavin stopped. 

    “Justice, King Jallat,” Stavin replied. 

    “Who are you to claim justice in Andaria after forcing your way into the palace?” 

    Stavin smiled, though the king could barely see it past his helmet, and replied in a loud, clear voice. “I am Prince Stavin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, called Dragon Blessed, second in line to the throne of Evandia.” His voice echoed in the room as people all around him ducked away from the sound. Softly, Stavin. No need to shout.

    The court was silent for a moment. King Jallat finally asked, “How is it that you claim to be of the Chosen Clan of Andral?” 

    “By adoption, King Jallat,” Stavin replied in an almost normal voice with a bow. 

    King Jallat took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it out in an explosive sigh. “Who do you make a claim against, Prince Stavin?”

    “Whoever convinced you to attack Evandia, King Jallat.” 

    There was a commotion in the courtroom as several lords broke for the doors. Stavin ignored them, but King Jallat did not. 

    “Bring them before me!” he shouted, and six lords were forced to face the king by the Royal Guardsmen. “What have you done?” the king asked in a dangerously soft tone. 

    “Your Majesty--”

    “I had no part in--”

    “I am Innocent! Innocent, I tell--” 

    “Silence!” the king bellowed, and the lords quieted down as he glared at them. The king shifted his attention back to Stavin. “Is there a specific charge that you seek justice for, Prince Stavin?” 

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty. Someone arranged for traitors to attack the palace in Twin Bridges, seeking to kill King Kalin, Princess Marina, and Prince Sarvan. They survived, but Sarvan’s wife, Princess Ehrwan Ne’Fordan Zel’Andral, was killed. I swore that I would avenge her death.” 

    “You have no proof that the plot originated here,” King Jallat said as he eased back in his throne. 

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty, we do. Your cousin, Lord Alred Zel’Lamal, was the leader of the plot in Evandia. He counted on his relationship to Your Majesty to help secure his claim to the throne of Evandia. He was aided by lords in Your Majesty’s court. Your army invaded Evandia just moments after the palace was attacked. That could not have been coincidence, Your Majesty.”

    King Jallat frowned as he looked down at the lords his guards were holding and shook his head slowly. “Alred is a fool. Always has been. You are correct, Prince Stavin. I was convinced that it was in Andaria’s interest to attack Evandia, but only because of the number of border incursions we’ve suffered. My only purpose was to secure our borders. Now you tell me that Alred and some others were playing me for a fool.” 

    “Your Majesty, I swear that I had nothing to do with this,” one of the lords said, but Stavin was looking at him with new eyes and shook his head. 

    “That is not the truth,” he said in a normal tone. 

    “You dare call me a liar?!” the man screamed. 

    “I do. I can see your falsehood. I wonder if this is what Truth Seers see?” 

    “It is,” a man off to the king’s right said. “I also say you are not telling the truth, Lord Zel’Hassal.” Turning to the king, he bowed deeply. “If Your Majesty would pose the questions, we can see if these men speak the truth.” 

    The king nodded. “Did you fools conspire with Alred Zel’Lamal to overthrow the rightful ruling family of Evandia? Each of you answer.” 

    “No, Your Majesty, I had nothing to do with anything like that,” one of the lords said, but the Truth Seer was shaking his head. 

    “That is not the truth,” the Truth Seer pronounced, and Stavin could see the falsehood as well. He shook his head, and King Jallat acted with remarkable speed to resolve the issue.

    “Remove that traitor from my presence,” the king ordered, “and remove his head when you get outside.” The now-weeping lord was dragged away by a pair of Royal Guards. 

    Now that they knew they could not lie to save themselves, the others confessed and begged for mercy. It was the same story that Stavin had heard in Evandia. The Zel’Andral line was weak, and Evandia needed a new king. The soldiers on the border had committed atrocities on both sides to get the kings to go to war. 

    King Jallat snarled, “Execute those traitors,” to his guards, and the lords were dragged away. Looking back at Stavin, the king asked, “Is there anything else, Prince Stavin?” in a remarkably controlled tone. 

    Stavin bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty, but perhaps we can discuss it in private? I believe that it will take a lot of discussing.” 

    The king nodded and stood. “Court is dismissed. Prince Stavin, please follow me.” The king turned and walked away, and Stavin followed just a few paces behind him. “Do you glow like that all of the time, Prince Stavin?” the king asked over his shoulder, and Stavin let go of the sword. 

    “Not as brightly, Your Majesty, but yes, to some extent I glow all of the time,” Stavin replied. “It’s the reaction to having two dragons’ magic close together.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “Nor I, Your Majesty. Until Shovar pushed his sword into my hand, I didn’t know what would happen if the magics touched.” The king looked back at Stavin and nodded. “I had heard of that, but you were burning like Arandar Himself a moment ago. What was that?” 

