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    Prelude

    “ARE WE AGREED THAT WE ARE in a crisis?” King Teravan Zel’Darvin of Coravia demanded as he sat with his Council and looked around. His honey-blonde hair was starting to show strands of silver, but his eyes were still piercingly blue. “Can we at least agree on that much?”

    The king’s eyebrow hooded over his eyes as an unhappy expression clouded his face. Not that any of the ministers looked any happier than their king.

    At his left hand, Queen Rowena sat back and just glared at the ministers. Few of the men dared even look at her. Rowena Ne’Pardin Zel’Darvin’s temper was a known and feared quantity in the palace. And right now, she looked furious.

    “We are, Your Majesty,” the Minister of Agriculture said as he bowed his head. He was far older than his king, and his white hair was beginning to thin too much to brush over. “The harvest last fall was poor. There is no other way to say it. We are going to have to import grain from the other kingdoms. People are eating their seed-grain.”

    “At least the taxes on that much grain will help ease the strain on the treasury,” the much younger Minister of Finance muttered. He was the only one who looked anything but miserable.

    “No!” Queen Rowena shouted as she sat forward and slapped the table with an open hand, making the councilors cringe. “No. We are not going to burden our people with even higher prices on food on top of everything else. There will be no tax on the grain.”

    “Your Majesty, we must—” the Minister of Finance began, but this time it was the king who interrupted with a pointed finger. 

    “Rowena said no. It is going to be bad enough that they are going to have to pay higher prices to the Traders who haul grain into Coravia from Evandia and Luxandia without adding the tax. Grain and other food stuffs will not be taxed. And if you open your mouth about it again, you’re gone.” The king sat forward and glared at his Minister. “Do you understand me, Rahndas?”

    The Minister of Finance silently bowed in his seat. He’d known Teravan Zel’Darvin since they were children, and he knew when to back down. Teravan’s temper could be even more volatile than Rowena’s. 

    Queen Rowena spoke softly as she said, “We have sent a message to Twin Bridges asking for a Trade Mission to be sent to us. Since their Minister of Trade is Prince Stavin, he should be sufficient to arrange the shipments we need.” She shook her head and muttered, “He could probably do it himself with his resources.” She looked around the room and grinned. “Yes, we’ll make sure everyone gets to see his armor.” She shook her head as her grin turned into a wry smile. “I want to see it as well.”

    Everyone nodded their agreement, though not everyone agreed. Minister of Trade Zel’Nerval was particularly bothered by the idea. Why couldn’t we contact Luxandia or Reynadia? They both had normal harvests. Why does it have to be that defective little runt of a Farindian commoner? He doesn’t belong in my kingdom. But he kept his peace. He’d known Rowena when she was just a girl, and knew she was a dragon-mad as a Zel’Karyn. Be a pity if something happened to him.

     



    Chapter 1

    PRINCE STAVIN ZEL’ANDRAL STOOD ON THE balcony of his suite, enjoying the chill breeze as he looked out at the lights of the city. It was seldom cold in Twin Bridges except in the depths of winter, but tonight the wind was from the north and brought with it a welcome hint of the mountains.

    The view was almost as spectacular, though far different than the view from the royal suite in Kavinston. Twin Bridges spread out before him, a wilderness in its own right. The main city was home to nearly five hundred thousand souls, and the twin cities of East and West Bridge added another three hundred thousand. As it stood now, Twin Bridges was more populous than the original city of Lux, the ancient capital of the Empire of Luxand.

    He heard someone behind him, and felt hands on his shoulders. “Dreaming of home?” Sharindis asked as she cuddled against him, her voice a lovely, warm contralto. He loved her voice as much as everything else about her. She really didn’t have to ask, though. She was dreaming of the same things.

    “Yes,” he said softly, his own voice a light baritone that contrasted with his small stature. “Of Kel’Kavin. Of Kavinston.” He turned and embraced her, resting his cheek against the swell of her breast and sighed. “I miss the simplicity of being just plain old Stavin.”

    Shari wrapped her arms around him, pressing his head against her breast as she bent her neck to place a light kiss on his hair. “You were never really ‘just plain old Stavin,’ Stavi,” she pointed out. “Not for a very long time.”

    He took a deep breath and sighed. His voice had a bitter edge to it as he said, “Not since that fever. Not since I stopped growing. Not since the first time Harner called me The Runt.” He closed his eyes and just held her. So much of his past had been defined by Harner and his friends.

    Shari started rocking him gently side to side. “It still bothers you, even after all you’ve accomplished?” she asked. She knew the answer to that question as well. He still had nightmares that woke her late in the night.

    Stavin kept his eyes closed as he nodded and took another deep, shuddering breath. He’d spent so many years frightened of Harner and his friends. Years dodging their blows and taunts. Years half-agreeing with them when they said he should have been killed as a runt.

    He’d accomplished so much since then. He was a scholar who was sought out by scholars and scribes from throughout the Seven Kingdoms. Only six now. That was his doing as well, however indirectly. He was Dragon Blessed, given armor and a weapon made of dragon-scale by the dragon on the mountain above Kavinston. He was the first person in the more than two-hundred-year history of Kavinston to earn an officer’s star on his first expedition. And the only man in history to earn the four hollowed stars of a Senior Warmaster. And as if that hadn’t been enough, he’d been made a prince when King Kalin of Evandia had formally adopted him. Yet deep in his heart, buried under layers of scars from thousands of cuts, he still feared that he was The Runt that so many people had called him.

    “Daddy don’t cry,” little Sahren said from his side, and he looked down at her. At just four years of age she was already tall enough to hug his waist.

    “Daddy’s not crying, Sahry. I’m just sad.”

    Sahren and Mahren both crowded in to hug him, and he let go of Shari so he could kneel and hug them back. Karlin hung back a little, then moved around to hug him from behind. Even though he was just six years old, he was tall enough that he had to bend down to hug Stavin’s kneeling form.

    Stavin held his children and closed his eyes against the tears that wanted to escape. Of everything he’d done, everything he’d acquired, these were his real treasures. He looked up at Shari and saw her proud smile.

    “Let’s go inside now,” he said, giving the girls a final squeeze before standing. The whole family went into the suite and Karlin’s valet closed the doors to the balcony. The Prince’s Suite of the Royal Suites was usually a scene of chaos, but tonight it was tranquil. Just the five of them, and their five servants, were there. It was a welcome reprieve.

    Stavin walked over to the desk he shared with Shari and picked up a slip of parchment. He shook his head slowly as he read it again. It was just a short note, a few words written in his mother’s elegant hand, but it was sufficient to make his heart beat faster.

    Harner is dead.

    There was no explanation, but there really didn’t need to be. Harner had always been a second-rate Warrior, despite the glories his imagination had lent him. The last time Stavin had laid eyes on the bully he’d only managed five white stripes--and Stavin had already worn his four hollowed stars for three years.

    Shari took the note and crumpled it, then threw it into the fire. “Never again, Stavi.”

    “Never again,” he said in a breathy whisper. “But I think I’ll always hear those footsteps behind me.”

    Shari grabbed his shoulders and turned him toward her, then clasped his face with both hands as she stared down into his golden eyes. “Never again.”

    Stavin sucked in a deep breath, then closed his eyes and nodded. When he looked up at her again, he was smiling.

    Shari smiled widely as she looked down into his eyes. “Have you thought about Kalin’s idea?” she asked, grinning. “I’d like to go see Coravia and Moravad.”

    “So would I,” he admitted. “And we can, now that Oradal is over a year old. He’s officially Marina and Mark’s heir. I’m not needed anymore.” Even that came out as a bitter-sounding complaint rather than the simple observation he’d intended. Even dead, Harner is disturbing me.

    Shari shook her head slowly at his tone. “You’ll always be needed, Stavi. You’re fourth in line to the throne, and you’re still a Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster, and Minister of Trade. But there’s more to this trip than a simple Trade Mission. Kalin and Marina didn’t say what it was, but I could see that Kalin is worried about something.”

    Stavin sighed deeply, then replied in a sour tone, “You’re right, of course, but I’d rather just be a scribe.”

    Shari chuckled. “So would I. So, my darling husband, would I. But at least going to Coravia would get us out of the palace and Twin Bridges. This,” she paused to wave her hand in a circle, “is about all I’ve ever seen outside of Kel’Kavin. True, it’s more than most girls get to see, but I want more. I want to see the kingdom. I want to see the mountains. Stories are all well and good when you know that one day you’ll be allowed to leave the valley, but I’m out of the valley now and I still haven’t seen anything.”

    Stavin had to chuckle at that. It had only been a bit over three years since Healer Adept Fel’Aezar had restored Shari’s vision, and she hadn’t been allowed to leave the palace except for a few carefully orchestrated trips in an enclosed carriage. She had four years of sight-seeing to make up for now that she and Stavin didn’t need to be so carefully guarded.

    “We’ll tell Kalin ‘yes’ in the morning, then start planning the trip. For all of us.” He smiled as he looked at their children. “You’ll all get to go see Moravad with us.”

    There was a dual squeal of delight from the girls while Karlin managed to just grin and dance in place. Stavin looked over at their servants and nodded.

    “Begin packing. I think we’ll be leaving in about three days.” 

    * * *

    King Kalin nodded as his mouth curved into a wide smile when Stavin approached him before council the next morning. “Decided to take everyone, did you?” he asked with a chuckle.

    “Am I that obvious?” Stavin asked as his head tilted to the side in puzzlement.

    Kalin chuckled again. “The walls aren’t thick enough to drown out the twins. Take Dragon Watch with you. Dahvin will be put out, but Glori needs him home right now.”

    Stavin nodded. “I’ll tell him personally and soften the blow. I’d like to take the new recruits from Kel’Kavin as well.”

    “You just want to take Kar,” Kalin replied as he chuckled. “Can’t blame you. Go ahead. I’ll instruct General Zel’Kordil to let you have whoever you want.” He chuckled. “One day I’ll have to tell you about me and Dahral when we were young.”

    Stavin chuckled right back and said, “Thanks, Dad,” and grinned at Kalin’s bright smile.

    * * *

    Shari and Marina shared a smile over tea that morning. “I’m so excited!” Shari gushed, sounding like a little girl. “I’m finally going to get to see the kingdom, and Coravia as well.”

    Marina chuckled as she smiled. “You sound so excited. The mountains in Coravia aren’t as impressive as the Mountains of Sorrow or the Mountains of Fear, but they are beautiful in their own way. The road to Moravad leads through the foothills and passes close to Zel’Karyn. You really have to stop and let them see Stavi’s armor.”

    Shari chuckled. “And let him see Sang Del Dracl. I hope it’s there.”

    “Because you want to see it every bit as much as Stavin does,” Marina replied with a grin.

    Shari bowed her head in acknowledgment of Marina’s point. “Yes, I do. Oh, Marina, I’m so excited I can hardly sit still.”

    Marina sighed and shook her head. “I wish I could go with you. Teravan is my cousin, and he used to come over to visit us when I was young. I haven’t seen him since he ascended to the throne eleven years ago.”

    “You are needed in the Council, Marina,” Shari said as she gazed at her sister-in-law. “Kalin is deferring to you and Mark a lot more lately. I think he’s pushing you two forward so he can step back a little.”

    “You’re right,” Marina said, then sighed. “Both about what he’s doing, and why. Dad wants us to have more direct experience guiding the kingdom than he did. Granddad died suddenly while Dad was in the Army, and left Dad struggling for years to catch up. He wants us to be better prepared.” Her expression clouded over for a moment. “Some of Granddad’s Councilors tried to control Dad. Grandma Rebanna had to stomp on them pretty hard to get them to let Dad rule.”

    Shari nodded and smiled. “Well, you’re doing wonderfully, both of you. One of the things Stavi and I used to worry about was how we would handle the responsibility if we had to take over.”

    Marina smiled softly and said, “You would have been fine. All your training as a scribe would have carried you through. And you’d have had help. Dahvin and his brothers, as well as the friends you two have made in the palace.”

    * * *

    It took every minute of the three days to get the expedition ready to go. The guards were the easy part. Dahvin had, as expected, been upset at being left behind, but nodded his agreement that Glori needed him at home. She was due with their third child in just a moon and a half, and the trip to Moravad was scheduled to take a full year.

    It was the royal luggage that caused the greatest delay. Stavin and Shari both grumbled about it, but their entire wardrobe was being packed for the trip. Two full-sized cargo wagons had been requisitioned for the purpose, and there were still going to be bags on top of the carriage.

    The one bright spot for all of them was that they were going to be able to ride their horses for part of the trip. It was only during inclement weather would they have to ride in the carriage.

    Karvik rode with the royal party. He wore the twin hollowed stars of a Warleader Third on his shoulder, and had been given the rank of Major in the Evandian Royal Guard. Technically, that made him the highest-ranking officer present because of the time he’d held his rank, but he was acting as second in command to Major Zel’Astel. The major’s years of experience in the Royal Guard were too valuable to discount.

    “Ready to go see the world again, Stave?” Karvik asked in a soft tone as he pulled his horse to a stop beside Stavin.

    “More than ready, Kar,” Stavin replied just as softly.

    Karvik looked over at the children and grinned. “Looks like they’re ready, too. Are you sure letting the girls ride is a good idea?”

    Stavin chuckled. “You try telling them ‘no’. Shari and I tried, but when they combine their talents there just isn’t any way to get around them.”

    Karvik shook his head slowly as he said, “No thanks. I had a hard-enough time with my kids. Fortunately, Mom is here and they listen to her.”

    “Who doesn’t?” Stavin asked as he cringed. Sahrena Kel’Carin was a force of nature akin to an avalanche. No one with any sense opposed her.

    Major Zel’Astel rode to Stavin’s side and bowed, then said, “We are ready to leave at your convenience, Your Highness.”

    Stavin replied, “Very well, Major. Have your leading element start out and we’ll fall in behind them.” Stavin shifted his attention back to Karvik. “You take the far side of the girls, Kar. I’ll keep Shari beside me.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Karvik replied with a grin and a bow, then wheeled his horse around to the far side of Mahren. Unlike Stavin, he had managed to retain his first mount, and Chana hardly needed his commands. She seemed to understand what was needed as well as he did. At sixteen years of age, Chana was a matriarch in her own right. She’d given birth to five foals over the years, had a habit of taking any young horses to task if they misbehaved. Mahren was riding Restala, her youngest filly.

    The first thirty Royal Guardsmen led off, and Stavin brought his family in line behind them. Then the royal carriage joined the procession. Next came the remaining twenty Royal Guardsmen of Dragon Watch, and the nine new recruits from Kel’Kavin. The baggage wagons brought up the rear.

    Stavin looked ahead, then stood in his stirrups to look behind them. He let loose a gusty sigh and said, “We look like a parade.”

    Shari laughingly replied, “All we need are jugglers and a menagerie and we would be.”

    “Don’t say that so loudly,” Stavin said as he laughed back. “That would be right in line with what passes for Kalin’s sense of humor.”

    Shari laughed merrily and turned in her saddle, admiring the city as they passed. This was her first trip through Twin Bridges in anything other than an enclosed carriage. Those times she’d left Twin Bridges proper to visit Zel’Fordal House and Lady Glora.

    East Bridge, like her twin city of West Bridge, was really a suburb of Twin Bridges. The cities had grown up around the termini of the twin bridges, though they hadn’t been much more than caravansaries in the early days of the Land of Evand. With peace and prosperity, they had grown as Chosen families sought more land of their own. The area close to the bridges was dominated by the fine houses and mansions of the Chosen, but looming just behind them were the warehouses of the merchants. Often, the Trading Houses were owned, at least in part, by the Chosen lords closest to them.

    House Kel’Aniston, the Trading House that Stavin had founded during his second expedition to Evandia, had a warehouse in East Bridge as well, not too far from the bridge itself. He’d bought it out of pity for a Trader who’d run afoul of the Traders’ Guild and been stripped of his credentials. And his thousand-crown bond. Stavin had paid three thousand gold crowns for House Fel’Hesstan, enough for the Trader and his family to leave Evandia, and then just turned it over to his manager, Corinne Fel’Carvin. The purchase had made Kel’Aniston the third largest trading house in Evandia, much to the chagrin of the Traders’ Guild. Given Stavin’s position as Minister of Trade, as well as a prince, there wasn’t much they could do about it other than sulk.

    Farther along the road through East Bridge were the taverns and inns where common travelers could find beer, wine, food, and lodgings. And beyond them, at the very edge of the city, was the caravansary. It had been moved farther out just two years before by order of King Kalin to make room for more people in East Bridge. Where it had stood were now apartment blocks where the poorest families of the common workmen lived--built and managed by House Kel’Aniston.

    Stavin and Shari shared a grin when they saw the enclosed play yard. It was full of happy, laughing children, with a few old women to keep an eye on them. When the royal party was recognized, all of the women came to the fence and knelt, bowing their heads in respect. Many of the older children joined them. Because of Stavin, many of these people had a better roof over their heads than they could have afforded anywhere else. And that drove many of the other landlords mad, which, truth be told, had been Stavin’s main reason for the project.

    He’d been sickened and infuriated by the landlords charging the poor so much that mothers were prostituting themselves in order to keep their families in even the poorest conditions. But there was no law against it, and Kalin had balked at the idea of interfering too much. So Stavin had simply started construction on several apartment buildings, and offered them for what were indeed ridiculously low prices. He was still turning a profit, though it was slim. At the rates he was charging, the buildings would take a hundred years to pay for themselves, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was that he was doing something for his people.

    They passed the apartments and caravansary, and ahead of them was the open road, bordered by fields of grain. Stavin heard Shari cry out in delight as a flock of pheasants flew across their path. The reason for their flight was soon evident. Dozens of men and women, and older boys and girls, were running to the side of the road, each going to his or her knees and bowing their heads deeply. A single file of Royal Guards moved between the commoners and the royal family, but they didn’t try to stop the people from seeing Stavin. He was still regarded as a near-mythic figure in Evandia as the man who’d turned away a whole army single-handedly. Or at least that’s what the bards and minstrels said he’d done. Personally, Stavin thought the sixty-thousand-man army behind him had something to do with it.

    Stavin, Shari, and their children waved at the people, smiling all the while. Stavin knew himself far too well to believe the stories, while Shari knew the stories were just a pale reflection of the man she had married. The kids just loved the attention.

    It took all day to reach the first town on their route. That was as it had been planned by the imperial architects when the province that had been called the Land of Evand had been founded by the Empire of Luxand. This road had been the Imperial Highway and ran from Twin Bridges all the way to Moravad, and on to Lux, the capital city of the Empire. Or the other way around, depending on how you looked at it.

    The city wasn’t much to look at. Being so far into Evandia let it do without walls. It was built mostly of wood, often with a stone foundation and half-walls. The roofs were mostly of thatch, and gave the impression of well-trimmed haircuts. Everything was as neat and orderly as could be expected of a farming community, but it boasted one inn that was fit for a king. Not many kings enjoyed camping on the side of the road. This building was built of all wood, with one of the few cedar-shingle roofs. The wood of the walls was so old, it had turned gray under Aranda’s light. Three floors were evident from the arrangement of the windows. The royal party came to a stop in the yard and Stavin chuckled as the innkeeper rushed out to meet them.

    “Your Highnesses, welcome to Fairlain. I’m Nester Bel’Kordan, keeper of the Silver Squirrel Royal Inn. Please be welcome.” He bowed very low, and Stavin waited until he was standing again to answer.

    “We thank you for your welcome, Innkeeper Bel’Kordan. Have you prepared the royal suite?”

    “Yes, Your Highness. Your messenger arrived just after mid day. The Royal Suite is ready for you and your family.”

    Shari sighed and said, “I’m so glad to hear that,” as she eased out of her saddle. “I’m spending part of tomorrow in the carriage. I’ve never spent that long in the saddle before, and I never want to again.”

    Stavin smiled but wisely kept his mouth shut.

    Karlin and the twins had alternated between their horses and the carriage and were in much better shape than their mother. “Let us help you, Mama,” Karlin said as he and his sisters rushed to her side.

    “Thank you, darlings. Innkeeper, lead the way. I think I’d like a nice hot bath first.”