    “That, Your Majesty, was the reaction of two dragons’ magic touching.” 

    “I’d never heard of that before,” the king commented. 

    He paused and shook his head slowly as he grinned. “I was afraid we’d just burn up if we fought. That’s why I hoped we wouldn’t have to fight. One of us had to survive to end the war.” 

    The king stopped and turned to face Stavin. “You issued the challenge, but you didn’t want to fight? What did you hope to accomplish?”

    “An end to the war, Your Majesty.”

    “Is that why he shouted back that he yielded?” 

    Stavin nodded. “I believe so, Your Majesty. And was murdered by one of your generals for doing it.”

    “What would have happened if he had killed you?” the king asked in a stunned whisper. 

    “I don’t know, Your Majesty,” Stavin replied in a soft voice. “What I wanted to happen was for your army to go home and leave Evandia in peace. For my death to be the last.” 

    The king was staring at Stavin in stunned silence. “You must have known he wouldn’t kill you.” 

    Stavin shrugged. “I had hope, Your Majesty, but with the fate of thousands in our hands, I was willing to make that sacrifice.” 

    The king shook his head. “He owed you the life of his granddaughter.” 

    Stavin sighed as he studied the floor. “What I did for Amarna and the others, I did because it was the right thing to do. What I offered him was a way to end the war. He chose the most honorable course.” 

    The king shook his head and turned away again. “We shall have to discuss this at length. It’s rare to find that kind of courage these days.” 

    Stavin didn’t say anything else until they reached a council chamber that was almost identical to King Kalin’s. “Take a seat, Prince Stavin,” the king commanded, and Stavin walked over to stand behind a chair opposite that of the king, but courteously remained standing until his host sat. As he sat, other men and women filed into the room. 

    “Prince Stavin, these are my councilors. I hope there is no problem with them being part of these discussions.” 

    Stavin bowed in his seat. “Of course not, Your Majesty.” 

    “Very well, what is it that you wish to discuss?” the king asked. 

    “Farindia.” Stavin detailed the annexation proposal, but he modified it slightly in Evandia’s favor. “You see, Your Majesty, that the agreement would favor Andaria. Evandia would take over the bottom two fifths of Farindia, leaving the rest to Andaria. If we use the Kahrant River as the border and come straight across to the Andarian border town of Haltar, it divides the old kingdom fairly.” 

    “And King Kalin wanted you to present this proposal to me?” King Jallat asked. 

    Stavin’s expression turned rueful. “No, Your Majesty. Princess Marina was going to present the idea to him when she got back to Twin Bridges. We of Kel’Kavin presented the idea to Princess Marina during the winter.”

    The king was watching Stavin closely. “You and Princess Marina are overstepping yourselves a bit, aren’t you?” he asked with a slight smile.

    Stavin bowed in his seat. “Yes, Your Majesty. King Kalin just wanted to annex Kel’Kavin to bring us into his service. The rest of Farindia was not involved. However, we of Kel’Kavin are the last remnants of the Farindian royal house. Most of us have at least some royal blood. Some more than others.” He paused as he considered how much more royal blood Karvik carried than he did. “It is our desire that our kingdom not be left as it is. Since we don’t have the necessary force to unite the kingdom under one of us, we thought that the Andarian and Evandian Royal Houses could.” 

    “It eliminates Farindia as a separate kingdom,” one of the councilors observed. 

    “We eliminated the Kingdom of Farindia long ago,” Stavin replied, “when we let the royal house fall. The revolt turned Farindia into a wasteland for decades, and even after two centuries we still haven’t fully recovered. This will let us move on into a future that will be brighter for all of us.” 

    “Your Majesty, if I may?” one of the councilors asked, and received a nod from the king before continuing. He turned and bowed to Stavin, holding the badge of his office against his breast. “Prince Stavin, the area you are ceding to Andaria is the better of the two. Why is that?”

    “Because we don’t want to go to war over it, lord. And,” Stavin added with a one-shouldered shrug, “we don’t want those thieves in Kahrant’s Pass in our kingdom.” He told the story of their supplies as bare fact. There were looks of consternation round the table and one of the women stood next. Like the men, she was dressed in finery that would have made any of the women of Kavinston stare. Even in her most formal attire, he’d never seen Marina wear that much jewelry. “Prince Stavin, you are a Master Trader? How is that possible?”

    Stavin told that story as well. By the time he was done, servants were lighting lamps around the room. Stavin glanced at them and grimaced. “Your pardon, King Jallat, but I need lodgings for my guards. There are three hundred and thirty of them.”

    King Jallat looked at his majordomo and said, “See to it.” The man left immediately and the king turned his attention back to Stavin. “Prince Stavin, I think we are done for the day as well. We will consider your proposal most carefully, but don’t expect an answer in less than two days. I want to look at some maps before I do anything final.” 

    Stavin stood and bowed deeply. “Of course, Your Majesty.” 

    The king signaled another servant forward. “Take Prince Stavin to the guest suite and see that he has everything he needs.” 

    The servant bowed and then walked to Stavin’s side. “Please follow me, Prince Stavin.” At Stavin’s nod, he led the way out of the council chamber.

     


    Chapter 49

    THE SUITE THAT STAVIN WAS LED to was opulent. Gold leaf and filigree was everywhere. Tapestries covered every wall. Carpets that looked like new covered every inch of the floor. Every piece of furniture was padded and upholstered with exquisite care. It was the kind of suite that visiting royalty used and it took a moment for that to sink in. I am visiting royalty. 

    The servant bowed deeply and asked, “Is there anything you wish, Prince Stavin?”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “Find out where my guards are being housed and bring Warmaster Kel’Carin and twenty others back with you. The Warmaster will choose who comes.” 

    The servant looked frightened. “Your guards, Your Highness?” 

    That caught Stavin off guard and he sputtered a little before he answered. “Yes, my guards. King Kalin will probably skin me for not having my escort with me when I first came into the palace.”

    The servant bowed deeply and fled while Stavin walked around the suite. “Your Highness,” he mused aloud in the empty room. “That’s the first time anyone has called me that.”

    It didn’t take the servant long to return with Barvil and the others, including Karvik. “Is there a problem, Prince Stavin?” Barvil asked as soon as they arrived. 

    “No, Sir. I just thought I should behave like a prince and have the Royal Guards around me. King Kalin was very insistent about it when I was in Twin Bridges.” 

    Barvil nodded as he looked around the suite. “Nice place,” was all he said. 

    Karvik was examining the room as well and ended by the bed. He felt the soft blankets and springy mattress and grinned at Stavin. “Good bed. Where are you going to sleep?” 

    “Karvik,” Barvil said in a warning tone, but Stavin and the rest of the men were laughing. 

    Stavin gestured toward a side door. “There are beds in there for ten. I guess traveling royalty means lots of servants. I was thinking ten on guard, and ten sleeping. Karvik and I can share the big bed.” He snorted at the looks he received. “Why not? It’s bigger than our tent.” 

    “Maybe so, but you’ll be in it alone,” Barvil said as he looked Stavin. “We’ll do the same thing you did in Twin Bridges: Someone is going to be sleeping on that sofa across the door.” He pointed and two of the men immediately moved the sofa in question. 

    Stavin said, “Yes, Sir. There’s a bathing chamber, and the water’s already hot. There’s good soap as well.” 

    Karvik chuckled. “Good. I’d like to get cleaned up a little.” 

    There was a knock at the door and Barvil motioned for it to be opened. When the two men closest to the door had moved the sofa, they opened the door and ten servants walked in. 

    “Prince Stavin, I am Lari Fel’Jenkil,” the first man in said as he bowed. “I have been assigned as your butler since you didn’t bring any servants with you.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. Have extra charcoal brought for the water heater.” He turned and looked at Barvil. “Have you eaten, Sir?” Barvil shook his head. Looking at the butler, Stavin said, “Have food brought for all of us. Twenty-two,” he added when the butler seemed unsure of how many men there were. 

    “Prince Stavin, you want your guards to eat with you?” Lari asked. 

    “Of course,” Stavin answered. 

    “As you command, Prince Stavin,” the butler said, then looked to the side at one of the women. “See to it. Take Jenal with you.” When the women had gone, Lari turned back to Stavin. “It will only take a short time, Prince Stavin. If you would care to retire to the bathing chamber, I will see to your bath.” 

    Stavin shook his head. “Nope. No offense to you or your masters, but even in Evandia I see to myself. Drives the palace staff mad. We,’” he nodded to the warriors around him, “will be fine without servants.” 

    “That is highly improper, Prince Stavin,” Lari said with just a hint of backbone. 

    “That’s what King Kalin says as well,” Stavin answered. “He hasn’t convinced me yet, and neither will you. You can send for extra bath sheets. All of us are going to want to bathe. We’ve been on the road for quite a while.” 

    It looked like Lari was going to argue the point, so Stavin laid his hand on the hilt of Shovar’s sword. Bright light surrounded him, making Lari and the other servants flinch back, then run for the door. 

    Karvik was sitting on the edge of the bed, shaking his head in mock despair. “We’re never going to be able to civilize you.” There were sniggers from around the room as the rest of the warriors nodded their agreement. 

    “That’s Shari’s job, not yours,” Stavin replied. 

    “She needs our help,” one of the other warriors said as he sat in a finely upholstered chair. “Someone’s got to watch you when you’re away from home.” 

    Half of the warriors had stripped down to their under padding by the time the servants returned with food. The women rolled two large serving carts laden with a wide variety of food into the suite, then looked around for the rest of the servants. 