    The innkeeper bowed deeply, then said, “As you wish, Your Highness. Follow me, please.” Shari and the children followed the innkeeper, and all four of their servants followed them. Behind them came all of the female Royal Guards. That was per their standing orders. Inside was also where the privies were.

    “Your Highness?” Stavin’s butler said from near Stavin’s right leg.

    Stavin looked down and nodded. “Take the travel bags up to the suite, Avrin. Get the drivers to help if you need them. I’m going to walk around a bit. I may not be as sore as Shari, but it’s been a long time since I spent all day in the saddle.” There was a soft chuckle from his other side, and he didn’t even turn around when he laughed and said, “Shut up, Kar.”

    Karvik laughed out loud now that he’d been caught. “It’s too bad we don’t have a few greenlings along to see to the horses. That has to be the best part about leading an expedition.”

    Stavin laughed again, then dismounted and led his horse toward the stables. Five Royal Guardsmen rushed past him to check them out, then allowed Stavin and Karvik to see to their own horses. The rest of the royal party’s horses were being seen to by the most junior of the guardsmen--the Warriors of Kel’Kavin. Most of them were men Stavin and Karvik had known for years, and were at ease with Stavin in a way few of the Chosen guardsmen ever would ever be. They had known him in training. They had known him before he’d climbed up to the dragon’s cave. One or two had even called him The Runt on occasion. But now they knew him as Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral, the highest ranking Warmaster in their history, and obeyed him as they would obey any Warmaster. Such was their discipline and honor.

    The horses seen to, Stavin led Karvik and the rest in a long walk around the inn. It was a big place, as was to be expected of an inn that had been built to accommodate the emperor. Not that any emperor had ever stayed there. If one had, the name would have the word ‘imperial’ in it somewhere.

    Stavin led his men up to the inn common room. It was a nice place. The common room wasn’t all that large, but it was obvious that someone was spending a lot of effort maintaining it. The walls were of dark wood that had been sanded smooth and polished until they reflected the light. The beams that supported the second floor were as well tended, but they had lighter wood inlaid in intricate patterns.

    There were more Guardsmen than the inn could comfortably hold, but Major Zel’Astel had a solution to that. Twenty of his men, including the Warriors, were going to be standing watch for at least one third of the night.

    “Major Kel’Carin, you and the new men will be integrating into the watches. It’ll spread you out, but I think that’s a good thing. You’ve all got a lot more experience on the road than most of the guards.” He looked around to ensure his men were listening. “Try to pass on some of that knowledge.”

    “Yes, Major,” Karvik replied and bowed, then looked at the Warriors. “You heard the major. Divide yourselves out, three to a watch section. There are a total of sixty-one of us, so sections of twenty.” He looked around to ensure that all the guards were listening. “I’ll be joining the last watch. Ladies,” he paused to look at the female guards, “you’ll be best employed upstairs watching the royal suite. You all need to be available to the royal family. If any of them, especially the children, come down-stairs, two of you will accompany each them. Even Prince Stavin.”

    “Hey!” Stavin protested.

    “Even if he’s in full armor,” Karvik continued. He turned to look Stavin in the eye. “The king’s personal orders to me, and you can’t countermand them.”

    Stavin growled, “Kar.”

    “Don’t even try, Stave. Major Zel’Astel has the same orders, delivered at the same time.”

    Stavin took a deep breath, then blew it out. He muttered, “Figures.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Major Zel’Astel said, “it does. But don’t worry. We’re all going to try and let you have a little fun on this trip.” He grinned broadly. “But just a little.” 


    Chapter 2

    ARANDAR WAS JUST PEEKING OVER THE horizon when Stavin led his family downstairs for the morning meal. The innkeeper and his staff had done a magnificent job of providing for all of them, and the guards ate the same things as the royal family. If any of them thought it was odd that princes and princesses were eating common fare, they kept it to themselves. The Warriors had explained deep in the night that oat porridge, eggs, and lean meat were the best things to eat when riding long distances. Rich foods such as they enjoyed at the palace didn’t mix well with being bounced in the saddle all day.

    Shari was visibly limping as she crossed the common room. “I’m riding in the carriage. I don’t know what made me think I could ride that far on my horse the first day.”

    “We’re going to ride with you, Mama,” Mahren said. “My bottom hurts.”

    Karlin looked at both his parents and said, “I’d like to ride my horse. I don’t feel that sore.”

    “You can ride with me and Uncle Kar,” Stavin said around a mouthful of eggs as he examined his son, “but if you start feeling sore I want you to switch to the carriage. You’ve spent a lot more time in the saddle than your sisters, but this is still going to be a long trip. Don’t overdo it at the beginning.”

    “All right, Dad, but--”

    “No buts, Karli,” Karvik interrupted, drawing Karlin’s attention. “You can be seriously hurt if you try to ride too much too soon. Ease into it.”

    Karlin frowned, but nodded and said, “All right, Uncle Kar.”

    “Good man,” Karvik said as he chuckled and gently punched Karlin’s shoulder. “Ease into it and you’ll be riding all day by the time we reach Moravad.”

    * * *

    Major Zel’Astel came to Stavin’s side and bowed. “Our men and women are fed, and the horses are ready, Your Highness. We’ve put the princesses’ horses behind the carriage, and their tack on the roof. They’ll be available if needed.”

    “Thank you, Major.” Stavin looked at his family and asked, “Are we ready to go?”

    “As ready as we will be.” Shari stood and winced. “I’m so glad we brought extra pads for the carriage seats.”

    Stavin and Karvik escorted Shari and the twins to the carriage and made sure they were comfortable, then checked their own tack before mounting their horses. Stavin nodded to Major Zel’Astel and said, “Lead on, Major.”

    As in Twin Bridges, thirty of the guards rode ahead, then the royal family fell in behind. Stavin and Karvik kept Karlin between them. Stavin was, as always, in his armor, but not all of it. His mail, with all its protections, was on Karlin. The little imp was growing so fast it almost fit him. Stavin had tried to get the girls to wear his under padding, but they were just too small. Karvik was the only one who was close enough to recognize the change.

    “Good thinking,” was his only comment as he ran a finger along Karlin’s arm.

    The trip was routine, each day following the same pattern as the first. One Royal Guardsman would ride ahead of the party at mid day to ensure the inn at the next town was ready for them when they arrived.

    * * *

    It took five days to reach the first major city along their route. Denalvad was surrounded by suburbs of homes and small businesses, and Stavin remembered that the last census had reported that sixty thousand souls called it home. The royal party rode through the city for seven spans before reaching the low wall that marked the boundary of the original city.

    A brace of city guardsmen was waiting there and stood as Stavin approached. “Prince Stavin, we are here to escort you to the city hall,” the leader said with a sketchy bow.

    “The inn first,” Stavin commanded.

    “Our orders are to bring you to Lord Mayor Zel’Walkin, Your Highness,” the leader replied with just a bit too much arrogance.

    Stavin looked the man in the eye and snarled, “I am not subject to the mayor’s orders,” as the Royal Guardsmen crowded close to glare down at the city guards. “The inn. Now.”

    The city guardsmen looked around nervously, then bowed and led the way. The inn was just a short distance along the main thoroughfare, and they were met in the yard.

    “Prince Stavin,” an elegantly dressed man said as he came down the steps, “welcome to the Emerald Eye Royal Inn. The royal suite awaits you.”

    Stavin nodded to the innkeeper, then looked at Shari. “Take the girls and go get settled in. I’m taking Karlin with me to go see what the lord mayor wants.” He carefully didn’t say, Probably wants to whine at me about Trade, in front of the city guardsmen, but Shari had spent too many hours at his side in the Council not to be able to deduce what was wrong for herself. He looked at Major Zel’Astel and nodded once. “Remain here with two sections. I’ll take Kar and the third section with me.”

    The major smiled wryly, then bowed slightly. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

    Stavin smiled back and shook his head a little. It was still hard for him to give orders to men he’d accepted orders from just a few short years before, but he was getting used to it. He urged his horse toward the waiting city guardsmen and Karlin and Karvik joined him. Behind them in a column of threes rode nineteen Royal Guardsmen. All the guardswomen were, per their standing orders, staying with the princesses.

    The city guardsmen led them at a walk halfway across the city to a large building. It was an impressive edifice, standing four stories tall and two dragons wide. 

    Karvik whispered, “Think they’re impressed with themselves?” as they dismounted.

    “Just a little,” Stavin agreed while Karlin stifled his giggles with one hand.

    When the Royal Guardsmen had dismounted, Stavin turned to Karvik and said, “Major, detail your men.”

    Karvik bowed, then turned to the guardsmen and said, “Five men stay with the horses. Five more on the steps. Four on point, five on our heels.”

    Almost as one the guardsmen snapped, “Yes, sir.” No one was surprised when the nine Kel’Kavin Warriors immediately moved to bracket Stavin and Karlin. The rest of the men sorted themselves out with the most junior taking the horses and the rest taking the steps. When they had all reached their positions, Stavin nodded to Karvik and they headed into the city hall.

    The doors of the building were open and a group of people stood waiting in the shade. When they reached the top of the stairs the four Warriors in the lead split two-and-two to the sides and came to a stop, standing at attention with their hands on the hilts of their swords. Stavin, Karlin, and Karvik came to a stop facing the men. When no one said anything, one of the lords stepped forward.

    “Prince Stavin, welcome to Denalvad. I am Lord Mayor Nasval Zel’Walkin.” He bowed, then looked expectantly at Stavin.

    Stavin removed his helmet and replied, “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Mayor Zel’Walkin,” then looked at the mayor with a raised eyebrow.

    The mayor took an involuntary step backwards when he saw the light glint off Stavin’s golden eyes, then someone behind the mayor cleared his throat and all the men went to one knee. A breath later the mayor did as well.

    Stavin smiled slightly and asked, “Is there a reason you wished for an audience, Lord Mayor?”

    The mayor stayed on his knee and cleared his throat, then said, “Yes, Your Highness, there is. There is a matter of Trade that we, the city council and I, wish to discuss with you in your capacity as Minister of Trade.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. We arrived fairly early so there is time so long as it isn’t a major matter.”

    The mayor stood and bowed, making a sweeping gesture with his right arm as he stepped aside. “After you, Your Highness.”

    Stavin looked at Karvik and bent his head slightly. Karvik snapped, “Lead guards forward,” and the four Warriors moved in front of them, entering the building and driving the curious back with pointed stares. Stavin and Karvik bracketed Karlin, and the rest of the Warriors followed in their wake.

    One of the councilmen hurried forward to lead the way to the council chamber, and led the four guards in first. Stavin stopped at the door and waited until they had done a quick sweep of the room and returned to the door, bowing for him to continue. Stavin was once again struck by the similarities between the city council chamber and the king’s council chamber in Twin Bridges. It seemed that the imperial architects had only had a few plans for the city halls and palaces. The table was oval, and there were thirteen chairs evenly spaced around it. The room was also oval and allowed just two paces behind each chair. There were no cabinets or tapestries for someone to hide behind, and that told Stavin something about the Denalvad City Council: These were distrustful men.

    Stavin took the chair in the center of the table closest to the door, and motioned Karlin to take the seat at his right hand. Karvik came to a stop behind and between their chairs, and two of the lead Warriors came to a stop beside him, forming a protective wall of flesh and steel behind their princes. The other two Warriors of the lead element moved to put their backs against the walls beside the doors. Outside the room, four of the trailing Warriors took up positions on either side of the entry while the most senior walked forward and turned to stand back-to-back with Karvik.

    The mayor and members of the Denalvad City Council filed in behind them, and every one of them eyed the Warriors with some trepidation. While each of them wore a tabard with the Evandian Royal Guard insignia, they were all in the full armor of the Warriors of Kel’Kavin.

    The councilors sorted themselves out with two younger men having to stand against the wall since Stavin and Karlin had taken their seats. Once everyone was standing near a chair, Stavin and Karlin sat and gestured for the rest to take their seats.

    When everyone was seated, Stavin looked at the mayor and said, “Lord Mayor Zel’Walkin, Councilors, allow me to present my son and heir, Prince Karlin Karlit Charvil Do’Kalin Zel’Andral, fifth in line to the crown of Evandia.” He paused as the councilors bowed in their seats and Karlin acknowledged them. “Lord Mayor, you said you have a matter of Trade that you wished to discuss with me.”

    The mayor stood and bowed deeply. “Yes, Prince Stavin. It concerns the Favored Trader status that you granted the Aravad Traders’ Council.”

    “You object?” Stavin asked, but his tone made it more of a statement than a question.

    The mayor took a deep breath and then bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. The Kavadians are undercutting our prices. It’s causing some difficulties for our Trading Houses.”

    Stavin let his mouth take on a bitter twist. “To be precise, Lord Mayor Nasval Zel’Walkin, primary owner of the Fel’Barton Trading House, it’s cutting into your profits.” The mayor looked surprised by Stavin’s knowledge of his holding, but didn’t say anything. “I’m fully aware of who each of you is and what your interests in Trade are. I expected a complaint of this kind after the messages I received in Twin Bridges. Let me make this clear: the Aravad Traders’ Council is necessary to the health and well-being of the people of Evandia, especially in the old Farindian territories. They are primarily shipping foodstuffs into Evandia. The fact that they can sell grain at a lower price than you and still turn a profit says more about you than them.” Stavin swept the room with a glance.

    One of the councilors stood and bowed slightly, then plowed on without waiting for Stavin to acknowledge him. “Prince Stavin, the Kavadians are trying to run us out of business.”

    “No, Lord Zel’Jeslan, they are trying to build their businesses. Please try to remember that I am also involved in Trade. The Kavadian prices are lower than yours, but not significantly so.”

    “Prince Stavin, this must be stopped!” Lord Zel’Jeslan all but yelled, causing the eye of every Warrior in the room to focus on him.

    Stavin raised an eyebrow before replying in a mild tone, “I suggest you remember who you are speaking to, Lord Zel’Jeslan. I also ship food from Kavadia into Evandia.”

    “You pay no taxes though,” Lord Zel’Jeslan replied sullenly.

    “I pay two and a half percent, as do all of the Aravad Traders who come to Evandia. Only caravans that I am personally accompanying are tax exempt. The Aravadian House of Kel’Aniston is separate from the Evandian House.” He paused to shake his head and grimace. “Outsmarted myself that time.”

    Lord Zel’Jeslan shook his head as if wishing to deny Stavin’s assertion. “That is beside the point--”

    “That is precisely the point, Lord Zel’Jeslan,” Stavin snapped, interrupting the angry lord. “You and your compatriots buy grain from our farmers at a low price since you control most of the market in this area, then sell it to the people of the cities at nearly twice the price. The Aravadian Traders buy in Kavadia at nearly the same price you pay here, then ship the grain all this way and still turn a profit while selling more than ten percent under your prices.”

    “You don’t--”

    “Shut up,” Stavin snapped, causing the surprised lord to close his mouth with a snap as he took a step back and fell into his chair. The look of shock on his face almost made Stavin smile, but he was really angry. “I understand that people starved to death in Denalvad last winter because they couldn’t afford your prices. You, Lord Zel’Galvis, Lord Zel’Keltar, Lord Zel’Omron, and Lord Zel’Seraval,” Stavin’s head turned to focus on each of the lords as he spoke their names, “control almost all the foodstuffs brought into Denalvad. Or you did until we opened the markets to the Traders from Aravad. Understand me, my lords. You will not grow fat while people starve for lack of a spark.”

    “P-Prince Stavin--” the Lord Mayor stammered, but Stavin wasn’t through.

    “That will be all, my lords. Let this stand as a warning: I will ship food in here and sell at a loss if I need to in order to feed the people of Denalvad and the surrounding countryside. But if that becomes necessary,” he said as he paused, and his head bent forward as his brows drew down over his eyes, “heads will roll.” He swept the room with a scathing glare, and every man there seemed to feel the heat of Stavin’s anger in the gaze of his golden eyes. Stavin stood, forcing the councilors to stand with him, then turned and just looked up at Karvik.

    Karvik snapped, “Detail, form up,” sounding way too much like Barvil for Stavin’s comfort.

    Stavin looked at Karlin and winked since none of the lords could see them, then led the way out of the council chamber. He waited until they were mounted before speaking to his son again. “Remember the joke about the farmer and the mule? First thing you gotta do is get their attention.”

    Karlin giggled while a low rumbling chuckle came from Karvik. “I’d say you got their attention, Daddy,” Karlin said as he grinned.

    “He does tend to do that, doesn’t he?” Karvik asked with a grin.

    Stavin grunted his amusement. “Find the Temple of the Nurturer, Kar.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Karvik replied, then rode the short distance to where a group of City Guardsmen were standing. He returned a moment later. “Back to the inn and on through town. The temple is on the road to Coravia.”

    Stavin sighed and nodded. “Tomorrow then. Back to the inn, Kar.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” Karvik replied, then snapped to his men, “Form up!” The guards led off as they formed into a column of threes, and Stavin and Karvik once again bracketed Karlin.

    “You know, Stave, you scared those councilors half to death back there,” Karvik said conversationally.

    “I meant to,” Stavin replied.

    “You wouldn’t really behead Chosen lords, would you, Daddy?” Karlin asked.

    Stavin nodded. “If I had to. But the warning I gave them is going to be sufficient. No one is going to starve in or around Denalvad this winter. Tomorrow we’ll make sure of it.” Karlin tilted his head to the side in an unasked question. “Tomorrow, you will make your first donation to the Nurturer.”

    Karlin’s eyes went round in wonder. He asked, “The full donation, like in olden times?” He wore an excited expression on his handsome young face, and a wide grin.

    “The full donation,” Stavin confirmed.


    Chapter 3

    KARLIN WAS SILENT, BUT OBVIOUSLY EXCITED on the ride back to the inn. As soon as they arrived he slid off his horse and started toward the inn. Stavin stopped him in his tracks.

    “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

    Karlin stopped and looked back at his father, then mutely nodded and gathered up his reins, then led his horse to the stables. Stavin and Karvik exchanged a grin as they followed him, and helped lift his saddle down. Karlin took care of the bridle and blanket himself.

    Karvik reached over and tousled Karlin’s hair. “You’re doing fine, Karli. You just have to remember that you’re not in the Royal Stables now. She’s your responsibility.”

    Karlin nodded. “I know, Uncle Kar, but sometimes I forget.”

    “So did your dad when he first got his horse.”

    Karlin looked at his father with wide eyes. He asked, “You forgot to take care of your horse?” in a stunned tone.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and shook his head. “This is what I get for keeping you around. Yes, Karlin, I forgot to take care of my horse--once. Grandpa Charvil made sure I never forgot again.”

    Karlin smiled hugely. “I’ll bet he did.”

    Once the horses were properly seen to, Stavin led them into the inn. Sharindis was in the common room with a bevy of ladies around her. She looked over and smiled, then waved for Stavin to go on upstairs. Stavin just nodded and led Karlin up to the royal suite.

    Stavin found his butler, Avrin Fel’Nahla, and Karlin’s valet, Rahlf Fel’Vasdan, involved in arranging the rooms. “Is everything in order, Avrin?” Stavin asked as soon as he walked in.

    “Yes, Prince Stavin. The twins, both sets, are arranged in the left-hand bedroom, and Prince Karlin and Rahlf have the right-hand bedroom. You and Princess Shari are in the middle.”

    “And you and Sindal?”

    Avrin smiled. “We flipped a crown. She gets the big sofa while I get the love seat.”

    Stavin shook his head. “That won’t do. I can’t have you crippled before we get to Coravia. Go talk to the innkeeper and see if you can get two additional beds brought in here.”

     Avrin bowed slightly before saying, “Yes, Prince Stavin,” and turning away.

    Rahlf came out of the side bedroom and bowed. “Prince Karlin, I have your bath drawn and a fresh set of clothing laid out for you.”

    Karlin’s chin firmed up in defiance, but Stavin stopped his objections before he could voice them. “You’ve been riding a horse in the hot sun all day, Karlin. Bathe and put on clean clothes before the evening meal. I’ll be doing the same.”

    Karlin frowned and said, “Yes, sir,” in a sullen tone.

    Stavin chuckled and went into his bedroom. As expected, there was a clean set of clothes laid out on the bed and the wash-tub that served as the room’s bath was full of hot soapy water. He shucked himself out of his armor and under padding and sat in the tub. He was almost done bathing before Avrin returned.