    Stavin said, “I sent them away. You can go as well. We’ll see to ourselves,” and waited for the confused women to leave before saying, “Let me look at the food before anyone touches it.” He received strange looks from everyone, but they stepped back as he laid his hand on the sword. To his magically enhanced vision, one dish stood out. “There is something wrong with the figs. I can’t tell what, but don’t touch them.” 

    Barvil nodded. “You heard him: No figs. Eat lightly, men. I don’t want anyone bloated or groggy because they ate too much. And I don’t want anyone out of the fight with the trots, either.” There was some laughter at that comment, but these were all experienced veterans. They knew the dangers as well as Barvil did.

    The warriors were done eating in just a few moments. Stavin said, “I’m going to dump the figs in the necessary,” to Barvil and received a nod of approval. He put his gauntlets back on and carried the dish to the necessary and dumped the figs. He set the dish back where it had been and smiled. “Let them think we ate them.” 

    One of the men opened the door to summon someone to take the carts and found Lari standing against the far wall. At the warrior’s gesture, he walked into the suite. 

    Stavin saw him and the look on his face and sighed. “You were sent back, weren’t you?” 

    “Yes, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin sighed. “Very well. Have the carts returned to the kitchens. Did you send for more bath sheets?”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin.” 

    Stavin nodded and walked away, leaving Barvil facing Lari. 

    Barvil said, “Summon some help. If we’re not going to be able to get rid of you, we’ll use you.” 

    Lari walked to the door and opened it. He made a gesture and all of the servants came back in. He detailed the same two women to take the carts back to the kitchens, then had the rest start straightening up the suite. 

    The warriors started filing through the bathing room, and the servants watched curiously as the men stripped one at a time and waited until the previous man was dressed again before the next man went in. The first ten men through went to bed immediately. The rest set their guard positions and continued bathing one man at a time. Stavin waited until the warriors were settled before he approached Lari again. 

    “You can all go. We’ll be fine until morning. You can go ahead and arrange the morning meal for us.” 

    Lari bowed deeply. “We’re supposed to stay, Prince Stavin.” 

    “There’s no room for you,” Stavin replied. “If there’s truly a problem with my dismissing you, invite your superior to come speak with me about it. I’ll explain it to him.” 

    Lari looked frightened by that idea and led the servants out of the room. Barvil again had the sofa placed across the door, then had two of the men who were on watch sit on it. 

    Stavin climbed into the big bed and drifted off to sleep almost immediately. He was aware of the men moving around the room, but only as far as being comforted by the familiar sounds of men on watch. 

    It was well past mid night when something intruded on his consciousness, and he opened his eyes a little. The warriors seemed to be all right. Two men were playing flip-stones while three others watched. Other men were standing near the door or window. He was about to close his eyes when he looked at the men playing flip-stones again. They hadn’t moved at all.

    Stavin had, as always, put his under padding back on before he went to bed, and now he reached out to grasp the hilt of Shovar’s sword. No glow engulfed him because he wasn’t wearing his gauntlet, but he was still armed when a panel by the fireplace opened and three men slipped into the room. 

    “They are disabled,” the first man said as he looked around, “just as the mage said they would be. Take the prince. The others are of no use to us.” 

    The other two men moved toward the bed, and Stavin let them come. When they pulled back the blankets, he struck. The man on his right died with the dragon blade through his heart, and the second man died a moment later as the sword cut him nearly in half. Stavin bounded out of bed and fell into a ready stance as the remaining man stared at him in disbelief. 

    “Did you really think a human mage could overcome the magic of a dragon?” he asked in a low, intense tone. The man started back toward the secret door, but Stavin beat him to it and drove him to his knees with a blow to the head. He used the flat of the blade so the man was rendered unconscious, not killed. 

    Stavin looked around and saw Barvil asleep on the sofa. He walked over and shook him, but there was no waking him that way. Shaking his head, Stavin went to the pitcher of water and poured a glass, then went to one of the other warriors and threw the water in his face. The reaction was immediate. 

    “Ah! Stavin, you little bastard!” the man shouted, but Stavin was well out of reach. 

    “Aldar!” Stavin snapped. “You were asleep on watch.” 

    “What?” Aldar asked as he blinked to clear the water from his eyes. He looked around and saw that no one had reacted to his shouts. “What happened?”

    “Magic. Those men were supposed to take me.” He pointed to the bodies, and it seemed that Aldar was just then noticing that Stavin had the sword in his hand. “Wake the others, but be careful. They’re going to be as mad as you were.” 

    “Why?”

    Stavin grinned. “Because the only way to wake them is going to be by splashing water in their faces.” 

    Once the shouting and cursing was done, Barvil led Stavin and the others over to where the surviving man was tied. “Wake him,” he commanded and two of the warriors set about waking the man. When he looked up at the men surrounding him, he started begging.

    “Please, lords. I was only following orders.”

    “Whose orders?” Barvil asked.