    “The innkeeper is having his men bring in two beds, Your Highness. Let me see to your hair and then I’ll give you a final rinse.”

    Stavin nodded and allowed Avrin to wash his hair. It had taken a lot of convincing on the part of Kalin and Marina to get him to let the servants do their jobs when he had finally moved into the palace permanently. Now, three years later, he just bore with the nonsense and didn’t even try to object. He stood when he was asked to and let Avrin pour a bucket of fresh hot water over his head. Stavin stepped aside and took the towel from Avrin, then looked at his armor.

    “Rinse out my under padding before you dump the bathwater, Avrin. It’s got to smell as bad as I did.”

    Avrin’s eyes danced in merriment as he replied, “No comment, Your Highness.” 

    “You might not, but Shari sure would.” Stavin walked over to the bed and started dressing himself while Avrin was busy. He’d put on all but his vest by the time Avrin got to him.

    “That will do, Prince Stavin. I had a word with Rahlf, and Prince Karlin is wearing a similar outfit.”

    “That’ll please Shari. Are they ready yet?”

    “No, Prince Stavin. I’d guess it’ll be half a span before Prince Karlin is dressed to Rahlf’s satisfaction.”

    Stavin just chuckled. “He does have strong opinions about what’s appropriate for his charge to wear, doesn’t he?”

    “Indeed, Prince Stavin. We all do. Fortunately, Prince Karlin is much more compliant than you.”

    Stavin grinned but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t necessary. It was slightly more than a span later that they heard noise in the central room of the suite and went out to find Karlin waiting. His clothes were an almost exact match to Stavin’s, except for his shirt. Rahlf had dressed him in a shirt with a frilly collar while Stavin’s shirt had a flat one.

    “It seems silly to dress up at an inn,” Karlin groused when he saw his father. “It’s not like we’re at court or anything.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Aunt Marina explained all of this, Karlin. On the road, we’re always at court. We have to show the people that they are important enough for us to dress up. Besides,” he glanced at Avrin and Rahlf, “we’ve got dozens of new outfits to wear. We’ve got to let the servants decide how they look and which combinations they want to dress us up in. And how they fit. I may not be growing anymore, but you’re growing like a weed. By the time we head back to Twin Bridges you’ll probably be wearing my clothes.” He laughed at the surprised expression on Karlin’s face. “Imagine the fun it’ll be listening to Avrin and Rahlf arguing about which of us gets to wear which outfit.”

    “There shall be no arguments of that kind, Prince Stavin,” Avrin said in a firm but respectful tone. “I’ll sic Sindal on him if he tries.”

    Both Stavin and Karlin laughed at the expression on Rahlf’s face. “Very well,” Stavin said as he turned Karlin toward the door. “Let’s go see what your mother has planned for us.”

    * * *

    Sharindis and the women had gone into the inn and been escorted up to the Royal Suite. “We’re all bathing,” she said, looking pointedly at her daughters. Both of them looked sullen, but obeyed. Helva and Delva took charge of the twins while Sindal followed Shari. Before she closed the door, Shari looked over her shoulder at Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis. “Mohriah, have half your women clean up while we do. You’ll all probably be needed all night.”

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis nodded and bowed, then grinned as she said, “Yes, Your Highness.”

    It took almost three spans to get the twins cleaned and dressed to their maids’ satisfaction. Mohriah had sent all of her women to bathe and a goodly portion of the male Guards had bathed as well. Major Zel’Astel had ordered that before Shari had even made it upstairs. 

    Shari smiled when she saw her girls. They wore dresses identical to hers except for the size. “Very nice, ladies. Now, let’s go see how impressed the local ladies are.” 

    Shari led the way, but stopped when she reached the top of the stairs. “What happened?” she asked rhetorically. “Did every lord and lady in the city come here?”

    Major Zel’Astel laughed as he answered, “Just about, Your Highness.” 

    Shari shook her head and muttered, “Gods Below.” Then she straightened her back, pasted a smile on her lips, and calmly descended into the madness of the common room. Shouts of “Princess Sharindis!” warred with shouts of “Your Highness!” to overwhelm her, but the Royal Guards kept everyone back as Shari led her daughters and maids to a table in the front corner of the room. She wouldn’t admit it if she realized what she was doing, but her instinct was to put a wall at their backs. An arch of Guardsmen was backed by an equal number of Guardswomen around them, and a glance through the windows showed Guardsmen moving into position outside as well. 

    Shari nodded to Warvin Zel’Astel and said, “Let the ladies in one at a time, Major.” 

    The first Lady who approached was a timid old woman who seemed nervous for some reason. She bowed deeply before saying, “Princess Sharindis, I am Mirriam Zel’Varan. I just wanted to tell you how pleased I am to finally meet you. I’m from Heran’s Bridge originally, and if not for your husband, I would likely have died at the hands of the Andarians. As it was, we were spared from their attack. It has been an honor to meet you.” 

    Shari stood and returned the old lady’s bow. “I am pleased Stavin was of service to you and your community.” The old woman bowed again and turned away, passing between the guards to meld back into the crowd. 

    Most of the ladies didn’t want more than to be able to say they spoke to the princess personally—and be seen speaking to her by their peers. Everything was calm until Stavin arrived. A very portly woman with much too much makeup and perfume on strode up to the guards and almost shouted, “Princess Sharindis, I demand you bring Prince Stavin down to speak to me immediately!” 

    Shari glared at the woman as she said, “Prince Stavin is not at your beck and call.” Then she focused on another woman, ignoring the sputtering outrage. The guards moved to block her from addressing Shari again. 

    “Get out of my way! Do you hear me? I am Lady Willowmena Renta Tordis Zel’Walkin! My husband is Lord Mayor of Denalvad. Move or I’ll have you—”

    Mohriah Zel’Halvis snarled, “You will be silent and leave now, or I’ll have you removed from the inn, and your husband removed from his position as well.” 

    “How dare you speak to me like that? I should have you flogged within—”

    “I am Lady Master Sergeant Mohriah Garland Lissan Zel’Halvis. And as of six moons ago, Lady of Zel’Halvis.” There was suddenly silence in the room. “You will go. Now. Or I’ll have the Guardsmen throw you out.” All the Royal Guards, especially the Guardswomen, had their hands on their hilts as they glared at the woman.

    Lady Zel’Walkin’s lips quivered as she took a step back from a lady who was far more powerful than anyone in Denalvad. When she was two steps away, she turned and fled.

    * * *

    The common room of the inn was almost completely filled with people. Shari and the twins were in one corner, surrounded by the Royal Guards. Around them were what seemed to be every Chosen lady in the city. The sound of so many women talking all at once made Stavin cringe.

    Major Zel’Astel met him by the stairs. “Princess Sharindis is holding informal court, Your Highness,” he said as he shook his head. “We’re only allowing one lady close to her at a time.”

    “Very good,” Stavin said as he headed in the opposite direction. “I’m not going to interrupt. Just find me a quiet corner where I can have a beer.”

    “There is no such thing as a quiet corner in this inn, Prince Stavin,” the major replied with a shake of his head. “About the best I can do is the far corner.”

    Stavin nodded and allowed the guards to clear a path to the far side of the room. He and Karlin took seats with their backs to the walls while the guards kept everyone back at least two paces. A serving girl was the only person allowed past their shoulders, and she bowed deeply to Stavin before asking, “What is your pleasure, Prince Stavin and Prince Karlin?”

    “Beer,” Stavin answered and looked at Karlin to see an excited expression on his face. “Your mother is going to kill me. A small-beer for Prince Karlin.”

    The girl didn’t seem fazed in the least and bowed as she said, “At once, Your Highnesses.” Then she left, squeezing between two guardsmen.

    Karlin whispered, “Thank you,” so softly that Stavin could barely hear him.

    “Just don’t tattle,” Stavin whispered back just as softly.

    The girl returned with two cups, but only one was a common beer mug. The other was the kind of cup inns used for more mild drinks. She set the mugs down and dared a smile and wink at Karlin before turning away.

    Karvik had joined them by then and gave Stavin an arch look. “Me first,” he said and both Stavin and Karlin nodded. Karvik took a sip of Stavin’s beer and set the mug down, nodding. “Better than most.” He picked up Karlin’s mug and sipped, and his eyes opened wide at the taste. “Shari’s going to beat you unconscious if she catches you,” he said as he looked at Stavin.

    “Don’t tell, Uncle Kar,” Karlin said as he looked up. “Grandpa lets me have a sip of his beer sometimes.”

    “Your mom won’t club grandpa if she catches him. Besides,” he chuckled, “it’s grandpa’s job to spoil you.”

    Stavin chuckled, then looked expectantly at Karvik. Karvik nodded, saying, “I don’t feel anything, so go ahead. Just don’t let Shari smell Karlin’s breath.”

    “We won’t,” Stavin and Karlin answered together, then laughed. Stavin continued, “What’s she doing?” nodding toward the far side of the inn.

    “She’s listening to the complaints of the ladies. It sounds like most of them just want to say they talked to Princess Sharindis, but some have real complaints. Major Zel’Astel had the Guardswomen move in closer when one woman got aggressive.”

    “How’d Shari handle her?” 

    “Wonderfully,” Karvik replied with a grin. “It was just after we got back and the woman demanded that Shari bring you down to speak to her. Shari just froze her with a look and replied, ‘Prince Stavin is not at your beck and call.’ Then she shifted her attention to another woman while the guardswomen hustled the offender away. She objected, calling on her status as Lord Mayor Zel’Walkin’s wife, but all the Guardswomen are scions of Chosen houses. They were not impressed, and let her know it.” 

    Karlin laughed merrily. “Mommy can make a point when she wants to.”

    Karvik nodded and said, “Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis made it even more clearly. She pointed out that as of six moons ago when her father died, she has been the Lady of Zel’Halvis. She outranks all of the ladies in this town, and they know it.” His grin was just a little evil as he looked at Stavin.

    “How so?” Stavin asked.

    “Zel’Halvis is in the royal line. She’s just behind Gavlin and Dahvin in line to the throne.”

    “Oh!” Stavin said in a surprised tone. “I didn’t know that. How did you?”

    “Dahv told me when they were in Kel’Kavin. Zel’Halvis is a lot like Zel’Fordal; big title, little estate. She’s letting her little brother run things, and has designated him and his son as her heirs. She’s not interested in having children of her own.”

    “Why not?” Karlin asked, studying Karvik intently.

    “Something you’ll understand when you’re older,” Karvik replied and smiled at the look of disgust on Karlin’s face.

    “It’s something lovely-dovey, isn’t it?” the boy asked as an expression of distaste twisted his handsome young features.

    “Yes,” Karvik replied. “Yes, it’s something lovey-dovey.” Stavin looked at Karvik curiously, and Kar reached up and stroked one finger down the back of his right ear.

    Stavin’s back stiffened and his head snapped around toward the guardswomen. Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis had her back to him, but her hair was tied back so he could see her ears. She wore a single ruby stud in her right ear. Another of the women close to her wore a matching stud in her left ear.

    Stavin shifted his attention back to Karvik and raised his eyebrows. At Karvik’s nod, he looked at Karlin. “Yes, you’ll understand in a few years.”

    Karlin sipped his beer and shook his head. “I hate it when you say that. I really hate it.”

    Stavin chuckled. “I hated it as well, Karli, but the private lives of our friends are not something we can courteously, or honorably, discuss without their permission. You will understand in a few years, and you’ll also understand why we don’t discuss it.”

    Karlin gave his father an eloquent look, then sipped his small-beer again. “This is good.”

    “Just don’t drink it all at once,” Stavin cautioned him. “Make it last. There won’t be many chances for you to have one without your mother finding out.”

    “All right.”

    They sat in relative isolation as the evening approached, and Shari finally stood and addressed the room in general. “Ladies, we thank you for your greeting. The hour is late, and we must get to bed early if we’re to be up with the sun. On behalf of myself and my family, I bid you good night.” There was a general sound of disappointment from the ladies, but the Royal Guards were ushering all of them out of the inn and not letting anyone close to Shari again.

    Shari waited until the room was clear before walking over to her men. “That was exhausting,” she sighed, taking Stavin’s second beer and draining it. “What a bunch of grasping old hens.”

    Stavin chuckled. “About the same as the roosters we had to deal with.”

    The twins joined them at the table and Mahren said, “I’m hungry,” in a petulant tone that only a four-year-old girl could manage.

    Stavin looked up at Major Zel’Astel and nodded. Word was passed, and the innkeeper quickly appeared at their sides. “Yes, Your Highnesses?”

    Shari looked at him and asked, “What kind of stew do you have?”

    The innkeeper was visibly startled, then answered, “Stew, Your Highness? We have venison stew tonight, Your Highness.”

    “I think that would be best for all of us. Stew, bread, butter, vegetables, and not a drop more beer for either of these two.” She fixed Stavin with a glare. “You didn’t really think you could get away with that, did you?”

    Stavin smiled sheepishly. “Well--?”

    “No, Stavin. Don’t even try. Honestly.”

    Stavin let his head sink between his shoulders a little more and said, “Yes, Shari.”

    Shari looked back at the innkeeper. “Prince Stavin and Prince Karlin will have milk with their meal. I think all of us will.”

    The innkeeper was looking at Shari with wide eyes, then shifted his attention to Stavin. Stavin just shook his head and shrugged. “I have to obey her. You better obey her as well.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” the man finally managed to say as he bowed and left.

    “What were you thinking?” Shari demanded as she focused on Stavin again.

    “One small-beer won’t hurt him, Shari.”

    “You know my feelings about that, Stavin.”

    “There’s less alcohol in it than wine.”

    Shari glared for a moment, then said, “He gets watered wine, Stavin.”

    “There’s still less alcohol in it, Shari.”

    Shari growled, “Stavin,” in a tone he knew all too well, so he just shut up.

    The food arrived soon after, and Shari nodded her approval when Karvik allowed her to taste the stew. “Very good. I think the thing I miss the most from home is simple dishes like stew.”

    “Me too,” Stavin said around a mouthful. “This is very good. It’s like mom makes.”

    Shari chuckled, “That’s high praise indeed.”

    The guards had split into three watch-sections again, and two sections had joined the royal family as they ate. Karvik and his section had remained on guard, so he was standing behind Mahren.

    “And what do you think, Mahri?” he asked as he leaned over to look down at her.

    “Yummy,” she managed between bites.

    “What about your vegetables?” he asked with a hint of laughter in his voice.

    Mahren stuck her tongue out and shook her head in answer.

    Shari looked at Karvik and said, “Stop encouraging her, Kar.” Shifting her attention to Mahren, she said, “You have to eat your vegetables, Mahri. They’ll make you grow.”

    Sahren looked at her plate and said, “Greens are icky.”

    “Greens are not icky,” Shari replied in a patient tone. “They are important to you. They have things in them that make you grow strong.”

    Sahren and Mahren both looked at their plates, then turned appealing gazes to their father. Stavin just shook his head and said, “Don’t look at me. She makes me eat them as well.”

    Shari sighed and muttered, “Sometimes I think I have four children.” Stavin and the rest of the children at the table just laughed.

    * * *

    Stavin and Shari stayed awake after the children had gone to bed. Shari asked, “Was it about trade?”

    Stavin grunted before answering. “Yes, they are upset that we’re letting the Aravad Traders in here to compete with them. You saw the reports. Those arrogant bastards let people starve here. Here, in the center of Evandia, people starved to death. All because the Chosen want to enrich themselves.”

    “I wish the Council hadn’t convinced Kalin not to prosecute them,” Shari said in a bitter tone. “It would have sent a message to all our traders that starving people for the sake of a spark was not going to be tolerated.”

    Now Stavin chuckled. Shari turned to look at him and asked, “What did you do?” in a suspicious tone. 

    “I told Karli that he is going to make his first full donation to the Nurturer in the morning.”

    Shari propped herself up on one elbow as she looked at her husband. “How did he react?”

    Stavin chuckled again. “He was so excited that he forgot to take care of his horse. I had to remind him. Then Kar told him about the time I forgot to take care of my Tru and Charvil had to remind me.”

    Shari giggled and said, “Oh, no.”

    “At least he doesn’t have to see to every horse in the stable like I did. But in the morning our little boy is going to take a big step toward being a man.”

    * * *

    Late in the night, when everyone but the watch-section on duty was asleep, three men moved close to the inn. “What do you sense, Master Mage Fel’Walten?” one asked, and another shook his head.

    “Nothing. They don’t have any protections of any kind except his armor.”

    “As we were told,” the third said as he turned toward his companions. “They think the armor is enough.”

    “It is for him, but not for his children or his wife.”

    “When we take them, we take Evandia,” the first man said.

    The other two replied, “As Lebawan commands,” in unison. Then all three eased away from the inn and vanished into the night.


    Chapter 4

    THE ROYAL PARTY HEADED OUT EARLY the next morning, and Stavin gave Major Zel’Astel his orders. “Find the Temple of the Nurturer and stop there.” When the major gave him a curious look, he continued. “Prince Karlin will be making his first donation this morning.” That drew a small, satisfied smile from the major and the men and women around him. The Goddess Sahren the Nurturer was worshiped by most of the Chosen in Evandia. Her place in the pantheon of the Empire of Luxand was honored above all but the ancient Gods Above and Below.

    “As you command, Prince Stavin,” was his only reply, then he got his people organized.

    The ride was not that long, just nine spans, and Stavin let loose a long, low whistle when he saw the temple. “That’s bigger than the temple in Twin Bridges.”

    “Sure is,” Karvik agreed.

    The Temple of Lady Sahren was huge. Three stories tall, and at least two dragons across the front, there were too many windows to count. The walls were white-washed with lime, and orange clay tiles formed an attractive counterpoint on the roof. Shutters beside each window were painted the same color as the tiles. There was even a tiled roof over the porch area, shielding the door from the weather. 

    Across the front of the building, fruit trees had been planted in neat rows. Stavin thought they looked like pear trees by the shape of the leaves. Each tree had a small thicket of berry vines wrapped around the base, taking advantage of the trunk as a trellis. 

    The entire procession, with the exception of the carriage and cargo wagons, rode to the front of the temple and dismounted. Stavin’s feet had barely touched the ground before the door opened and a dozen priestesses hurried out.

    The lead priestess bowed and said, “Be welcome, Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis,” as her followers bowed behind her.

    “We thank you, Priestess,” Stavin replied as he and Karlin bowed. Shari and the twins were bowing right behind them. When he stood, he looked at Karlin and asked, “Do you remember the ritual?”

    Karlin looked up at his father and nodded, then stepped forward and bowed to the priestess once again. “Priestess, I wish to make a donation to your temple for the benefit of the poor.”

    The priestess bowed her head deeply. “Receive our thanks in return, Prince Karlin, for every spark will feed a family for a day.” She turned and motioned to the box that was mounted near the door. Lady Sahren’s Shepherdess and Lamb was carved on the front. 

    Karlin stepped forward and took a deep breath, then spoke loudly as he said, “Five gold crowns for the Gods Above. Six silver crowns for the Ages of Man, and seven copper sparks for the Provinces of the Empire.” He paused and displayed each of the coins as he spoke, and put them in the box one at a time as the ritual demanded, then turned and bowed deeply to the priestess.

    The priestess bowed deeply in return, then smiled at Karlin’s pleased expression. She turned to Stavin and Sharindis and bowed once more. “Your Highnesses, it is a pleasure to see the royal family honoring the old ways. On behalf of myself and my sisters, we thank you.”

    Shari answered, as she and Stavin had agreed before the morning meal. “It is our honor to remember the old ways, and our pleasure to complete the ritual. We are bringing our children up to honor the rituals of our past, and make them the rituals of our future.”

    The priestess gazed at her in silence for a moment, then stepped forward and spoke softly to Stavin and Sharindis. “It brings joy to my heart to hear that. You were well chosen, Prince Stavin, by the dragon as well as by our good King Kalin. May the blessings of the Lady follow you and your family through all your days, in whatever land you roam.” She looked at Karlin and smiled again at the expression on his face. Karlin looked as if he could hardly contain his joy.