    The man opened his mouth to speak, but no sound emerged. Instead he began to choke, and was dead in just a few blinks of the eye. Barvil shook his head and looked at Stavin. “We should have expected that.” 

    Stavin nodded and looked toward the men by the door. “Summon aid,” was all he needed to say. The men stepped out into the hallway and started bellowing for the guards. Soon a brace of Palace Guards were in the room examining the dead men. 

    “He just died?” one of the guardsmen asked as he looked up from where he knelt by the man who had choked to death. 

    “When he was about to tell us who he was taking his orders from,” Barvil said.

    The guardsman nodded and looked at his fellows. “Bring the rest. Prince Stavin, you should remain here.” 

    “I don’t think so,” Stavin said, startling the man. He looked over to where the man he’d cut in half had lain. The floor was darkly stained. “Not with the smell of death so pungent in here. We’ll be joining the rest of our men.” 

    The guardsmen seemed like they wanted to argue, but Stavin and the rest of the warriors ignored them. At Stavin’s nod, Barvil simply led them out of the suite. 

    The barracks where the rest of their men were billeted was easy to find, and the sleepy colonel who met them simply directed them to empty beds. Everyone stripped out of their plate, but remained in their mail as they laid down to rest until dawn. 

     

     


    Chapter 50

    STAVIN JOINED THE REST OF THE warriors at morning meal with the Andarian Royal Guards, and had almost finished eating when a terrified-looking Lari came to find him. 

    “Prince Stavin, thank the Gods Above I found you. His Majesty is in a terrible rage over you being attacked last night and wants you to attend him immediately.” 

    Stavin stuffed the remnants of his eggs in his mouth and took a long drink of kava before standing. Barvil, Karvik, and eighteen other warriors followed his example. “Lead the way, Lari,” Stavin said as the warriors formed up behind him. 

    “Prince Stavin, what about them?” Lari asked as he looked at the warriors with fear obvious in his expression. 

    Stavin shrugged. “Royal Guardsmen. Is there a problem?” 

    A man in the uniform of an Andarian Royal Guards General walked up beside Stavin and bowed slightly. “Prince Stavin, I assure you that you are safe in the palace.” 

    Stavin turned to look up at the general and tilted his head to the side. “The three dead men in my suite wouldn’t agree with you, Sir. Warmaster Kel’Carin and his men will accompany me.” 

    The general looked at Barvil, then bowed his head slightly. “Very well, Prince Stavin. My men and I will accompany you as well.” Behind him a group of officers were forming ranks, and it seemed like there was one of them for each of Stavin’s guards. 

    Stavin bowed his head slightly and turned to Lari, motioning for him to lead. The servant led them through the palace, back to the council chamber. Barvil and the rest stopped outside the door and took positions against the right-hand wall, and the Andarians took the left-hand wall, facing them. Stavin irreverently wondered if they were going to have a staring contest, but let Lari lead him into the council chamber and close the door. 

    King Jallat looked up as Stavin entered, and stood. “I was informed that three men attacked you last night, Prince Stavin. Are you truly all right?”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “Yes, Your Majesty. The mage who cast the spell for them wasn’t very good.” 

    “Mage?” the king asked. “Are you certain?” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty.” He gave the king a full report of the incident. 

    “It would seem that my court needs to be weeded more thoroughly, Prince Stavin. I considered your proposal last night. I couldn’t think of much else. Inform King Kalin that Andaria is amenable to this idea. The additional territory will give us the room to expand that my lords want, and imposing some sort of order on the Farindian border will enhance our security.” 

    Stavin bowed very deeply. “I will take great pleasure in delivering your message to King Kalin, Your Majesty. I assume that it will be next summer before a formal accord can be reached, but I believe that he will agree as well.” Stavin paused and shook his head. “Princess Marina can be very persuasive.” 

    “You sound like you speak from experience, Prince Stavin,” the king said with a wide grin. 

    Stavin sighed. “Oh, yes, Your Majesty. Oh, yes.” 

    King Jallat chuckled. “I have already had the necessary documents drawn up and properly sealed.” He motioned toward a dozen sealed message tubes. “You can take them back to Evandia with you.” 

    Stavin bowed again. “This went much more smoothly than I had anticipated, Your Majesty. With your permission, I would like to make an early start toward home today.” 

    King Jallat nodded. “Go with our thanks, Prince Stavin. And rest assured that I will find out who else was involved in this plot. I dislike being played for a fool, and the fact that they thought they could attack you while you were under my roof is infuriating.” 

    Stavin bowed deeply and picked up the message tubes, then let Lari escort him out of the room. 

    Barvil saw him come out and asked, “Is there a problem, Prince Stavin?”

    “No, Sir,” Stavin answered automatically. “We’re done. King Jallat has provided me with messages to King Kalin concerning the annexation. He likes the proposal. Now we have to go to Twin Bridges and see King Kalin.” 