    Stavin bowed silently, as did Shari. Then the priestess turned away and led her fellow priestesses into the temple. When the door closed, Stavin asked, “How does that suit you, Karli?” Karlin’s bright smile and wide eyes was answer enough.

    Stavin turned away as the guards stepped forward. While none of them were making the full ritual offering, every one of them was making some donation. Some a silver crown. Some just a few sparks. Karvik led the Warriors forward last and smiled as his men each dropped a silver crown into the box. Then he added a gold crown.

    He said, “You know, that’s probably a year’s worth of donations,” as he walked away.

    One of the other Warriors looked over his shoulder and said, “I think that’s what the Warmaster had in mind, Sir.”

    Karvik chuckled and nodded. “Probably,” he agreed as they continued to walk toward their horses. “After yesterday, that is probably exactly what he had in mind.”

    * * *

    The procession continued toward Coravia, stopping in each town for the night, and holding informal court each evening. It took another sixteen days to reach the border town of Kandalvad. The city actually straddled the border, with one street running north and south denoting the change. It was a wide avenue with a slightly raised portion down the middle where a wall had once stood. The wall was long gone, but it was still called Wall Street.

    The royal inn was located on the Coravian side of the border, and the guardsman who had been sent ahead was waiting at the crossing with an array of Evandian and Coravian Army officers in full dress kit. The guardsmen and women in the front peeled off in near-perfect precision north and south along Wall Street to allow the royal party to reach the border. When they stopped, a man in the uniform of an Evandian Army colonel stepped forward and bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, Your Highnesses, I am Colonel Dahlvan Zel’Garval, commander of Fort Zel’Keldan. It is a pleasure to meet you at last.”

    Stavin returned the bow. “The pleasure is ours, Colonel. Is our crossing arranged?”

    “Of course, Your Highness.” He turned and bowed slightly to a Coravian Army general, and that gentleman stepped forward. “This is Lord General Janival Kel’Eshen, commander of Fort Kel’Justat.”

    The Coravian general bowed deeply. “Prince Stavin, Princess Sharindis, Prince Karlin, Princess Sahren, Princess Mahren, I am very pleased to meet you all.” He bowed very low again, then straightened and smiled up at Stavin. “It is my honor and pleasure to welcome you to Coravia.”

    Stavin bowed in the saddle. “Thank you, Lord General Kel’Eshen.”

    The general motioned for Stavin to proceed, and walked beside his horse as they headed toward the inn. “Prince Stavin, before you leave tomorrow I was hoping you would consent to visit the fort. Please understand that we mean no disrespect, but my men and I are very interested in your fighting ability. Your legend is a favorite topic of discussion among our soldiers.”

    “And ours,” Colonel Zel’Garval said from Stavin’s off side. “If such an exhibition can be arranged, my people and I would appreciate an invitation.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head. “I believe something can be arranged.”

    The inn was a more modern structure than the others had been. It was also larger, nearly twice the size of the inn back in Denalvad, and even had tables arranged outside the bottom floor on a wide veranda. Stavin looked up and pursed his lips in a silent whistle. “Four floors?” he asked, not really expecting an answer.

    “Yes, Your Highness. The old inn was lost to a fire long ago, and the new inn was built to be more accommodating.” A man hurried forward, and General Kel’Eshen nodded toward him. “This is Nordan Fel’Janda, innkeeper of the Royal Swan.”

    The innkeeper went to his knees and bowed his head deeply, then said, “Prince Stavin, I am honored to welcome you and your family to my humble establishment. The royal suite is prepared and awaiting you.”

    Stavin nodded his head deeply. “Thank you, Innkeeper Fel’Janda.”

    Shari and the children had already dismounted. Shari said, “Innkeeper, I think the bathing room is the first place I’d like to go,” as she placed both hands behind her hips and stretched her back. “I’m still not used to riding that long at a stretch.”

    “Of course, Your Highness,” the innkeeper said as he rose to his feet, bowing low and then turning to lead the way.

    “You go ahead, Shari,” Stavin said as he placed a hand on Karlin’s shoulder. “We’ll see to the horses and join you in a little while.” Shari smiled as she led the girls, daughters, maids, and guardswomen alike, into the inn. Avrin and Rahlf had already taken the travel-bags off the carriage and followed them.

    “The stables?” Karlin asked one of the servitors, taking his cue from his father’s example earlier in their trip, and the man immediately bowed and led the way.

    “Well done, Karlin,” Karvik said so that only Karlin and Stavin heard him. Each of them led not only his own horse, but also that of one of the princesses. That was another lesson that Karlin was learning.

    When the horses were seen to, Stavin and Karlin joined the rest of their family in the bathing room. Stavin climbed into the tub with Shari while Karlin joined his sisters.

    “You know,” Karlin said from across the room, “I’ll be glad when these two can see to their own horses.”

    “Don’t have to,” Sahren said loudly.

    “Mama doesn’t,” Mahren agreed.

    “But I can if I need to,” Shari said as she looked at her daughters. “We’re just lucky that Daddy and Karli and Uncle Kar are willing to do it for us right now. When you are big enough, you’ll have to learn how to tend your horse just like Karli did.”

    Karlin looked at Mahren and splashed her. She and Sahren both splashed him back and soon they were engaged in a two-on-one splashing match that threatened to empty their tub.

    “That’s enough!” Stavin bellowed, and the fight ended. “This isn’t the bathing pool in Kel’Kavin, or the swimming pool at Zel’Fordal House. If you’ve got that much extra energy I can find something for you to do.”

    All three of them said, “Yes, Daddy,” in a sullen tone as the girls’ maids moved closer with towels.

    “Come out now, darlings, and let your brother finish his bath while we get you dressed,” Helva said, holding her towel ready for Sahren. Her twin sister was right beside her with a towel for Mahren.

    “Dress them nicely, ladies,” Shari instructed, “we’re likely to be up late holding court with the local ladies.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” both maids answered as they bundled their charges off.

    “That goes for you two as well,” Shari said as she stood and stepped out of the tub. “Kandalvad is the last major city in Evandia and the first in Coravia, so I expect every Chosen lord and lady from both sides of the border to come looking for us.”

    Stavin said, “Yes, Your Highness,” in exactly the same tone as the maids, and got a raised fist in reply. He laughed and sank under the water as Shari walked away with her robe wrapped around her.

    Stavin and Karlin didn’t waste any time in the bath, and soon Avrin and Rahlf were drying them off and helping them into their finery. Stavin spoke without looking at Karlin. “I think we’ll try and split the lords off to one side of the room while your mom and sisters see to the ladies.” 

    Karlin glanced over his shoulder and laughed as he said, “Divide and conquer, just like Stratagem!”

    Stavin laughed back. “Yep. But don’t call it that. We are just going to see to the concerns of the lords since that is what we are most familiar with.”

    Karlin grinned. “Sure, Daddy. Whatever you say.” Then he giggled.

    * * *

    When Stavin and Karlin were properly attired, they went down to the common room to find that Shari’s prediction had already come true. The room was so crowded that Stavin could only see the top of the walls, and the dazzling spectacle made Stavin blink. Every lord and lady was dressed as if for the king’s court, presenting themselves at their finest.

    Once Stavin was recognized, the noise in the room subsided, but never completely stopped, as the lords and ladies acknowledged his presence. Stavin and Karlin bowed slightly before taking the last two steps down into the room, and the Chosen of two kingdoms rose to greet them.

    Karvik and ten guards joined on Stavin and Karlin and guided them over to the far side of the room. There were some nasty glares directed at them for their refusal to allow anyone near their princes, but no one dared to actually make a scene. Royal Guardsmen seldom showed deference to anyone but those they guarded. And not always to them.

    When Stavin and Karlin had taken seats, the innkeeper appeared at Karvik’s side. “Your wish, Your Highnesses?” he asked as he looked at Stavin.

    “Beer for me,” Stavin replied, then gave Karlin an apologetic shrug. “Sorry, Karli, but Shari threatened me. Milk, kava, or tea?”

    Karlin gave his father a sour look and said, “Kava.”

    The innkeeper vanished, and Karvik shook his head slowly at Karlin. “You know what your mom said, Karli.”

    “I know, Uncle Kar, but it’s not fair.”

    “Such is life. Your dad and I didn’t even get small-beer until we were ten. At least you’re ahead of us.”

    “No, we didn’t. We didn’t get real beer until our fourteenth year, and not much of it then,” Stavin continued. “Your mom is pretty tolerant. Grandma Mari only let me have one beer before I left the valley.” Stavin grinned at Karvik. “She even got to Sahrena to ensure I didn’t get any over there. By the time I could have ordered one on my own, I was so used to it that I didn’t even think about asking.”

    “And if you had, she’d have told your mom anyway,” Karvik said as he laughed back. “I only got two, and that was just because Dad snuck me a second when mom wasn’t watching.”

    Stavin was struggling not to laugh as he said, “Barvil is the bravest man I know.”

    Karlin heaved a huge sigh and muttered, “I can’t wait till I’m ten.”

    The night wore on slowly as the Chosen lords and ladies of Kandalvad flocked to the Royal Swan for a glimpse of the royal family. For some, that was enough. For others, nothing would do but a personal interview with Stavin or Shari. Once Stavin had finished half his beer, he signaled Karvik to allow the lords through.

    Karvik bowed and announced, “Lord Garvan Zel’Verdan.”

    Stavin smiled and inclined his head slightly. “Greetings, Lord Zel’Verdan. Is there something I can do for you?”

    The lord was an older man and bowed before answering. “Prince Stavin, there is a rumor that you will be putting on an exhibition of your martial prowess in the morning. I would appreciate and invitation to such a display.” 

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “I was asked to visit Fort Kel’Justat tomorrow morning for that purpose. If you or any of your friends wish to attend, I have no objections.”

    The old lord bowed deeply. “Thank you, Prince Stavin. Many of us are very interested in your abilities.” He smiled and bowed again, then turned away and left. HE spoke to several other lords as he left and many of them joined him as he walked away.

    Karvik looked at Stavin and sighed. “I don’t like putting you out there like that, Stave. Especially in the middle of a fort full of soldiers and weapons.” Then he shrugged. “What did Kahn call you that time? A travelling show?”

    Stavin chuckled. “Something like that. Who is next?”

    Karvik let a very young man through next, announcing him as, “Lord Karlin Zel’Kevlan.”

    Lord Zel’Kevlan stopped and bowed very deeply, but his eyes were on Karlin. “Prince Karlin, Prince Stavin, I am very pleased to meet you. Prince Karlin, our shared name is a source of intense curiosity for me. I was named for my father, as was he, and so it has been for the first-born sons of my family for more than a thousand years. Karlin Sterval Derantis Zel’Kevlan was a Hero of Luxand. I was curious about who you were named after.”

    Karlin looked at Stavin, but Stavin just nodded toward the waiting young lord. Taking a deep breath, Karlin explained. “In Kel’Kavin, the first-born son is named to honor a renowned Warrior in the father’s line. I was named for my great-great-grandfather, Warmaster Karlin Kel’Aniston. Warmaster Kel’Aniston could claim one hundred and six kills in combat. That was the record until Grandpa Charvil and Grand-Uncle Barvil broke it. And Dad, of course.”

    The young lord bowed deeply and turned away, then turned back with an odd expression on his face and asked, “Do they call you Karli, too?” Karlin sighed and nodded, and the young man turned away.

    Stavin looked at his son and asked, “And just what is wrong with being called Karli?”

    Karlin sank into his chair a little and muttered, “It sounds like a girl’s name.”

    Stavin’s face took on a thoughtful expression. “It sounds like--Hmm, hadn’t thought of that. Are you being teased about it?” he asked, looking carefully at his son. Being teased about something he couldn’t do anything about was all too familiar to Stavin.

    “Sometimes,” Karlin whispered back. 

    “What times?”

    “At home. In classes. Some of the boys have been saying I must be a girl because Carli is a girl’s name.” There was a hint of real anger in his voice—and hurt as well.

    Stavin was feeling a touch of anger as well as he asked, “And what do you say to that?”

    “What I just said. And that they can take it up with you if they want to. Most of them just shut up and walk away, but some of them seem happy that they made me mad.”

    Stavin sat back and thought as Karvik turned toward them and said, “Not till we get back, Stave.”

    “No, but I’ll have a word with Shari about it.” He smiled as he looked back at his son. “We’ll try to limit the number of times we call you Karli in public. But in private you’ll still be our little Karli, all right?”

    “All right, Daddy.”

    The rest of the evening was taken up with lords, young and old, all seeking to have just a few words with the visiting princes.

     



    Chapter 5

    AFTER THE MORNING MEAL, STAVIN DRESSED in his armor and went downstairs with Karlin at his side. Karvik and Major Zel’Astel met them in the common room. “The girls are all staying in the inn to rest,” Stavin said as soon as he saw Karvik.

    “Not surprised,” Karvik replied. “Ready to go show off?”

    Stavin chuckled. “I think so.” They left the inn and found both Colonel Zel’Garval and General Kel’Eshen on the veranda, sipping kava at a table near the door. “Good morning, Lords.”

    Both men turned and stood, then bowed deeply. “Good morning, Prince Stavin and Prince Karlin,” General Kel’Eshen replied. “There are probably five hundred soldiers and lords waiting in the parade ground for you.”

    Stavin nodded and gestured for General Kel’Eshen to lead the way. It was a long walk to the fort, and they were joined along the way by people of every rank, many just joining them for a few dragons then drifting away. Others formed up behind the royal party and followed them all the way to the fort.

    Fort Kel’Justat was an impressive edifice dating to the end of the imperial era. It had served as a border point during the last Coravian/Evandian War as well. Three hundred years of peace and prosperity hadn’t diminished its air of strength.

    Stavin looked at the fort and then turned toward General Kel’Eshen and said, “I’m impressed.”

    The general smiled and bowed as they walked. “With the peace between Coravia and Evandia, the early commanders of the fort used our soldiers as a labor force, rebuilding the original fort into a complex of buildings that covers more than ten times the original area.”

    Karvik asked, “Why, sir?”

    The general gave Karvik a sharp look, but Karvik’s major’s insignia and twin hollowed stars made him answer more civilly than he otherwise might have.

    “Much of it was Crown projects. The granaries and storehouses of the area are all inside the walls. That way if there is a siege, all the food is already protected. Barracks make up nearly half of the fort, and we can house over seven thousand people if we have to. We also have the Archive--”

    “Archive?” Stavin interrupted with a bright smile.

    “Yes, Prince Stavin. We hold all official documents, or at least accurate copies of them, to keep them safe from fire or theft. Or forgery. There used to be an unfortunate amount of fraud associated with land titles and water rights. This way the official documents can’t be altered.”

    Stavin nodded. “A wise precaution, and much more convenient than having to send all the way to the capital for them.”

    “Indeed,” General Kel’Eshen agreed. “We also have a school that teaches the children of our soldiers reading, writing, and figures. It was the king’s command in the distant past and has been maintained until now. It helps develop a more informed and active populace. There are three schools out in town that teach the rest of the children. And tutors for the Chosen children, of course.”

    Stavin nodded his agreement. “King Kalin feels much the same way, as did my people in Kavinston. As an apprentice scribe, I learned everything I could, and Shari was actually teaching for two years before I was adopted into the royal family.” He chuckled a little. “Princess Marina spent a winter with us and taught a bit while she was there. Many of the younger children, especially the girls, remember her fondly.”

    “How curious,” General Kel’Eshen said in a soft tone.

    Stavin chuckled again. “She was bored. Kavinston is a very small, isolated town of about five thousand souls. Once the gap snows in, there is no way to get out and do anything. After spending her whole life in Twin Bridges, it was quite a change.”

    Colonel Zel’Garval grinned and shook his head. “I remember the first time I was stationed away from Twin Bridges. I thought I had been exiled to the very wilderness.”

    Stavin asked, “Where did they send you?”

    “Zel’Marran,” the colonel replied. “Yes, Prince Stavin, I was there when you visited. I was a lieutenant in my third year then.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you, Colonel.”

    Colonel Zel’Garval smiled and shook his head. “No reason you should, Prince Stavin. We weren’t introduced. The general monopolized your time quite thoroughly.”

    “General Zel’Fordal was very kind to me,” Stavin said as he looked bashful. “Dahvin and I are close friends now. You made rank remarkably fast.”

    The colonel chuckled. “Good timing. I was a captain going up for major when the Andarians attacked. I was promoted and assigned three hundred men from Fort Zel’Fray. We almost missed the war because we were so far away. We only arrived twenty-six days before you did, but we got to see you end the war.” The colonel gestured to the gates before them. “And here we are.” 

    The gates to Fort Kel’Justat stood open to them, and Stavin marched through with Karlin at his side. The exercise and parade ground was huge. Stavin guessed that it was more than a hundred paces square. Faint lines in the packed dirt made him grin.

    Turning to General Kel’Eshen, he smiled. “You have your own Gel’Hal field?”

    “Indeed we do, Prince Stavin,” the general agreed. “It’s much better exercise than calisthenics, and a lot more fun.”

    Stavin laughed and nodded. Then he saw the man standing in the middle of the field holding a pair of staves. The general noticed him as well.

    “Prince Stavin, please allow me to present Lieutenant Arandal Zel’Rellin, our fort staff champion.”

    Stavin nodded as the lieutenant bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, Prince Stavin,” the lieutenant said as he returned to attention.

    “I am pleased to meet you as we’ll, Lieutenant,” Stavin replied. He held his hand out toward the shorter of the two staffs the lieutenant was holding and received the weapon immediately.

    Looking to the side, he said, “Karlin, stay with Uncle Karvik.”

    Karlin looked a little sulky, but said, “Yes, sir,” anyway.

    Lieutenant Zel’Rellin bowed and indicated a circle inscribed in the dirt. Stavin grinned as he put on his helmet and took a ready stance. All around the field men and women fell silent as they realized that the morning’s entertainment was about to begin.

    Stavin began the match by attacking the lieutenant low. Their staffs clacked loudly as Lieutenant Zel’Rellin countered the attack easily and initiated an attack of his own. The blows fell lightning fast, sounding like a child running a stick down a picket fence. Both men picked up the pace as Stavin and the lieutenant each fought to overcome the other.

    Stavin was impressed by the lieutenant’s skill. He was as good as most of the Warriors of Kel’Kavin. He was hard pressed to keep the man from striking him, and at the same time he was unable to make a strike of his own.

    It wasn’t long, however, before Stavin heard the lieutenant’s labored breathing and the tempo of the fight slowed. Stavin smiled as the lieutenant tired. There we go. He increased the speed of his attack, and soon slipped through the lieutenant’s guard to land a killing touch on his chest.

    General Kel’Eshen said, “Point to Prince Stavin.”

    Lieutenant Zel’Rellin stepped back and bowed. “You are very good, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded. “The Dragon’s Tongue is my chosen weapon, Lieutenant.”

    The lieutenant nodded. “Whenever you are ready, Your Highness.”

    Stavin grinned and attacked. This time the lieutenant was already tired, and it only took ten exchanges before Stavin again struck him, this time in a succession of blows to both shoulders and then again in the center of his chest.

    General Kel’Eshen again said, “Three points to Prince Stavin.”

    The lieutenant was shaking his head slowly as he backed away. “I thought I was in good condition, but you aren’t even winded.”

    “My armor weighs half what yours does, Lieutenant. I also spend eight spans a day drilling with the Royal Guards. You did very well until you got tired.”

    The lieutenant nodded, then bowed deeply. “I yield, Prince Stavin. Perhaps on your return trip we can try again.”

    Stavin bowed his acceptance, then looked at General Kel’Eshen. The general stepped forward and bowed.

    “You are as good as we were told, Prince Stavin.”

    “Thank you, General. Your lieutenant is very skilled with the staff.”

    The general sighed and tilted his head to the side. “He’d better be. He’s our staff-weapons instructor as well as champion.”

    Karvik had led Karlin forward in time to hear the conversation. “Daddy teaches the Royal Guards,” he announced proudly. 

    “Indeed,” the general said as he bowed to Karlin. Turning to Stavin, he bowed again. “Prince Stavin, I wonder if you would indulge me as far as your guards are concerned?”

    “Yes, General?”