    “And hope he likes it as well,” Karvik observed. 

    * * *

    It took half the day to get out of Deralvad, and Stavin let Barvil place thirty men in front of them. He was preoccupied with the idea that Farindia might soon be a footnote in a history book. 

    As with their trip in, it took seventeen days to reach the border. There was no fort here, just a standard guard post, and they passed Stavin without any questions. It took twenty-three more days to reach Twin Bridges. 

    Stavin led the way to the Chosen Gate and was amused as the guardsmen recognized him and knelt. He led everyone to the palace and reported to King Kalin as soon as he got cleaned up. 

    King Kalin was in council, and Stavin was passed into the council chamber immediately. “Stavin, welcome home,” King Kalin said as he stood and rapidly walked around the table. Before Stavin could kneel, the king had wrapped him in a tight embrace. 

    “I am happy to be back, Your Majesty,” Stavin said, though his voice was muffled by the king’s shirt. 

    King Kalin chuckled. “Come, have a seat. What did you do up in Andaria?” Stavin accepted a seat at the king’s left hand. He had almost made it to the seat when someone else called his name. 

    “Stavi!” Marina shouted as she burst into the chamber and rounded the table. She grabbed him in an even tighter embrace for a moment, then stepped back and smacked him on the head. “I told you not to die.” 

    “I didn’t.”

    “You tried,” Marina snapped as she stepped back from him. “I heard what you did.” 

    Stavin hunched his shoulders. “It all worked out, Marina. Well, not all of it.” He laid his hand on the sword that still swung at his side. “Shovar wasn’t supposed to die.” 

    “Is that the Zel’Hallan sword?” King Kalin asked. 

    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    “I heard that something remarkable happens when you touch it,” the king said, looking at Stavin’s hand resting on the hilt. 

    “Yes, Your Majesty. When I have my gauntlets on, the dragon magic reacts and surrounds me in power.” 

    King Kalin’s eyebrows drew together. “I’d like to see that.” 

    Stavin bowed slightly and went to the door. A servant opened it and he motioned Barvil though. “You were right, Sir. I need my gauntlets.” Barvil handed over the gloves, and Stavin put them on. Then he drew the dragon blade and the power wreathed him once again. 

    Stavin looked at King Kalin and smiled. “There’s more to it than just the light, Your Majesty. While I’m like this I don’t feel hunger or thirst, or any fatigue. My speed and strength are enhanced, as well as being able to shout louder than anything.” He paused as the king and councilors nodded. “I also pushed a man back without touching him in Andaria. I didn’t mean to. I just raised my hand and he flew backwards into a wall.” He sheathed the sword and the glow vanished. 

    Marina was looking at him strangely. “We’ve touched dragon gifts together before, but they never did that. I wonder why?”

    Stavin shrugged. “What did you touch to what?”

    She looked at him for a moment, and then said, “We touched the fist on my staff to Ehrwan’s sword.” 

    Stavin nodded. “They were both made by Dandarshandrake’s magic. These weren’t.” 

    “That makes sense,” King Kalin agreed. “What is that you’re carrying?”

    Stavin looked down, then looked back at the king and blushed. “I almost forgot, Your Majesty. It’s from King Jallat about Farindia.” He looked at Marina and asked, “Did you discuss the annexation with your father, Princess Marina?”

    King Kalin and Princess Marina said, “Yes,” at the same time. 

    “I’m in favor of the idea in principle,” King Kalin continued. 

    “I proposed the border where your council suggested, Stavin,” Princess Marina continued. Stavin’s expression made her look at him more intensely. “What did you do?” she demanded in a soft, suspicious tone.

    Stavin smiled a little and said, “I took some liberties with that,” he admitted, then explained. He finished by saying, “I wanted to have some room to haggle, but King Jallat took my first bid without making a counter offer.” 

    Dahvin had arrived while they were talking, and said, “Still thinking like a Trader, aren’t you?” he asked as he looked at Stavin. Stavin shrugged helplessly, and Dahvin continued. “Glora told you that we do not haggle.” 

    “What did you propose to Jallat?” King Kalin asked. 

    “I proposed placing the border bit farther north, Your Majesty. The Kahrant River across to Haltar on the Andarian border.” 

    King Kalin pursed his lips, then looked at a servant. “Bring me some maps of that area,” he commanded. Turning back to Stavin, he said, “Open the message tubes and let’s see what Jallat says.” 

    Stavin did as instructed, and laid the messages out on the table. King Kalin read them, then passed them on to Princess Marina. When they were done, the king sat back and stared at Stavin. “You seem to have impressed him, Stavin. He says he’s willing to divide Farindia as you suggested. He also says he’s sorry for attacking us, and assures me that he will find all of the traitors in his court.” 