    “If you will allow, I would like to test one of your men against one of mine.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side as he considered the general’s request, and Karvik and Major Zel’Astel exchanged a long look. Finally nodding, he said, “Major Kel’Carin?”

    Karvik stepped forward and snapped to attention. “Yes, Prince Stavin?”

    “The general is curious about the sword skills of the Royal Guards. Would you oblige him?”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    General Kel’Eshen was nodding as he said, “Captain Zel’Corval, if you would?”

    A tall man stepped forward and bowed. “It would be an honor, Sir. Major?” He indicated the circle, and a private walked forward with a pair of wooden swords.

    Karvik removed his baldric and turned to Karlin. “Prince Karlin, would you do me the honor of holding my sword?” Karlin bowed and took the sword, holding it so nothing touched the ground. Karvik smiled and turned to back face the captain as he took a wooden sword and said, “When you are ready, Captain.”

    The captain bowed, then struck like lightning. Karvik blocked the blow and moved into the captain’s reach. His sword rang against the captain’s breastplate, knocking the man back a step. 

    “One point to Major Kel’Carin,” the general said in a neutral tone that still managed to convey his surprise. 

    Karvik smiled, though it was hard to see. The captain moved forward almost immediately, striking at Karvik with remarkable vigor. Karvik let the bout continue for ten exchanges before initiating his attack. The wooden sword in his hand blurred as he hit the captain three more times, driving him back, out of the circle. 

    Captain Zel’Corval stopped when he realized what had happened and looked at Karvik, then bowed. He removed his helmet and stared at Karvik in slack-jawed amazement. 

    “You are phenomenal, Major.”

    Karvik removed his helmet, surprising all the Coravian offices when they saw his youthful face. “You are very good, Capitan Zel’Corval. Certainly a match for most of our Royal Guards.”


    Chapter 6

    OTHERS HAD BEEN WATCHING THE ROYAL SWAN intently, waiting for their chance to act. “He is gone and the boy with him. And his armor.”

    Another man was shaking his head in puzzlement. “I still feel something, like he left a piece of the armor behind.”

    “Will it stop you?” the leader asked.

    “No,” the man answered with a satisfied smile. “I can take them so long as they are not holding it.”

    With a smile the other two replied, “As Lebawan commands,” and the leader started toward the inn.

    * * *

    Sharindis was doing what real princesses usually did: trying to keep her daughters from destroying the royal suite. There was a knock at the door and Sindal opened it.

    “Yes?” she asked the Royal Guardswoman.

    “These men are here to refill the water heater, Mistress.”

    Since the water heater had to be filled with a hand-pump, Sindal let them in. “The bathing room is through there,” she said, pointing to the door.

    “Yes, Mistress,” the leader said, then slammed his elbow into her face.

    The other two slammed the door closed, and the leader shot home the bolts that secured the door just as the guards tried to burst in. He shouted, “Take them, you fools!”

     The twins started to scream as the two accomplices started toward them. The men took two steps toward Sharindis and her daughters before Shari brought out the piece of Stavin’s armor he’d left behind: his Dragon’s Tongue.

    The men hesitated for a moment, then made the last mistake of their lives and took one step closer, thinking a princess surely couldn’t be dangerous.

    Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue flashed in her hands, and the first man fell with a cut throat. The mage took a step back and tried to strike at Shari, but he was too slow. As his hands came up, Shari’s bottom blade came across and took both of his hands off cleanly in mid forearm. He screamed in pain and tried to fall back, but the blade of the Dragon’s Tongue snaked out to split his heart.

    The leader who had thought to find a helpless woman and her children was suddenly facing his death. He drew a knife to defend himself, but Shari was in no mood to play nice. She cut his knife in half, taking off half his hand in the process, and kicked him back against the door.

    “You cannot defy Lebawan’s will,” the man sputtered through his pain.

    Shari was snarling when she said, “Watch me,” then stabbed him through the heart.

    The pounding on the door was getting insistent and she shouted, “Put a cork in it! Let me pull the bolts!”

    Shari yanked the two large bolts that secured the door and it instantly flew open as Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis burst into the room, causing Sharindis to stumble over a dead man’s legs and fall on her butt.

    “Damn it, Mohriah!” Shari snapped.

     “Are you all right, Shari?”

    “I was until you knocked me down.”

    “Sorry. Who were they?” the sergeant asked.

    “Followers of the Cutter,” Shari growled. “They thought they could take us because Stavi isn’t here to protect us.”

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis shook her head. “After you and Sorandis took four men when you couldn’t even see them?”

    Sharindis gave her a sardonic grin and spoke in a sarcastic tone as she said, “I said they were followers of Lebawan. I didn’t say they were smart.”

    All the Royal Guardswomen and more than half of the guardsmen had crowded into the suite. Shari looked around to find her daughters in Helva and Delva’s arms, then looked for Sindal.

    Sindal was just sitting up. Her nose was streaming blood down the front of her blouse, and the look in her eyes was murderous.

    “Princess Sharindis, is everyone alright?” she asked as two of the guardswomen started tending to her.

    “Yes, Sindal. The only ones who got hurt were you and them.”

    Sindal was holding a cloth to her nose and blinking to clear the tears from her eyes. “I most humbly apologize, Your Highness. I wasn’t prepared for a servant to attack.”

    “None of us were, Sindal. The servants in a royal inn are supposed to be thoroughly checked out.”

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis was looking at her and nodding thoughtfully. “Indeed they are, Princess Sharindis. I think someone needs to fetch the innkeeper and see if he knows these men.” She looked at one of her guardswomen and nodded.

    “At once, Master Sergeant,” the woman replied and headed out the door.

    Looking around the suite, she focused on the twins. “With your permission, Princess Shari, let’s get you and the girls out of here.”

    “Definitely,” Shari breathed. “I need something to calm my stomach.” Now that the attack was over, Shari was feeling the effects of adrenaline withdrawal.

    Shari was just leaving the suite when the innkeeper arrived. “Oh, Princess Sharindis, this is so horrible. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

    Shari froze him in his tracks. “Innkeeper Fel’Janda, three men just walked into my suite by claiming to be your servants. While I have a few questions for the Royal Guards, I’m sure they are going to have even more questions for you. For now, though, do you recognize any of these men?” She turned and pointed to where the guardswomen had laid out the bodies.

    “I do, Your Highness. The one in the middle is Master Mage Landar Fel’Walten. He keeps shop on the Evandian side of town. I’m sorry, Your Highness, but I don’t recognize either of the others.”

    Shari shook her head. “Finding out who one of them was should be easy enough. I know that one,” she pointed to the one closest to the door, “was a priest of the Cutter.”

    “Lebawan’s priest, Your Highness? Are you certain?” the innkeeper asked.

    “He said something about not being able to defy Lebawan’s will before he died.”

    The innkeeper bowed deeply before saying, “As you say, Your Highness, but the High Priest of Lebawan in this area is Lord Karvar Zel’Draval. He has his temple here on the Coravian side of town, near the old Temple of Justice.” He looked at the man again and shook his head. “I suppose he could be a Shear Priest. He’s too young to be an Inquisitor.”

    Shari nodded. “I’m sure King Teravan will be very interested in talking to the High Priest about this incident. You do realize that King Kalin would have declared war on Coravia if anything had happened to his granddaughters, don’t you?” From the sudden look of terror that crossed his face, it was apparent that the idea was new and frightening to him.

    Shari continued after he’d had a few moments to consider her statement. “For now, though, get your real servants to clean this room. I won’t impose on my staff to clean up your mess.” With that she turned and led the way out of the suite. She didn’t seem to realize that she was still holding Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue at rest, but the innkeeper couldn’t take his eyes off it. 

    All the Royal Guardswomen surrounded the princesses as they left, and the guardsmen surrounded them. The innkeeper was left alone with Avrin, Rahlf, and three dead men.

    The innkeeper turned to find the royal servants glaring at him. “I’ll just go fetch some help.”

    * * *

    One of the Warriors was sent to find Stavin, and ran into the fort just as Karvik defeated his opponent.

    “Warmaster,” the Warrior shouted, “there’s been an attack!” Every eye in the fort turned toward him as he slowed and bowed to Stavin. “Princess Shari and your daughters are safe,” he said loudly because Stavin was already coming toward him at a fast walk.

    Stavin, Karvik, and Major Zel’Astel all reached him at the same time, and it was Stavin who demanded, “What happened?”

    “Three men posing as servants went to the royal suite to fill the water heater. When they entered the suite, they slammed the door and attacked. Princess Shari killed all three of them, then let the guardswomen in.”

    Karvik looked the Warrior in the eye and asked, “What do we know?”

    “Sir, one man was a mage, and one was a Priest of Lebawan.”

    Stavin snarled as his lips pulled back. He said, “The Cutter,” as he turned toward the Coravian general, and a disturbing growl rumbled out of his chest. Everyone stepped away from the sudden air of menace that he exuded.

    Major Zel’Astel turned to General Kel’Eshen as well and asked, “What do you have to say, General?” in a tightly controlled tone.

    The general had a look of fury on his face that conveyed his own anger quite clearly. “There is a Temple of the Cutter on the east side of town, Major.”

    Stavin looked at the general and took a deep breath before saying, “This is your kingdom, General Kel’Eshen, but I must suggest in the most strenuous terms that you investigate this incident.”

    The general bowed before saying, “It will be done, Prince Stavin. While I must insist that you and your family remain at the inn, I invite your officers to come along as observers. His Majesty is going to be in a royal fury when he hears about this.”

    Stavin took a deep breath to object, but Major Zel’Astel shook his head ever so slightly and he nodded. “Back to the inn, then,” he said in a resigned tone.

    Karvik put a hand on his shoulder. “You know it has to be this way, Stave. You protect them; let us protect you.”

    Stavin nodded and put a hand on Karlin’s shoulder. “Let’s go make sure mommy and your sisters are all right.”

    Karlin nodded, but it was obvious from his expression that he was angry and anxious. “Why would they attack Mommy? Are they cowards?” he asked as he looked up at his father.

    Stavin nodded. “Most people who attack women and children are, Karlin. Those who aren’t are just evil.”

    “I don’t like Lebawan. He’s mean. Lady Sahren isn’t mean. She’s the kind of Goddess I like.”

    Stavin exchanged an amused glance with Karvik. “So do I, Karlin. So do I.”

    The walk back to the Royal Swan was quiet. That ended when they reached the inn. “What in the name of all the Gods is going on?” Stavin wondered aloud.

    The entire inn was surrounded by Royal Guards, and every one of them was conspicuously armed. In the case of the Warriors, that meant full armor as well as swords. Even Stavin was momentarily intimidated by their display. And from his expression, so was General Kel’Eshen.

    Karvik took the lead as they approached the stairs. “Report!” he demanded, and Sergeant Zel’Fordan stepped forward and came to attention.

    “Sir, the inn is secure, and Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis ordered us to guard the perimeter while she and her ladies stay with Princess Sharindis and the children.”

    Karvik nodded. “Very well. Keep the royal family safe while we join the Coravians in investigating the followers of Lebawan. Understood?”

    “Sir, understood, Sir!” the sergeant snapped.

    Karvik turned toward Stavin and nodded. “Stay inside, Your Highness.”

    “Understood, Major Kel’Carin,” Stavin said in a low tone, “but don’t get too used to this.”

    Karvik let a slight smile curve his lips before turning to General Kel’Eshen and bowing. “Shall we, Sir?”

    The general nodded and turned away as he said, “This way, gentlemen.” He led the way toward the east as Stavin and Karlin mounted the stairs.

    Shari was sipping wine while the twins cuddled in their maids’ laps when Stavin and Karlin arrived. Karlin ran to his mother while Stavin went to pick up his daughters. He spent a moment just cuddling them. If something had happened to them I never would have forgiven myself.

    Turning toward Shari with both girls in his arms Stavin asked, “Are you really all right, Shari?”

    Sharindis sighed. “Yes, Stavi, I’m fine. I was a little shaky for a while, but it was just the excitement.” 

    Stavin nodded and cuddled the girls for a moment longer with his eyes closed before asking, “And are you all right, my darlings?”

    Mahren took the lead and said, “Mommy killed the bad men, Daddy.”

    “She just grabbed your Dragon’s Tongue and cut them up,” Sahren added.

    “And that, my darlings, is why I always do what mommy says,” Stavin said as he smiled.

    “Do not!” the twins replied in unison, making their parents laugh.


    Chapter 7

    GENERAL KEL’ESHEN HADN’T NEEDED TO GIVE any orders. His second in command had heard it all and arranged a force of two hundred men. Those men were waiting behind them as the general turned away from the inn.

    “To the Cutter’s temple!” he shouted.

    The sound that came back from the troops made the short hairs on the back of Karvik’s neck stand up. Major Zel’Astel was similarly affected. “Someone is very unpopular,” the major muttered. Karvik simply nodded.

    It was a long walk to the temple of Lebawan, long enough to for Karvik to get nervous. “This is bad,” he whispered to the major. “They sound like an angry mob.” Major Zel’Astel nodded his agreement.

    The temple of the god Lebawan was old and impressive, dating back to imperial times. The facade was adorned with Lebawan’s Shears in a circle of gold. Around it were depictions of the finest human forms, rendered with superior skill and exquisite care.

    “Lebawan’s perfect specimens,” Karvik muttered.

    “Karvar Zel’Draval!” General Kel’Eshen shouted. “Come out of there, Priest of the Cutter.”

    A man emerged from the temple, but his simple red robe gave notice that he was not the high priest. He was, however, arrogant enough to be one. “Who are you to speak that way to the high priest of the greatest of the gods!?” he demanded.

    The general waved his men forward with the command, “Bring that fool down here,” and ten of the troops rushed up to drag the startled priest to their commander.

    “Stop this! You can’t do this to me! I am a priest of the great god Lebawan!” the priest shouted all the way until he was thrown roughly to the ground at General Kel’Eshan’s feet.

    “Where is Karvar Zel’Draval?” he demanded in an angry growl.

    “High Priest Zel’Draval has gone to Moravad,” he replied as he looked up at the men around him, “but when he returns, all of you will be condemned!”

    The general looked at his men and snapped, “Imprison this fool in the fort guardhouse,” he snared.

    “You can’t!” the priest shouted. “You can’t imprison a priest for following the commands of his God!”

    “I can when those commands involve treason,” the general snarled in reply as he glared at the priest.

    “T-Treason?” the priest asked, suddenly not so sure of himself. He looked at the troops and seemed about to panic.

    The general just stared at him, then waved toward the fort and commanded, “Take him away.”

    Major Zel’Astel stepped forward. “General, we will report these events to Prince Stavin.”

    “Thank you, Major. When are you planning to continue on to Moravad?”

    The Major looked at Karvik for an answer. Karvik shrugged. “Tomorrow, probably. Stavin hadn’t planned on staying this long.”

    The general was glaring at Karvik as he said, “Just because his highness isn’t here is no reason to be disrespectful, Major.”

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

    “Let it go, General,” Major Zel’Astel said in a resigned tone. “Major Kel’Carin and Prince Stavin are closer than most brothers. Except they don’t fight as much as my brothers and I do.”

    “Prince Stavin and I were friends in Kavinston. We were greenlings together on our first expedition to the lowlands, Sir,” Karvik said with a grin. “I won a silver crown from him because I made my first kill before he did.”

    “You--Of course.” The general shook his head slowly. “I should have known.”

    “Sir?” Karvik asked again.

    “You were promoted to keep you at the prince’s side. You are really too young to be a major, no offense intended.”

    Karvik looked at Major Zel’Astel, then started laughing. The major laughed as well. “General Kel’Eshen,” Major Zel’Astel said, “Major Kel’Carin was promoted because he’s almost as dangerous as Prince Stavin. Those two hollowed stars on his shoulder are there because he has more than sixty combat kills.”

    Karvik looked at the major and said, “Sixty and six, Major,” with a slight bow. Turning back to the general, he bowed deeply. “Major Zel’Astel is the commander of this expedition because of my lack of experience, Sir, but my rank is no more than I have earned.”

    The general seemed stunned by that revelation, but “Remarkable,” was all he said. Major Zel’Astel and Karvik both bowed as the general turned and walked away.

    “Back to the inn, Major?” Karvik asked.

    “Yes. I’m sure Prince Stavin is going to want to know what has happened as soon as we can get there.”

    It was nearing mid day by the time they reached the inn. Major Zel’Astel slowed his pace so it was Karvik who reached the inn first.

    * * *

    Stavin, as was his right, had reorganized the Royal Guards as soon as the general led his force away.

    “Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis,” he’d said as soon as he was sure his family was all right, “post half of your women here around our table. I don’t want anyone who isn’t one of our people near Shari and the kids. I want half of the force on watch around the perimeter of the room, and the other half resting. You’ll be on turn and turnabout until we leave.”

    “As you command, Prince Stavin,” she replied with a bow.

    Stavin walked over and looked at Sindal’s nose. “Broken?” he asked. She nodded mutely, and Stavin looked at the innkeeper’s wife. “Get a Healer. The best this city has to offer.”

    The woman looked apprehensive, then bowed and hurried away. Stavin looked at his maids and said, “Helva, I’d like a beer and something to eat. Take a guardsman with you.” He paused as she bowed and turned away, then motioned to the guardsman closest to her. As they left, Stavin turned his attention to Delva.

    “Take two guardsmen up to the suite and fetch Sindal some clean clothes. After the Healer is through with her she’s going to need to change.” Delva bowed and started away with two of the guardsmen automatically following on her heels.

    Stavin looked around and shook his head, then went to the table and deposited each of the girls in a chair before taking the seat at Shari’s side. Taking her hand, he kissed her palm. “I’m so glad I left my Dragon’s Tongue here.”

    “So am I,” Shari agreed, running one finger down the haft of the weapon as a fond smile curved her lips. She still had it at her side with the bottom blade dug into the wood of the floor. “It made all the difference, but I want my own.”

    “Huh?” 

    “I want my own Dragon’s Tongue.” She turned so that she was staring directly into Stavin’s eyes.

    Stavin chose his words carefully. “Shari, I don’t think--” She cut him off with a raised hand as soon as he started.

    “No, Stavin. If you hadn’t left yours behind--I want my own weapon, Stavin. One cut to my size that I have been practicing with. You need yours. I need mine.”

    Stavin took a deep breath, then nodded as he let it go. “You’re right, of course. Private Kel’Farin, step over here a moment.”

    “How may I be of service, Warmaster Zel’Andral?”

    “Oh, don’t pretend you weren’t listening, Elissa,” Shari said in a sour tone. “I know you far too well for that.”

    Elissa Kel’Farin grinned at her childhood friend and asked, “How can I help you, Shari?”

    Stavin answered, “You’re about Shari’s size, Elissa. I’m writing a note to Colonel Zel’Garval at Fort Zel’Keldan requesting a Dragon’s Tongue cut to your measure.”

    “So no one but us knows she’s armed, Warmaster?”

    “That’s the idea, anyway,” Shari answered.

    Stavin looked over and said, “Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis, send four men with her. I want this to look as much like we’re just picking up a replacement weapon as we can manage.” 

    “Yes, Your Highness,” she replied. “Private Kel’Farin, leave your sword here. They’ll have fewer questions if you’re not armed.”

    Elissa bowed and said, “Yes, Master Sergeant.” She slipped her baldric over her head and handed it to another of the guardswomen, then took the note from Stavin and bowed again. She and her escort left the inn immediately.

    “Stavin,” Shari said in a soft tone, “I’m worried about this. What could the priests of the Cutter want with us?”

    Stavin shook his head. “I can’t imagine, Shari. We’ll have to ask their high priest when General Kel’Eshen brings him here.”

    It was just a short time later that the innkeeper’s wife returned with a tall woman at her side. The guardswomen stopped both of them before they could reach the royal family.

    “That’s close enough,” Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis said as she held a hand out to stop them.

    “Stand aside!” the Healer commanded.

    “No,” the Lady of Zel’Halvis replied. “You can treat Mistress Sindal over there.” She pointed to the next table.

    “Now see here,” the Healer began, but Stavin cut her off.

    “Don’t even try,” he said without standing. “The Evandian Royal Guards don’t obey anyone but their officers or the Royal Family.” And sometimes not us, either, he continued silently.