    “It is too late in the year to finalize this,” Princess Marina said as she looked at her father, “but in the spring we’ll have to start sending messages and envoys to Deralvad.”

    The king nodded. “And so ends the war with Andaria. You did that, Stavin,” he said as he once again looked Stavin in the eye. “What reward would be appropriate for a hero of your stature?”

    Stavin blushed deeply. “Your Majesty, I have my reward. Killing those two would-be assassins gave me one hundred and twenty-six combat kills.” He turned and looked at Barvil. Barvil held out the armguard that held Stavin’s honors and he took it, putting it on and turning to show the king and council. 

    For the first time in the history of Kel’Kavin, a man wore the four hollowed stars of a Senior Warmaster. 

     

     


    Chapter 51

    STAVIN SPENT TEN DAYS IN TWIN Bridges. Once the festivities in the palace were done, he took a contingent of guards to the home of Lord Chaldin Zel’Fordan. The black of mourning was gone, but there was still an air of sadness about the manor that was palpable outside. The house felt sad to Stavin. 

    The servant who opened the door recognized him and immediately went to his knees. “Prince Stavin, how may I be of service?” he asked as he studied the ground. 

    “Ask Lord Chaldin if he has a moment to see me,” Stavin said in a soft tone, and the servant scurried away to obey him. 

    Lord Chaldin himself came to the door. “Prince Stavin, to what do I owe this honor?” 

    Stavin bowed deeply before speaking. “Lord Zel’Fordan, I came to tell you that I was able to avenge Ehrwan in Andaria. The lords who helped arrange the treachery here were caught, tried, and executed by King Jallat.”

    Lord Zel’Fordan took a deep breath and bowed his head. “Thank you. Thank you so very much, Prince Stavin. Kalin was able to find the last of the traitors here during the winter, and executed them as well. Ehrwan’s spirit can rest easy now.” He turned away and went back into his house, and Stavin didn’t try to follow. It was obvious from his expression that Lord Chaldin needed some time alone. 

    “Back to the palace, I suppose,” Stavin said to his guards, and they formed up around him as he walked through the streets. He was satisfied that his honor was clean now, and he was ready to go home.

    Stavin approached King Kalin on the eleventh day. “Your Majesty, I would like to go home now.” 

    “Your home is here now, Stavin,” King Kalin replied, putting down the parchment he was reading. 

    Stavin shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. My home is in Evandia, but my heart is in Kel’Kavin. I want to go home to my wife and son.” 

    King Kalin sighed. “I suspected as much. There may come a time when you will all have to move down here.” 

    “Yes, Your Majesty, but for now,” Stavin paused and bit his lips, “for now, I need to go.” 

    King Kalin finally nodded. “Very well, Stavin. I’ll expect you to make the trip down here each summer. And I expect you to bring Shari and Karlin as well. It seems that I have a grandson, and I want to see him.” 

    Stavin grinned as he looked up at the king. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

    The three hundred and thirty men of Stavin’s guard rode out of Twin Bridges early the next day, headed to Aravad. Stavin still had a duty to Kavinston, and he was going to fulfill it.

    The trip was uneventful. No one was crazy enough to confront a contingent of warriors that large. They arrived in Aravad, and Stavin went to House Zel’Vandar immediately. 

    The servant who led him to Lord Ahlic’s study was a nervous wreck as he announced, “His Highness, Prince Stavin Zel’Andral of Evandia.” 

    Lord Ahlic staggered to his feet, spilling his drink and almost tripping himself. “Prince Stavin?” he asked as he stared wide-eyed at his guest. 

    Stavin bowed his head. “Lord Ahlic. As you can no doubt guess, there have been some changes since I was here in the spring.” 

    Lord Ahlic nodded as he continued to stare. “Some changes indeed,” he finally said. “We heard about your routing of the Andarian Army, but this is a shocking bit of news.” 

    Stavin smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “It took me two days to come to terms with it,” he admitted. 

    “I can imagine,” Lord Ahlic said as he finally crossed the room. He went to one knee briefly, and then looked closely at Stavin’s face. “You look tired.” 

    “I am, Lord Ahlic. There have been a lot of long nights lately. So much of the future that I had planned has been changed that I sometimes wonder if it’s all real.” He paused and shook his head. “I am going to have to hire some Masters for the caravans, and I was hoping House Zel’Vandar could make some recommendations. King Kalin was somewhat--forceful--in expressing his opposition to me leading a caravan myself.”

    That admission made Lord Ahlic laugh. “Oh, I imagine so, Prince Stavin. I imagine so. Please, make yourself comfortable.” He looked at the servant and said, “Bring his Highness a drink. Would you care for wine, beer, or Panther Sweat, Prince Stavin?” 

    Stavin smiled and shook his head as he smiled. “Beer, please,” he said, and the servant vanished through a doorway. 

    Lord Ahlic returned to his seat, turning it to face Stavin. “If you haven’t made other arrangements, I would be pleased to host you while you are here.” 