    The woman glared at him for an instant, then bowed. “Very well,” she said as she turned away. “Who am I to treat?”

    Sindal had already stood and now she stepped forward. The Healer looked at her for a moment, then shook her head. “Sit here,” she commanded softly as she put her hands on the back of a chair.

    Sindal did as instructed, and the Healer hummed as she assessed the damage. “A simple break. Here,” she said as she touched Sindal’s forehead, “now I won’t have to listen to you scream.” Without another word, she grabbed Sindal’s nose and twisted. The sound of cracking cartilage was loud in the common room for an instant, then the Healer stepped back.

    “Good,” the Healer said. “Now your nose is straight, and it will be completely healed in a day or two.” Turning to Stavin, she bowed slightly. “That will be two gold crowns.”

    “Two gold!” Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis demanded loudly. “For that?”

    “Two gold for the inconvenience of being dragged across town to treat a miserable servant,” the Healer snapped.

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis glared at the woman and said, “Watch your tone with me.”

    The Healer sneered and said, “With you? A lowly guard?”

    Sharindis snapped to her feet and walked between the guardswomen. She grasped the Healer by the shoulder and spun her around. The Healer’s expression was one of shock warring with anger, but the innkeeper’s wife had informed her who had sent the summons.

    “If you don’t watch what you say,” Shari snarled in a low, angry tone, “I’ll let Lady Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis take you out to the circle.”

    The Healer looked stunned. “Lady Master Sergeant?” she asked in a disbelieving tone.

    “That is correct,” the Lady of Zel’Halvis said, drawing the Healer’s attention away from Sharindis.

    “I beg your forgiveness,” the Healer finally said, bowing to Sharindis and again to Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis.

    Shari said, “Very well,” then held out two gold crowns. The Healer looked confused for a moment, then took just one of them with a bow. She didn’t say anything else as she backed away two steps, then turned and walked rapidly to the door.

    Shari turned to look at Sindal and hummed, then said, “That looks better, but you still look like a raccoon.”

    Sindal laughed, then winced. “Please don’t make me laugh, Princess Shari.”

    “It’s comforting to know that you still can laugh,” Shari said as she returned to her seat.

    “Yes, it is,” Stavin agreed. He finished his beer, then looked wistfully at the mug.

    “Not till the mid day meal,” Shari said when she saw him. “It isn’t that long to wait.”

    Stavin nodded, then looked at Sindal again. “Why don’t you go change, Sindal? We won’t need you for a while.”

    Sindal stood and bowed, then she and Delva went to the first-floor necessary. Helva looked after them for an instant, then turned her attention back to the table.

    “With your permission, Princess Sharindis, I’ll go to the kitchen and check on the mid day meal.” Shari nodded so she stood and bowed, then turned toward the kitchen. Stavin gestured with two fingers and two of the guardsmen followed her.

    With both maids gone, the twins came around the table and climbed into Stavin’s lap. Stavin cuddled both of them for a moment before Shari took Sahren.

    “We can leave on schedule tomorrow, Stavi,” she said as she took her seat. “I’d like to show my back to this town.”

    Stavin nodded. “I’d like to show my horse’s backside to this town.”

    Karlin and the twins started giggling, and Stavin smiled as the last of the tension drained from Shari’s shoulders. He looked around and saw the guards grinning as well.

    Good, he thought. Everyone needs to calm down before something worse happens.

    Helva returned and bowed. “The mid day meal is ready if you are hungry, Your Highnesses,” she announced.

    “What do they have, Helva?” Shari asked.

    “They prepared roast duck, mutton stew, roast elk, and a very nice vegetable soup.”

    “Very nice?” Stavin asked with a grin as the guards chuckled.

    She grinned back and said, “I had to sample it to make sure it was fit to eat, Prince Stavin.”

    The guardsman to her left smiled at his prince and said, “The cook was almost begging for her approval.”

    Stavin chuckled and shook his head. “Very well. Roast elk for me.”

    “I’ll have the soup,” Shari said, “and so will the girls.”

    “I want roast elk, too,” Karlin said, looking at his parents.

    Helva bowed and said, “Yes, Your Highnesses,” then turned away. The guardsmen automatically went with her.

    Sindal and Delva returned moments later. Stavin looked at Delva and said, “Your sister is bringing the mid day meal. You should go help. How is your nose, Sindal?”

    “Better, Prince Stavin. Thank you for getting the Healer.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head slightly. “You are part of our entourage, Sindal. It is no more than you deserve.” Sindal bowed and turned away, going to the kitchen to help with the food.

    The food was very good, and all five of them were well satisfied by the meal. Stavin looked up to find Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis watching him. “You should dismiss your people to eat, Master Sergeant.”

    She bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin,” then began selecting half her force and sending them to eat. That didn’t mean they left. Sharindis had insisted that they stay out in the common room of the inn, so the guards took seats at the tables around the royal family.

    The second set of guards was almost finished eating when Karvik and Major Zel’Astel arrived. Karvik went straight to Stavin’s side and bowed.

    “The high priest was gone, supposedly to Moravad.”

    Stavin sighed and shook his head slowly. “We’ll catch up with him there. Did you learn anything useful?”

    Karvik nodded. “Lebawan, and by extension His high priest, isn’t very popular with the troops. For a moment, I thought they were going to storm the temple.”

    Stavin looked at Shari and shook his head. “What could they have been trying to do?”

    * * *

    High Priest Karvar Zel’Draval was blissfully unaware of the happenings behind him in Kandalvad. He had been on the road for seven days, traveling leisurely toward Moravad and spreading the glory of Lebawan as he went.

    “This town is filled with defectives,” he muttered in a contemptuous tone. “Look at them! Not a single specimen of humanity that Lebawan can allow to exist.”

    “Shall we begin, oh Most Perfect?” a Priest Inquisitor asked, and his high priest simply nodded. The Inquisitor raised his hand and motioned toward the town and a hundred men rushed forward. Mostly Shear Priests and commoners devoted to Lebawan, they entered every building, forcing people out of their homes and shops to stand in the town square.

    “You filthy defectives are going to be honored by the inspection and judgment of the Most Perfect High Priest Karvar Zel’Draval, Eye of Lebawan, Cutter of the Defective.”

    A man stepped forward and shouted, “We don’t follow Lebawan here! You don’t have any right to inspect or judge us!” One of the Shear Priests stepped forward and gutted the man with a quick slice from the badge of his office.

    “Lebawan is the only true god, you unworthy defective,” the priest shouted as he looked into the dying man’s eyes.

    The people of the town started screaming, but the Priests of Lebawan had a sufficient force to contain them. High Priest Zel’Draval watched as the people were brought before him one-by-one, stripped to the skin for his inspection, and then either herded to one side to re-dress themselves, or dragged naked to the growing group of the condemned.

    It took two full days to properly inspect them all. They were all so filthy. In the end seventeen were judged of sufficient purity to be allowed to live: fifty-three were set to be destroyed.

    The defective men were bound to a fence close together as the priests and their more fortunate kinfolk collected stones. Then the stoning began, and the priests forced the pure among the townsfolk to cast the first stones.

    High Priest Zel’Draval frowned when he noticed that two of the men he’d allowed to live were taking very accurate aim at the heads of the condemned, and throwing very hard as well.

    “Bring those two to me,” he commanded as he pointed at the men, and four Priest Inquisitors grabbed each of them, throwing them to the ground at his feet. “You two are casting stones too hard, and aiming at the heads of the condemned!” he bellowed. “They are to be made to suffer for bringing their defects into Lebawan’s realm.”

    “They are our families,” one of them said in a tear-choked voice. “We can’t stop you, but we can grand some mercy to our own.”

    High Priest Zel’Draval looked down at them and said, “It is obvious that your defect lies in your mind. Tie him with the rest!”

    The second man chose that moment to act. Surging to his feet, he reached for Karvar Zel’Draval’s throat. He wasn’t fast enough. One of the Inquisitors drove the silver shears of his office into the man’s back, severing his spine.

    High Priest Zel’Draval simply shook his head. “How unfortunate. Now his soul will not be purified for his next incarnation. Carry on.”

    The stoning took all day to end the defective men’s lives, then the priests turned on the women. “Punish them for bringing defectives into Lebawan’s realm,” the High Priest commanded, then stood and watched as each filthy woman was properly punished for her misdeeds.


    Chapter 8

    THERE WERE NO ANSWERS TO STAVIN and Shari’s questions that day. The next morning, as they prepared to leave, General Kel’Eshen met them on the porch.

    “Prince Stavin, I thought I might bulk up your escort a little. I think you remember Captain Rahllan Zel’Corval from yesterday.” He paused as Stavin nodded to the captain. “He and the one hundred men and women of the Second Company of the Eighteenth Cavalry will be joining you, if you have no objections. After yesterday, I’d feel better if you had a larger force around you.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, General Kel’Eshen. I think Shari and I will both feel better as well.”

    Captain Zel’Corval stepped forward and bowed to Stavin, then addressed Karvik. “Major, I have been instructed to place this force under your command.”

    “Very well, Captain. Place twenty-five of your men ahead of us and the rest behind. I see you have several supply wagons. We’ll keep them and the baggage wagons in the very back.” Karvik glanced at Major Zel’Astel and got a nod of approval.

    Major Zel’Astel turned to Shari and said, “I really must insist that you and the children stay in the carriage, Your Highness. Prince Stavin is well protected by his armor, but I’d prefer he ride in the carriage as well.” He looked at Stavin and shrugged. “Not that even King Kalin could get him to do it.”

    Stavin grinned. “Well, maybe Kalin could manage it.”

    “Not likely,” Shari muttered as she took a step toward the carriage. The servants brought the children and soon all of them were comfortably arranged for the trip.

    Stavin nodded to Karvik, and the reinforced expedition was soon back on the road to Moravad. They traveled without incident for two days. Early on the third day, that changed.

    * * *

    The sunrise cast a bloody red glow over the scene at the mine, making it seem even more grisly than it was. That was significant in light of the brutality of the slaughter.

    Circling carrion birds had caught Stavin’s attention, and he’d sent a strong patrol of Royal Guards and Coravian cavalry to investigate. Now he stood on a slight rise, looking down on the killing ground.

    Karvik and Captain Zel’Corval walked up to him and came to attention. “Prince Stavin, you should return to the road,” the captain said as he bowed slightly. “You shouldn’t see what was done down there.”

    “Kar?” Stavin asked.

    “I have to agree, but for different reasons. There are thirty bodies down there, tied to the fences, and it’s bad.” Karvik held up a pair of archaic copper shears. “It was the followers of the Cutter.”

    “Damn them!” Stavin exclaimed. “Damn them to Eshokanal’s hell!” Turning to Captain Zel’Corval he asked, “Why? Why would they slaughter everyone like that?”

    The captain shook off the shock of hearing a prince mention the Evilest One by name, then slowly shook his head. “I don’t know for certain. It may be that they just refused to obey the priest. There is, however, another possibility.”

    “That is?” Stavin asked in a low tone, as if he was afraid of the answer.

    “They may have been Ehv’Ah,” the captain said in an equally low tone.

    Stavin and Karvik exchanged a long glance. “What difference does that make? Dandarshandrake declared the Ehv’Ah and Le’Ah to be a natural part of our people more than a thousand years ago.” Stavin said in a puzzled tone. “Lady Sahren embraces them as the natural result of overpopulation, as the natural way to reduce the birth rate.”

    The captain nodded. “But the followers of Lebawan consider them defective because they don’t breed to make more worshippers for Lebawan’s Priests to control. There weren’t any women down there at all, Prince Stavin. The laws of Coravia forbid the priests of Lebawan the right to judge anyone but their own followers, but there have been rumors of renegades doing things like this, trying to terrorize everyone into obeying them.”

    Stavin growled deep in his throat. “Let me get my hands on them and we’ll see how they like being judged.”

    Karvik put a restraining hand on his prince’s shoulder. “This isn’t Evandia, Stave.”

    Stavin closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to calm himself before saying, “No, it isn’t. You’re right, Kar. But I intend to have some strong words with the king and his minister of justice when we get to Moravad. For now, though,” he paused and looked the captain in the eye, “I think we should honor these men, at least to the extent of giving them a proper burial.”

    The captain bowed deeply. “Thank you, Prince Stavin. I would still prefer that you return to the carriage.”

    Stavin nodded. “My guardsmen will assist in the burial detail. We’ll bring the whole force up to that clearing,” he pointed to a spot about fifty paces away, “and post guards around the carriage.”

    Karvik was nodding. “That’s acceptable to me. Major?”

    Major Zel’Astel had walked up behind Stavin in time to hear the conversation. Now he nodded as he said, “Yes, Major. I think that will be sufficient.”

    Stavin rode back to the carriage and dismounted. Shari saw his face and asked, “What was it?” in a worried tone.

    Stavin told her in a barely audible tone so the children wouldn’t hear. “We’re bringing the whole force up the road a bit so we can free up more men for the burial detail.”

    Shari nodded, then climbed into the carriage. Stavin and Karvik led the way to the clearing, and set guards. Then most of the force went to the mine.

    Stavin looked around and shook his head. This was a beautiful area, but now it was tainted by the evil deeds of the Cutter’s followers. When he looked back toward his people he found Shari with her brand-new Dragon’s Tongue in her hands, standing beside the carriage as the children walked around her.

    Stavin stepped over to his family and nodded his approval. “Stay close to the carriage, kids. No one wander off. And if you have to relieve yourself, two servants and five guards go with you.”

    Karlin looked grim when he heard that. He was old enough to resent being treated like a child, but he was also old enough to realize that something really bad must have happened if his father was sending five guards and two butlers with him to the bushes.

    “What happened, Dad?” he asked in a soft voice.

    Stavin looked at Karlin and took a deep breath. “All of the men at the mine were killed, Karlin. That’s as much as you need to know.”

    “You’re scared, Daddy,” Sahren whined. “You’re scaring me.”

    “And me,” Mahren agreed.

    Stavin nodded slowly. “Yes, I’m scared. It was the followers of Lebawan, like the bad men in the suite. They killed a lot of men who hadn’t done anything wrong.”

    Karlin looked at his parents, then climbed up on the carriage and dug out his staff. As was traditional in Kavinston, he had started receiving training with the staff when he turned five. After more than a year, he was as skilled as any of his cousins in Kel’Kavin.

    Shari frowned but didn’t object. She understood the urge to have a weapon in her hands all too well. She looked Stavin in the eyes, then nodded her approval.

    Stavin just smiled. Like his wife, he understood Karlin well enough to know it wasn’t worth the fight to get him to put the staff down. Besides, with a hundred and sixty-some guards and cavalry around them, it would take a very foolish foe to attack them.

    Looking at his son, Stavin said, “Stay by your mother and watch her back. Remember what Grandpa Charvil said about war-partners.”

    Karlin brought his staff to salute and snapped, “Yes, Warmaster.” Stavin bowed his head slightly and managed not to grin.

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis walked over the rise that hid the mine with a look of murderous fury on her face as tears streamed down her cheeks. Stavin and Shari exchanged a look, then Stavin walked over to her.

    “Mohriah?”

    “They were just men living their lives as the Gods decreed--” She paused as a sob shook her frame. “They were just men, and the Cutter’s followers slaughtered them all.”

    Stavin nodded. “I know, Mohriah. I know.”

    She shook her head and whispered, “You don’t know, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin reached up and touched her right ear, startling her. “I think I do,” he murmured.

    “Then you understand why I want to find the evil son-of-a-goat who did this and butcher him the way he butchered those poor souls.”

    “I understand all too well, Mohriah. Now take a deep breath and calm down a little. I need you focused on protecting Shari the children.”

    The Master Sergeant took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Yes, Prince Stavin. My apologies. It’s just--I feel so useless.”

    Stavin nodded. “I know the feeling. You’re not, though. You’re needed here, watching the kids. Just keep your people sharp.” She bowed deeply, then began circulating among the guards and troopers who were surrounding the carriage and wagons.

    It took till mid day to bury all thirty of the miners. Stavin ordered the cavalry cooks to prepare the mid day meal, and sent everyone to eat when they returned from the mine.

    Karvik and Captain Zel’Corval were the last to return. “We buried them off to the side, and marked the graves as well as we could.”

    Stavin nodded. “Eat, then we’ll move on. We should inform Lord--Whose lands are these? I don’t remember a sign.”

    “These lands belong to the Lord of Zel’Coy,” the captain replied.

    “Zel’Coy again,” Shari murmured. “Maybe I’ll finally get to see that pretty captain.” Stavin rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything.

    It took two spans to get everyone ready to move. When they returned to the main road, Stavin gestured for Karvik to join him.

    “I want more guards around the carriage now,” he said as he looked around.

    Karvik nodded. “Agreed. I’d like you in the carriage as well, Stave.”

    “I don’t think--”

    “Stave,” Karvik interrupted, “I know what you’re going to say, and you’re wrong. It is necessary, if for no other reason than to reassure the kids. They need you in there a lot more than we need you out here.”

    Stavin shook his head, trying to find a way to counter Karvik’s point, but finally sighed and nodded. “You’re right, Kar. I’ll join Shari and see what trouble the girls are getting into.”

    The whole procession stopped for a moment and Stavin climbed into the carriage, but his Dragon’s Tongue was slid into a recess in the roof where he could get to it in a hurry if he needed it.

    The twins were cuddling in their maids’ laps. While they hadn’t been told what had happened, they were acutely aware of how quiet and serious everyone was. Stavin looked at them and smiled.

    “Everything is all right, Darlings. We’re just going to stop and see Lord Zel’Coy. These are his lands.”

    Sahren asked, “Is Lord Zel’Coy one of the bad men?” in a barely audible voice.

    “No, sweetheart, I don’t think so. Not many major lords are. Zel’Coy is an ancient and noble name, and they are neighbors of the Zel’Karyns. You remember why that’s important, don’t you?”

    Mahren nodded. “Because the whole Zel’Karyn Clan is Dragon Blessed.”

    Sahren nodded as she eased her grip on Helva. “And Mary Death was a Zel’Karyn before she became a Zel’Fordan. Aunt Glora told us the story.”

    “And Mary Death’s sister was a Zel’Coy. Mommy told me that,” Karlin added.

    “All of you are correct,” Stavin said with a smile. “I don’t think anyone with a history as long and honorable as the Lord of Zel’Coy would let a priest of the Cutter tell him what to do.”


    Chapter 9

    THE ROAD WOUND THROUGH LOW HILLS and forest, but showed that someone was maintaining it. Both of the bridges they crossed were in excellent condition, and the verges of the road had been cleared back ten paces. Wildflowers grew in abundance, making a bright, colorful border to the odd Imperial Road surface. 

    It took until the middle of the next day, and a detour deep into the hills, to reach the Zel’Coy estate. Captain Zel’Corval led the carriage to the front of the manor and had it stop right at the stairs. An alarmed-looking middle-aged man in elegant clothes came out in response to the arrival of an Army patrol, and stopped in his tracks when he saw the Evandian Royal Crest on the carriage door.

    Captain Zel’Corval announced, “Lord Fralik Zel’Coy, I am pleased to introduce His Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, his wife, Princess Sharindis Uralian Sarlis Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, and their children, Prince Karlin, Princess Sahren, and Princess Mahren.”

    Stavin and Shari had already stepped down from the carriage, and bowed to the Lord of Zel’Coy as he bowed to them.

    “Lord Zel’Coy,” Stavin began, “we are pleased to meet you. However, we bring sad news.”

    Lord Fralik bowed again and said, “I am honored to meet you, Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis, for any reason. Please be welcome in my home.” He bowed deeply and swept his arm toward the door.

    Stavin and Shari gathered their children and followed the lord into the manor. He led them to an elegant sitting room where they were met by the Lady of Zel’Coy. Stavin was immediately struck by her resemblance to Marina. Tall and blonde, he could see where Saralee Zel’Coy got her looks from.

    “Prince Stavin, Princess Sharindis, I am pleased to present my wife, Lady Senarah.”

    The lady bowed, as did Stavin and Shari. “I am honored that you chose to stop and visit us, Your Highnesses.”

    Shari bowed her head and replied, “We are pleased to meet you both. Many years ago, Stavin encountered a Lieutenant Zel’Coy. Is she a member of your household?”