    Stavin bowed his head. “Thank you, Lord Ahlic.”

    Lord Ahlic smiled. “Our pleasure. Now, as to the masters you are going to need, I know of several good men and women who don’t have their own caravans or Houses. Unfortunately, I can’t let you have Rahlina.” He smiled at Stavin’s sudden interest. “She’s got Sahren’s old caravan, and she’s doing very well with it.”

    “That’s good to know,” Stavin said as a soft, fond smiled crossed his lips. 

    “That having been said,” Lord Ahlic continued, “we do have three older Masters who are tired of the road and want to settle down. One of them is Landon, Sahren’s brother. The other two, I don’t believe you’ve met. I’ll arrange for you to meet with them tomorrow.”

    Stavin bowed his head, and then smiled as the servant returned with his beer. He took along drink and sighed. “That’s good. Thank you.” 

    Lord Ahlic smiled and bowed slightly. “How many men do you have with you?” 

    “Three hundred and thirty,” Stavin replied and saw the shock on Lord Ahlic’s face. “Barvil is detailing them out to inns. Not many of them will be staying with me. Oh, and twenty-nine of them are the men we lost to Andaria at the start of the war. At least we got them back.” Stavin smiled and sipped his beer again. “You should have gotten your caravans back as well.” 

    Lord Ahlic nodded. “We didn’t have anyone there, but several other houses did. Most have returned, though their profits were mighty slim.” 

    Stavin yawned widely and shook his head. “Forgive me, Lord Ahlic. I didn’t realize how tired I was.” 

    Lord Ahlic looked over his shoulder and raised one finger. A servant came forward immediately. “Have a suite prepared for Prince Stavin. He’ll be staying the night.” 

    “At once, my lord,” the man replied and hurried away. 

    “We’ll have you a bed in just a few moments, Prince Stavin. Now, if you would, tell me how you became a prince.” 

    * * *

    Stavin met with six Master Traders the next day. Landon Kel’Vandar he knew and accepted right away. Elissa Kel’Vandar, an older woman who reminded Stavin of Sahren so much he almost called her by the wrong name, was another. The third and fourth were two young women; Ashleigh Kel’Kaudell, and her sister, Abi. The Kel’Kaudell sisters were going to use the wagons through the summer months under the Kel’Aniston name, running cargoes through Kavadia and the lower kingdoms. Landon and Elissa would deliver the Kavinston supplies in the spring and fall, and Landon accepted the job of managing House Kel’Aniston in Kavadia. For fifteen percent of the profit.

    “That just about does it,” Stavin said as he finalized the contract with Landon. 

    “Indeed it does, Prince Stavin,” Lord Ahlic agreed. “Landon, see to it that the Kavinston shipment is ready to go by,” he looked at Stavin and asked, “tomorrow?”

    Stavin nodded. “That will be fine. All of the wagons are already here. I need to take all of the Masters to the Gold Merchants and have your names added to the Kel’Aniston account.” 

    “If I may make a suggestion,” Lord Ahlic said and waited for Stavin’s nod before continuing, “make a separate account for the Kavadian branch of Kel’Aniston. That way, there will be no confusion concerning your manager in Evandia.” 

    Stavin took Lord Ahlic’s advice and established the account that evening. Landon and Elissa bargained among the grain merchants and butchers, and were ready with twelve hundred bags of grain and two wagons loaded with assorted meats and cheeses. Barvil paid for the thousand bags of the Kavinston supplies, and Stavin paid for the rest. 

    Stavin led the caravan out of Aravad early in the morning, and they traveled to Kel’Kavin at an easy pace. Fifteen days later they were driving through the gap, and Stavin felt the muscles in his back begin to relax. He was finally home. 

    Unloading was the usual madness, but Stavin left it to the Elders and the men of Kavinston. He went to find his family, and was directed home instead of the archive. 

    Stavin entered his house and looked around. “Shari? Sallin?” he called out, and received an immediate answer. 

    “In the library,” Sharindis called, and he hurried to greet her. 

    Stavin walked in and froze in the doorway. Sharindis was reclining across the loveseat. Charvil and Nahrana were there, as were Karlit and Marinis. “What’s going on?” he asked as he looked around. 

    “Healer Kel’Kadus wants me to stay out of the Archive,” Sharindis explained. “He says the girls are placing too much of a strain on my back.” 

    “Girls?” Stavin asked in a puzzled tone. 

    Sharindis moved the blanket off her lap, showing Stavin her bulging belly. “Girls.” 

    Stavin’s vision narrowed and blood roared in his ears. “Girls?” Then the room went dark.

    Karlit walked over and looked down at his youngest son as he grinned. “He fainted again.”

     

     

     

    End of Book Three

     

    The adventures of Stavin Kel'Aniston will continue in

    Farindian Summer
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