    Saralee Zel’Coy entered the room and said, “I am right behind you, Princess Sharindis.”

    Shari turned to find a tall blonde woman. She paused for a moment as she looked at the woman, then said, “Stavin understated your beauty, Captain.”

    Saralee stepped closer as a puzzled expression crossed her exquisite features. “You can see now, Princess Sharindis?”

    Shari bowed her head. “My sight was restored three years ago. I didn’t believe Stavin when he said you’re prettier than Princess Marina.”

    Saralee had the grace to blush at the compliment. “You are too kind, Princess.”

    Shari shook her head. “No, I’m not.” Turning back to Lord Fralik, she bowed her head. “Lord Fralik, yesterday we passed a mine near the edge of your lands.”

    Lord Fralik nodded. “My son Alden’s project.”

    Stavin shook his head. “That makes our news even worse. We were drawn to the mine by carrion birds. Everyone had been killed by the followers of Lebawan.”

    Lady Senarah let loose a long keen of grief as her legs failed her, and she collapsed at her husband’s side as he went to his knees. Saralee brushed past Stavin to reach her parents.

    “There’s no proof he was there--” she began, but her father silenced her.

    “He was, and you know it!” Lord Fralik cried out as he sobbed. “He left just three days ago. He was there!”

    Saralee looked up at Stavin and Shari as tears trickled down her cheeks, and spoke in a tear-choked voice. “Alden is my little brother, the youngest of us. What happened?”

    “We don’t know why they were attacked,” Stavin said in a soft tone. “All we know is that there were thirty of them.”

    Saralee bowed her head and cried for a moment. “That wasn’t all of them. Aldie had forty of his friends working there. We can hope--”

    Her father looked at her and shouted, “There is no hope! He wouldn’t have fled! He wouldn’t have let anyone chase him off his own land!”

    Saralee nodded and more tears ran down her cheeks as she finally whispered, “Not even to save himself.”

    Stavin nodded, then looked around to find a group of servants at the door, waiting with expressions of grief on their faces. He nodded, then looked at the grieving family. As one the group came forward and helped their masters from the floor and out of the room.

    One man stayed behind and addressed Stavin. He looked as miserable as the rest, but kept himself in check as he bowed. “I am Geordan Fel’Coy, Lord Fralik’s majordomo. I had the maids set a suite to rights for you as soon as you arrived. If you will follow me, I’ll lead you to it.”

    Stavin nodded and they followed Geordan to a well-appointed suite. Avrin was already there, overseeing the rest of their servants.

    Stavin patted Geordan’s shoulder and said, “You may go. I think your masters are more in need of your services than we are.”

    Geordan bowed deeply, then backed away, closing the door as he went. Avrin stepped forward and bowed. “Sindal went to arrange something for the mid day meal, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin nodded. “Don’t unpack much, Avrin. We’ll be leaving early.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    Shari turned the girls over to their maids, and Rahlf took Karlin aside as well. The grim atmosphere and tension around them was influencing their mood, making them cling and cuddle for comfort even if they didn’t understand why.

    Sindal returned after about two spans with a tray of finger-foods. She set the tray down, then turned to face Shari. “Princess Sharindis, the news you brought has the entire estate upset. The young man was well-loved by the servants as well as his family.”

    Sharindis nodded. “Then we’ll leave them alone as much as we can. Rahlf, go find Major Kel’Carin and bring him back with you.” Stavin looked at her, so she explained. “I want Kar and the rest to leave the Zel’Coys alone. We have plenty of stores, so let’s not burden them with taking care of us in their grief.”

    Stavin bowed slightly as a tender smile curved his lips. “Wise and kind, beloved.”

    None of the Zel’Coys were seen for the rest of the day and through the night. The guards and cavalry troopers stayed away from the house, and maintained a respectful quiet. 

    In the morning, Lord Fralik met them at the morning meal. He looked like he hadn’t slept a wink, and appeared to have aged ten years overnight. “I beg your pardon Prince Stavin, but the news you brought has taxed us terribly.”

    “We understand, Lord Fralik. We will leave you to your grief with our thanks for your hospitality, and our most heartfelt sympathy for your loss.” Lord Fralik bowed and walked away without another word.

    Everyone was mounted and ready to ride when a new rider joined their group.

    Lady Saralee Zel’Coy rode out of the stables and brought her horse to a stop when a hand of Royal Guardsmen moved in front of her. She was dressed in full armor, with a sword belted at her waist, and a bow sheathed at her knee.

    “Prince Stavin, I would like to ride to Moravad with you,” she announced loudly, “and lodge my family’s complaint with his majesty against the priest who murdered my brother.”

    Stavin said, “Let her through,” and the guardsmen shifted to allow her to pass. “Lady Saralee, we grieve for your loss. You are welcome to ride with us. Major Kel’Carin, you will allow Lady Zel’Coy to retain her weapons.”

    “You know your father’s orders, Prince Stavin.”

    “I know, Kar, but I trust Lady Saralee. King Kalin isn’t here, and this is my decision.”

    Karvik sighed and nodded. “You’re the one he’s going to yell at.”

    “Why do you need his permission, Prince Stavin?” she asked as she studied Karvik intently.

    Stavin looked her in the eye as he replied, “No one but a Royal Guard may bring weapons near a member of the royal family. Only a member of the royal family can overrule that law.” She glanced at her sword and grimaced as Stavin continued. “I’m not worried about you, especially now.”

    Captain Zel’Corval looked at her and said, “Lady Zel’Coy, I invite you to join my command staff. Prince Stavin is correct, and so is Major Kel’Carin. You really aren’t supposed to have a weapon near a member of the royal family of Evandia or Coravia.”

    Lady Zel’Coy nodded slightly. “Yes, Captain. Thank you for the invitation. Prince Stavin,” she said as she turned back to him, “I look forward to discussing these troubles further as time allows.”

    The enhanced expedition moved on, with the cavalry troopers riding ahead and on the flanks. At Karvik’s insistence, Stavin spent most of his time in the carriage.

    The next stop was just one day farther down the road, but it was not one they could skip. The sun was on the horizon when Captain Zel’Corval led them into the Zel’Karyn Estate.

    Saralee Zel’Coy had ridden ahead and was standing on the front porch of the manor house, crying in the arms of an older woman as a tall man stroked her hair.

    The man patted her back and turned away from her so he could bow. “Prince Stavin, welcome to Zel’Karyn,” he said as he straightened. “I am Rahndahl Geraldan Demanal Zel’Karyn, Lord of Zel’Karyn.”

    Stavin stepped down from the carriage and bowed. “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Rahndahl. I see that Lady Saralee has already told you what happened.”

    Lord Rahndahl nodded. “She has. Tomorrow I will be sending armed parties out to all of my towns and holdings. Tonight, though, we welcome you to our home.”

    Stavin bowed again. “We thank you for your greeting, Lord Rahndahl. Please allow me to present my wife, Princess Sharindis, and our children, Prince Karlin, Princess Sahren, and Princess Mahren.” Each of them had bowed as Stavin introduced them, and Lord Rahndahl had returned those bows.

    Lord Rahndahl nodded to the woman who was holding Saralee. “I am pleased to present my wife, Lady Brendis. Our children are mostly away right now, but Daynah is here. And she’ll be going with you when you leave.”

    “Lord?” Stavin asked as a puzzled frown twisted his features.

    Lord Rahndahl’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace. “It’s the duty of the Heir of Zel’Karyn to fight evil in this kingdom.”

    “And Alden was my nephew,” Lady Brendis said as she pulled away from Saralee. “Fralik is my oldest brother.”

    Stavin bowed again, but didn’t say anything as he escorted his family up to the porch and followed the Zel’Karyn family inside. Lord Rahndahl led them to a library and waved to the chairs.

    “Please make yourselves comfortable, Prince Stavin. May I offer you some wine?” he asked.

    Stavin bowed slightly as he replied, “Yes, thank you.”

    A maid who was standing at the side of the room stepped forward and bowed, then showed Lord Rahndahl a bottle. When he nodded his approval, she opened the wine and handed Lord Rahndahl the cork, which he examined carefully. At his nod, she poured a small amount of the wine in a glass and handed it to him. Again, he checked the wine very carefully, taking it to a lamp and examining it with the light behind it. He finally took a sip and held it in his mouth for a moment before swallowing.

    Lord Rahndahl saw Stavin’s puzzled look and smiled. “I always check a new bottle before serving it to guests. I didn’t once and ended up serving vinegar to Prince Teravan. Terry wasn’t very happy with me.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, Lord Rahndahl.” Stavin accepted a glass from the maid, as did Shari. She then served Lady Brendis and Lady Saralee.

    Lord Rahndahl raised his glass and said, “Honored guests, we welcome you to our home.”

    Stavin replied, “We are honored by your welcome,” then they all drank.

    Lord Rahndahl looked at Stavin and said, “Now that the formalities have been attended to, I would like a closer look at your armor, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Of course, Lord Rahndahl.” He stood still as Lord Rahndahl and Lady Brendis both examined his armor.

    “Magnificent,” Lord Rahndahl murmured.

    “Indeed,” Lady Brendis agreed. “How long ago did you receive it? Ten years?”

    “No, Lady Brendis, just eight,” Stavin replied with a grin. “Seems longer than that on occasion.”

    “Indeed. It’s too bad you didn’t bring the Sword of Zel’Hallan with you,” she continued, not looking at his face. “I would have loved to see the result of touching the gifts together. I wonder what the result would be if we touched Sang Del Dracl to your armor?”

    Stavin shuddered, shocking her. “I think it would be excessively unpleasant for me. Dandarshandrake’s magical influence on Sang Del Dracl far exceeds the power in my armor.”

    “You’re afraid of it?” Lady Saralee asked as she moved around to look at Stavin’s face.

    “Yes, and with good reason,” Stavin replied. “After the children are in bed I’ll tell you why.”

    All three children said, “Aww, Daddy,” at the same time.

    A servant came to the door and said, “Your pardon, Lord Rahndahl, but there’s a group of officers who wish to join you. Shall I bring them in?” Lord Rahndahl nodded and the man escorted Karvik, Major Zel’Astel, and Captain Zel’Corval into the library.

    Stavin stepped to Karvik’s side and introduced everyone. Turning back to Karvik, he said, “We’ll be adding another member to the expedition. Lady Daynah Zel’Karyn will be joining us, with Sang Del Dracl. You wanted to see Mary Death’s sword.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin. Our people are setting up camp, and we’re setting guards around the house. Will you allow us to send the guardswomen inside?”

    Stavin grimaced. “I don’t think so, Kar. Major Zel’Astel, what do you think?”

    Warvin Zel’Astel looked at his prince for a moment, then shook his head. “I think His Majesty will understand in this instance, Your Highness. The Zel’Karyn family is related to the Zel’Andral line.”

    Lord Rahndahl looked at Stavin and asked, “Guardswomen inside?”

    Stavin gave Lord Rahndahl an apologetic smile. “King Kalin prefers to have guards posted close to Shari and the children. I think, given the relationship between our Clans, it is unnecessary here.”

    Lord Rahndahl took a deep breath, then shook his head. “Please bring your Guardswomen inside, Prince Stavin. While no one in my family or among my people is any threat to you, we have ample proof that someone in this region is.”

    Stavin bowed, then looked at Karvik. Without a word, Kar came to attention, bowed, and left. He was back in just a few breaths.

    Stavin smiled and said, “Lord Rahndahl, Lady Brendis, please allow me to introduce Lady Master Sergeant Mohriah Garland Lissan Zel’Halvis, Lady of Zel’Halvis.”

    Both Lord Rahndahl and Lady Brendis bowed automatically, though it was evident from their expressions that they were stunned by the introduction. Lady Zel’Halvis smiled slightly as she returned the bow.

    “Lady Zel’Halvis, why--?” Lady Brendis asked as she gestured to Mohriah’s uniform.

    “I was originally the third child, and joined the Royal Guards because I couldn’t stand the idea that all I had to look forward to was parties, babies, and maybe a few love affairs. I’m afraid I never was one for the quiet, gentle pastimes. Zel’Halvis is a small estate and we don’t have much land. My little brother and his son are my heirs.”

    Lord Rahndahl bowed slightly and said, “For whatever reason, we welcome you to our home.”

    Mohriah bowed and said, “I thank you for your welcome.” Then she turned to Stavin and bowed again. “My women are ready, Your Highness.”

    Stavin nodded, then looked at Lord Rahndahl. “Could one of your servants show Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis where the guest suite is so she can post her guardswomen?”

    Lord Rahndahl nodded and pointed to the maid who had poured the wine. She bowed deeply, then walked to the door with Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis at her side.

    Lady Brendis stepped forward and said, “Princess Sharindis, let me take you and the children to the guest suite as well so you can freshen up.”

    Shari bowed and said, “Thank you, Lady Brendis. Ladies?” she continued, looking at the maids. All three of them bowed, then followed as she left.

    Stavin was about to excuse himself as well when a short, armored figure entered the room. Karvik immediately moved between Stavin and the door, but Stavin said, “It’s all right, Kar.” Karvik turned to look at him, then nodded as his eyes grew wide.

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “I am pleased to meet you, Lady Daynah,” as Karvik moved out of the way. She was a small, stout woman, though still taller than Stavin, and carried a sword at her side.

    She stopped in her tracks. “How did you know--?”

    Stavin smiled and said, “Look,” as he held out his arm. Even in the lamp light, the glow could be clearly seen. “Dragon magic knows dragon magic.”

    Lady Daynah drew Sang Del Dracl and the room was filled with shafts of ruby-hued light. “I’ve never seen it do that before,” she whispered.

    Stavin looked at Lord Rahndahl and smiled. “Much more influence.”

    Lord Rahndahl nodded, then cocked his head to the side. “Do you feel anything?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, not really. Not like I do holding the Sword of Zel’Hallan. Marina and I have played with the ruby fist on her staff, and I have only been able to detect the slightest changes in my armor when it’s near me. I’ve never dared touch it, armored or not, because of the amount of dragon-magic in me now.”

    Lord Rahndahl was nodding. “I read that report, of how your blood ignited the sword in the Heir of Zel’Hallan’s hand.”

    Stavin nodded as he looked at the floor for a moment. “The children aren’t here, so I’ll tell you what wasn’t in that report or any other. The dragon magic is dangerous to anyone who isn’t fully encased in it like I am. During the pacification of Farindia, one of my officers, a young man named Sallah Zel’Janvis, grabbed my gauntlets and the sword, thinking he could control the power. When the power fully engulfed him, he burned to ash. All that was left of him was his hand, still in my gauntlet. When Ambrin cut my cheek, he was engulfed in the magic flare--he and his daughter, Amarna.” He bit his lips and shook his head sadly. “They both died screaming just an arm’s length from me, and I couldn’t save them. The magic consumed everything but the sword.”

    Stavin looked at the floor and sighed. “I’ll never forgive myself for Amarna’s death. We rescued her at the beginning of my second expedition, one of six girls stolen for child-brothels in Kavadia. But Shovar Zel’Hallan was her grandfather. She blamed me for his death--and she died hating me for it.” He shook his head again and took a few deep breaths.

    “Sallah was just a kid. Headstrong and proud. Like a lot of the young Chosen, he only saw the power of the sword. He had no idea what could happen when that power took hold of him. And neither did I. If I hadn’t been in full armor, I would have died that morning on the Zel’Horgan.”

    Lady Saralee stepped forward and put her hand on Stavin’s armored shoulder. “It’s no wonder you’re afraid of it.”

    “And it’s why I won’t risk touching a dragon artifact. Even if I’m wearing my armor, I’m afraid of what might happen.”

    Lord Rahndahl shook his head slowly. “What a terrible burden you carry.” He sighed, then shook his head sharply. “No matter. The evening meal will be ready soon. Varla,” he said when he spotted a maid, “escort Prince Stavin to the guest suite.”

    The girl bowed deeply and said, “At once, Lord Rahndahl.” Turning to Stavin, she bowed deeply again and said, “Please follow me, Your Highness.”


    Chapter 10

    STAVIN BOWED TO HIS HOSTS, THEN followed the girl out of the room. The suite she led him to was very nice, and Avrin approached him immediately.

    “A bath is already drawn, Prince Stavin. If you’ll follow me?” he said as he bowed.

    Stavin was clean and dressed in near record time, then they all walked to the dining room together.

    The dining room was full of splendidly dressed people, and Stavin smiled when he finally recognized Lady Saralee in a gorgeous gown.

    Another slightly younger woman was standing beside her, and it took a moment for Stavin to recognize Lady Daynah without her armor. She was a full head shorter than Lady Saralee, and had dark brown hair and hazel eyes. Where Lady Saralee was lightly built and willowy, Lady Daynah was heavily built, like a wrestler, with strong arms evident under her dress. Both women bowed as the royal family joined them.

    “Prince Stavin, Princess Sharindis, we welcome you to our home,” Lady Daynah said. “Sara was just telling me about the first time you met.” She looked at her tall blonde cousin and giggled.

    Lady Saralee shook her head. “That embarrassment was the price I paid for being so arrogant. I did better the second time, and when you passed through the fort a few years later.”

    Shari chuckled. “Indeed you did. Did you ever get to read the Book of Inatat?”

    “I did. The general insisted that all of the officers read it. It was very informative. The king had the rest of the ancient quarry investigated, but no more tombs or artifacts were found. A group of scholars were going to follow the clues and see if they could find Klamath or Modoc.”

    Stavin looked wistful for a moment and said, “Oh, I’d love to get in on that.”

    “You know Kalin would let you go if you asked, but he really needs you in Trade,” Shari pointed out. “Your sense of duty would stop you before you even asked.”

    Stavin sighed and nodded. “I know. It’s just a dream.”

    Shari chuckled. “Well maybe they’ll need us to translate if they find something. There still aren’t that many scribes who can read the ancient glyphs.”

    Stavin grinned and nodded, then turned back to Lady Daynah. “If you’ll forgive me for asking, how old are you? I already know Lady Saralee is more than a year older than I am.”

    Lady Daynah bowed slightly and replied, “I celebrated the twenty-first anniversary of my birth the day after Mid Winter.”

    “And you are the heir by right, so you have the power of high and low justice. Good,” Stavin said with a sharp nod. “If we catch that priest--”

    “He will be taken to the king for judgment,” Lord Rahndahl said from behind him. “Only the king has the right to judge a priest, Prince Stavin. But I wouldn’t worry about King Teravan. Terry’s a follower of Lady Sahren, and he’s fairly devout. Whoever that priest is, he won’t get away with slaughtering my nephew. But he’ll be judged according to the laws of Coravia.”

    Stavin bowed deeply. “My apologies, Lord Rahndahl. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. It was just my thought that Lady Daynah, having the right of high justice, also has the right to take him and however many followers he has with him into custody. Captain Zel’Corval has a sufficient force, and my Royal Guards will assist if needed.”

    Lord Rahndahl gave Stavin an intense look and said, “Indeed. The evening meal is ready. Prince Stavin, I would be pleased to have you and your family at my right hand tonight. My children won’t mind too terribly.”

    Lady Daynah smiled. “I don’t mind at all, Prince Stavin. I will, however, insist on sitting next to your daughters.” She smiled at the twins. “They’re so cute.” Stavin smiled, bowed, then just had to laugh. Lord Rahndahl was laughing as well.

    “You have nine moons left on your betrothal, Daynah. Behave. I can tell Nelis is going to have his hands full with you.”

    Shari was looking at Daynah curiously, so she elaborated. “Nelistal Harvaldin Fraldar Zel’Kendan. He’s one of the Lord of the Exchequer’s assistants.”

    Stavin was nodding. “I look forward to meeting him when we get to Moravad. Who will be heir after you marry him?”

    “My sister Alysan. And after her will be Geoffran.” A younger woman and much younger man had bowed when their names were spoken, and Stavin acknowledged both of them before turning back to Lord Rahndahl and bowing slightly. Without another word Lord Rahndahl turned and led the way to the dining room.

    Stavin was unabashedly looking around, noting details he remembered from Marydyth Ne’Karyn Zel’Fordan’s journals. 

    Shari chuckled and pointed across the room toward a large fitted-stone hearth. It was easily four spans wide, and extended up to the roof rafters. Sometime in the past, the stones had been arranged to depict a heavily-built winged figure that could pass for a dragon. 

    “I bet that’s the fireplace she described. It matches, though even her description pales against the reality.”

    “Indeed,” Lord Rahndahl said. “For more than two thousand seven hundred years the Heirs of Zel’Karyn have received the diadem standing on that hearth. Most of the time, at least. Some, like my father, received it elsewhere because of extenuating circumstances.”

    “And according to Marydyth’s journal, her brother received the diadem at an inn in Twin Bridges just before she married Carlstan Zel’Fordan,” Shari added.

    “Absolutely correct, Princess Sharindis,” Lord Geoffran said. “You seem to have made quite a study of our famous ancestor.”

    Shari bowed slightly to the young man. “The Zel’Andral line claims Marydyth Ne’Karyn Zel’Fordan among their ancestors through her daughter Corvana. The Zel’Andral family has made extensive genealogical studies of their family dating all the way back to the founding of Lux, many years before the arrival of Dandarshandrake.”

    “Really?” Lord Geoffran said in an excited tone. “I didn’t know Zel’Andral went back that far.”

    His father interrupted. “You should have paid more attention to your tutors, Geoff. I certainly paid them enough. Most of the royal families date from the time before Lux. The Clan of Darvin ruled a small fishing village called Darvin’s Port. It’s still around, and lies about twenty day’s travel south of Lux, just inside the Coravian border. When Dandarshandrake came to Lux, they, like all of the rich Chosen clans, adopted the Zel prefix and started calling themselves Zel’Darvin: the Chosen Clan of Darvin.”

    Stavin was nodding. “Zel’Andral was from right outside Lux. They owned, or claimed they owned, about two thousand dragons of prime farmland. The farm was called Andral, which meant something like ‘rich land’ back then. Like Zel’Darvin and Darvin’s Port, Zel’Andral and all the associated clans originated there on that farm. According to the old maps and deeds, it was about where the Weaver’s Quarter is now.”

    Lady Brendis interrupted. “Come to the table, please. The evening meal is ready.” Everyone bowed slightly and immediately headed for the table. Stavin was impressed. The table was made of time-darkened oak, and looked like a large tree had been cut length-wise to make it. Try as he might, Stavin couldn’t see any discontinuity in the wood grain anywhere. 

    Stavin sat at Lord Rahndahl’s right hand, and Karlin was at Stavin’s right. Lady Brendis had maneuvered Shari to the seat at her right hand, and Sahren and Mahren were next. True to her word, Lady Daynah took the seat next to Mahren. Lady Saralee took the seat opposite Shari. The rest of the Zel’Karyn family sorted themselves out, but no one ended up in their normal seats.

    The Zel’Karyn cooks did a wonderful job considering the short notice they had received of the extra guests. The conversation was kept light, with Lord Rahndahl discussing hunting and fishing with Stavin and Karlin while the ladies discussed the current fashions in Twin Bridges.

    After the meal, the children were sent to bed while the grownups retired to the library, including Lady Daynah and Lady Alysan, but not young Lord Geoffran. He hadn’t done his two years in the army yet. He accepted the exclusion with good, if not enthusiastic, grace.

    “Prince Stavin,” Lord Rahndahl began, “while we have a long history of being Dragonblessed as a clan, none of us has ever really seen a dragon up close. Please, tell us what it was like.”

    Stavin didn’t sigh like he normally did when someone asked for that story. These people had every reason to be curious about the dragon. “I assume you know the basic story. Seems like everyone does. Facing the dragon was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done. Her breath was like standing over the smith’s forge, and the smell! No latrine pit ever smelled that bad. None of the stories mention that, but if the heat hadn’t been enough to burn the hairs out of my nose, the smell would have done it.” Stavin smiled as he shook his head. His arms came out as wide as he could reach as he continued. “The dragon’s voice was as vast as a thunderstorm, though how she managed to speak at all has always puzzled me. I didn’t see her lips move. Not like ours do. When she told me to pick up the scales, she didn’t mention how hot they would be. It was a good thing I had good sheep-skin mittens on. She was--not mean, but definitely abrupt with me. I was not a welcome guest in her cave. I was an intruder, plain and simple, and I still don’t know why she didn’t kill me.”

    Lord Rahndahl was looking puzzled as he asked, “You say ‘her’ and ‘she’ as if you are certain the dragon was female. Why is that?”

    Sharindis snorted as she covered her mouth. “You mean you haven’t heard that one?” she asked in a voice that squeaked in amusement.

    Stavin was shaking his head again. “I have no proof, but I’m certain that the dragon on the mountain is a female. When we took Trade Town, I let the dragon magic fully take me. For a short time I felt as powerful as a dragon, but I felt something else as well.” He shook his head and grinned.

    “By the time Karvik convinced me to put the sword down, I knew that the dragon was beyond a doubt female.” Shari giggled again and Stavin smiled as he shook his head. “It was a distinctly disturbing feeling.”

    Lord Rahndahl exchanged glances with his wife and children. “We’ve never heard anything like that before. The stories about you tend to be much more heroic.”

    Stavin nodded. “Minstrels!” he said in an exasperated tone. “Do you know the story about me killing an Ocellen?”

    “I’ve heard it,” Lord Rahndahl admitted with a nod.

    “Lord Rahndahl, I’ve never even seen a live Ocellen. Not even from a distance. While the dragon magic of my armor, along with the near-impervious nature of dragon scales, might protect me from an Ocellen’s magic and claws, why would I hunt an intelligent being for sport? That would be like hunting a person for sport. Another minstrel’s lie is that I hunt for sport at all. I hunt for meat, certainly, but I’ve always eaten what I killed.” Stavin shook his head slowly.

    “I never even met that minstrel until the story had been circulating for a year.” Now Stavin’s expression turned wry. “He was telling it in a tavern in East Bridge when I walked in. I challenged his ‘facts’ and he swore by his mother’s honor that he’d been there, right alongside me.”

    Shari was giggling uncontrollably by then. “When Stavi told him who he was, the fool ran for the back door! He even forgot his hat full of coins.”

    Stavin was nodding. “I told the tavern keeper to keep the hat and coins,” Stavin continued, “but I keep hearing that stupid story just about everywhere I go.”

    Now it was Lady Saralee’s turn to laugh. “I’ve heard similar stories about how we first met, and I know who spread them. One of my troopers fancied herself a bard and she went to great lengths to make her reputation by ruining mine. Did you hear that I ordered you off that wagon and demanded that you kneel before me?”

    Shari giggled again. “I have. I pointed out to the feather-head that you did no such thing. And she had the audacity to swear she’d heard it from one of your superior officers.”

    Lady Daynah’s eyes widened as she grinned at her cousin. “I’ll bet I know who that was.”

    “So do I,” Lady Saralee growled. “He certainly made an effort to destroy my career.” Stavin gave her a curious look, and she shrugged.

    “My major, Larrad Zel’Hestel. He asked me to marry him, and I said no. After that my evaluations went in the latrine, and I ended up resigning my commission on my eighth-year anniversary.”

    “That’s despicable,” Shari said in a disgusted tone.

    Lady Saralee nodded. “I protested, but he’s better connected than I am. His first-cousin is Queen Rowena.”

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “Sometimes family patronage gets abused.”

    “An unfortunate commentary on the honor of some of our officers, sad to say.” Lady Brendis sighed. “I spoke to Rowena about it, but he’s her family and she feels a need to shield him from his actions.”

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “We’ve seen the same things in Evandia. Why won’t some men accept ‘no’ gracefully?”

    Sharindis grinned and said, “Dorvina,” then laughed when Stavin cringed. “You didn’t accept ‘no’ very gracefully, Stavin.”

    “No, I suppose I didn’t,” he admitted. “But at least I tried to improve myself to win her favor.”

    Sharindis looked at the curious faces around them and explained. “Stavin was obsessed with Dorvina Kel’Carin. She was one of the prettiest girls in his age group, and he faced Warleader Second Barvil Kel’Carin to ask for her twice, but was denied both times. So, after he was rejected the second time, he went to the dragon’s cave alone because no one would go with him, to snatch a bit of gold and prove his courage to Barvil. But Barvil and his family ended up as Stavin’s servants instead--and he still couldn’t have her!” She laughed and gave her husband an affectionate smile. “He asked my father for me just a few spans later.”

    Lady Saralee was looking at Stavin with wide eyes as her hand came up in a hesitant gesture. “Wait a moment. You had a family of Kel’Karyns as your servants?” she asked.

    Stavin recognized the cause of her confused surprise immediately and shook his head. “Different spelling. C A R I N. One of Karvik’s ancestors tried to prove they were related to Mary Death, but only proved beyond a doubt that they weren’t.”

    “Wait, wait, wait,” Lady Saralee demanded as both hands came up to her chest level. “Karvik Kel’Carin, the commander of your Royal Guards?”

    “Karvik Kel’Carin, my best friend,” Stavin replied with a grin. “It was so awkward having him as my servant.”

    Sharindis nodded. “And Sahrena Kel’Carin is my Godmother. I never did manage to give her an order. I asked for everything very politely.”

    “I hate to break the mood,” Lord Rahndahl said as he looked around, “but there is something serious we must discuss, Prince Stavin.” The lord was somber as he brought everyone back to the trouble they faced.

    Stavin nodded. “The Priests of the Cutter.”

    “Yes. There’s been a resurgence of Lebawan’s worship lately due to the troubles we’re facing. People are looking for easy answers and someone to blame for their troubles. Unfortunately, those are the kind of people who turn to Lebawan, and then turn on their neighbors.”

    Stavin was shaking his head as his jaws clenched. “But why do they have to turn on the weak and helpless?”

    “Because they are weak and helpless,” Lady Brendis said softly. “The honorless always do.”

    Stavin looked at Sharindis and smirked. “Not all the ‘weak and helpless’ are weak or helpless, are they, darling?”

    “Did I miss something?” Lord Rahndahl asked.

    Sharindis nodded. “The reason Captain Zel’Corval and his troops are with us is that three of the Cutter’s followers attacked us in Kandalvad. They thought we were helpless: Just women and children and servants. Fortunately, Stavin left his Dragon’s Tongue behind when he went to the fort to show off. I used it to kill them instead of them killing us.”

    “You killed them, Princess?” Lady Brendis asked in a surprised tone.

    Sharindis smiled and bowed her head. “All girls of our people receive the same training as the boys until we are ten. In addition, my father is a Warmaster and was the Warmaster of the Academy in Kavinston until Warmaster Kel’Carin took over. He ensured that I was as proficient with my walking staff as his boys were with their Dragon’s Tongues.”

    “Even though she couldn’t see her opponents,” Stavin added.

    Lady Daynah turned her head toward Stavin, then snapped back toward Shari. “That’s what I was missing! The early stories referred to the Blind Princess Sharindis.”

    “My sight was restored about three years ago, just after the Farindian Annexation,” Shari explained. “Since then I’ve worked out once every ten days with the Royal Guards, and with Stavi on occasion.”

    Lord Rahndahl chuckled. “I’ll bet they were horribly surprised. Not many of the people they judge are able to fight back.”

    “No, they can’t,” Lady Brendis said softly. “People like Alden and his friends.”

    Everyone quieted down at the reminder of why they were there. “Whoever the priest leading that group is, he is going to face the king for his actions,” Lord Rahndahl said in a soft, angry tone.

    Lady Brendis excused herself then, and Lord Rahndahl went with her. Shari nodded her head to the younger ladies. “We should all get to bed early. Tomorrow is going to come all too soon.” With a bow, she led Stavin to their suite.

    * * *

    Shari and Stavin cuddled close that night so they could speak without disturbing anyone else. 

    “Shari, I don’t like taking you and the kids into danger like this. It really isn’t that important for us to continue to Moravad.” 

    “Yes and no, Stavi,” Shari replied. “The Trade Mission isn’t that important, but someone needs to go to King Teravan and tell him how bad this really is. Someone who isn’t going to be dismissed as having an agenda of their own. Stavi, we may not be in Evandia, but these are good people. People that need protection from that priest.”

    “And his followers. It isn’t just him. His followers are the ones murdering people. He’s just the leader. Gods Below, Shari, we weren’t that far behind him. If we hadn’t stayed the extra day in Kandalvad so I could show off, we might have been able to stop the slaughter at the mine.”

    “No, Stavi. From your description and what Kar told me, we were three days behind them. Staying didn’t make a difference. But we can make a difference in Moravad. And we can’t let them think they chased us off. We can’t let the followers of the Cutter think they chased off the Evandian Royal Family. We can’t let anyone think they are that powerful.”

    * * *

    The expedition moved on early the next morning. Karvik rode close to Stavin’s side as soon as they reached the road.

    “The troops and Guards are all ready to fight, Stave. The servants Lord Zel’Karyn sent out to see to our needs talked about Alden Zel’Coy a lot. He was a very kind and polite young man, and was very popular among the servants.”

    Stavin nodded, but kept his head up and his eyes in motion. “We got the same impression inside. It would take an insane fool to attack a party like ours, but--”

    “But we’re talking about the followers of Lebawan,” Karvik completed Stavin’s thought. “I’ve already given orders for double guards until we get to Moravad. If I could, I’d turn us around and go home.”

    Stavin nodded. “I hate to admit it, but so would I. Shari and I discussed it last night. The Trade Mission isn’t that important, but we can’t allow anyone to think we let Lebawan’s followers chase us away. And honestly, I want that priest. I don’t know if he’s the one who sent those men after Shari and the kids, but I don’t know that he isn’t.”

    Karvik gave Stavin a very serious look. “If it gets that far, you stay back with Shari and the kids.”

    “Do you really think Lebawan’s followers are a threat to me?” Stavin demanded in an aggressive tone.

    “No, I just want you to leave a few for me to kill.” Karvik grinned. “You’ve already gotten your fourth star and hollowed them out as well. Give me a chance to catch up.”

    Stavin’s anger cooled as fast as it had flared up, and his laughter echoed off the hills.


    Chapter 11

    THE EXPEDITION CONTINUED TOWARD MORAVAD AT the wagon’s pace. Two days later they encountered a town that appeared to be deserted. No people were visible in the streets. Stray farm animals wandered around, foraging for food. Captain Zel’Corval sent twenty troopers forward to investigate. They returned three spans later with one young man. He was obviously terrified of the troops, and fell to his knees as he faced the captain, clasping his trembling hands. His eyes were wide open, and though he was easily twenty years old, he looked like a child begging not to be punished.

    His voice quavered as he said, “They came at us like a pack of mad dogs, Lord Captain. They just fell on us and we couldn’t resist them. That priest, that Lord Zel’Draval, the Most Perfect High Priest.” He paused and spit on the ground as if the words had left a foul taste in his mouth. “He condemned almost everyone. I was sparred, but,” he paused again to wipe away the tears that were streaming down his face, “but he made us stone our families. He made us kill our kin.” Now the man bowed as low as he could, but not in respect. He was just crying so hard he couldn’t stay upright.

    Stavin stayed back until he heard the story. Then he started growling deep in his chest in a manner that made everyone step back in worry. 

    It took six more days to reach Moravad, the capital city of Coravia. Along the way, they saw more evidence of the priest’s rampage through the kingdom. Every village had lost at least one person to the Cutter’s culling. A few had lost whole families. Another had lost nearly everyone. And every revelation caused the troops, Evandian and Coravian, to become more determined to stop the Cutter’s priests.

    Moravad was magnificent. Tall buildings could be seen from thirty dragons away, standing above the trees. When the outskirts of the city came into view they could see that the walls had been maintained, but showed an attention to detail that impressed Stavin.

    Shari was just as impressed. “I remember reading about the walls of Moravad. They are supposed to remind everyone that, oh how did they put it?” She frowned in concentration for a moment, then smiled. “Only through strength can there be peace, for there will always be those who see peacefulness as weakness.”

    Stavin nodded. “I remember that from the Coravian History text in Kavinston, but Dandarshandrake said it first about Lux. I’d say they have made a very good show of strength. But where is everybody?”

    Captain Zel’Corval had sent one of his lieutenants ahead as soon as the outskirts of the city were seen. “Tell the guards who we are and who we are escorting,” he ordered, and bowed slightly to acknowledge the lieutenant’s bow.

    No one challenged them at the city gates. There were no guards at all; In fact, the gates stood open, but not completely. They were both slightly away from the pillars, but uneven, as if whoever opened them had no pride in his city. The ride through the city itself was quiet as well, and the Coravian troops looked around nervously. Most of them drew their swords without being told to. 

    The silence was unusual, and set Stavin’s nerves on edge. Riding close to the carriage, Stavin motioned Shari to the window. He whispered, “Something is very wrong, Shari. I didn’t expect a parade, but there aren’t even any gawkers on the street. I haven’t seen a hand of people since we entered the gates. Keep the kids away from the windows, and you too.”

    Shari gave him a long look, then withdrew into the carriage and closed the curtain. Stavin heard the hiss of metal on wood as Shari and the servants slid the safety shutters into place.

    As they drew near the palace they started seeing more people, but they vanished as quickly as they appeared. The great palace gates finally came into view and the cavalry split to allow the carriage through. The gates were closed, forming a barrier of ornate steel bars taller than three men.

    Stavin was impressed, despite having seen drawings and paintings of the gates. They stood taller than three men on one another’s shoulders, and gleamed gold in Arandar’s light. The Coravian Royal Crest was centered in the gates, above head height on everyone, even Karvik. The gates looked strong enough to stop an army, but the men guarding them looked like bandits as they stared through the bars. 

    Karvik rode to the gates and said, “Open the gates for His Highness, Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    The oldest of the guards looked at Karvik and spit through the bars. “We doesn’t take orders from the likes of you.”

    Captain Zel’Corval immediately rode to Karvik’s side. “Open the gates immediately,” he demanded.

    “We doesn’t take orders from you neither, soldier boy,” the man replied with a sneer.

    Captain Zel’Corval was left momentarily speechless. “Summon Lord General Zel’Nestal,” he demanded.

    Now all the guards chuckled. “Ain’t no such general anymore,” the man replied with a smile. “High Priest Zel’Draval judged him defective and condemned him.”

    Stavin dismounted, strode up to the gates and snapped, “Open these gates. Now.”

    Now the guard focused on Stavin. “No normal man could be your size. You must be defective as well.”

    “Open. These. Gates,” Stavin said once again. A growl that drew stares of alarm from Captain Zel’Corval and his men emanated from Stavin’s chest. Karvik just stepped back and grasped the hilt of his sword.

    The guard was staring at Stavin as he said, “Only on the orders of High Priest Zel’--”

    Stavin’s Dragon’s Tongue flashed in the sun, silencing the guard permanently as it darted between the bars and his ribs to split his heart. The other guards backed away, some shouting for help, others shouting bloody murder as they ran around in panic.

    Stavin looked at Captain Zel’Corval and said, “I believe that King Teravan is in danger, Captain.”

    The captain looked unsure, but bowed as he said, “I agree, Prince Stavin.”

    “Then I think you should ask for assistance from the Evandian Royal Guards in ensuring the king’s safety.”

    Captain Zel’Corval looked Stavin in the eye for a moment, then bowed deeply. “Prince Stavin, the Coravian Army requests the assistance of the Evandian Royal Guards in assuring the health and safety of King Teravan and the royal family.”

    Stavin bowed, then looked at Karvik and said, “Major?”

    Karvik bowed, then snapped, “Flying Geese!” and the Warriors formed up behind him while the Royal Guards readied themselves for battle. Karvik gestured toward the locked gate and said, “Prince Stavin, would you be so kind as to get the lock?”

    Stavin grinned again. The bolt of the lock was visible through the gap between the gates. His Dragon’s Tongue came up and back down in a flash as it sheared through the great steel lock as if it had been soft copper.

    Captain Zel’Corval led the charge, shouldering the right-hand gate aside as he ran, and behind him came one hundred and fifty fighters intent on finding the king and his family.

    Stavin watched them go, then motioned the carriage through the gates and had the driver park against the wall. The baggage and supply wagons pulled in next and the drivers parked around the carriage, forming a barrier.

    Stavin nodded in satisfaction when the drivers all drew weapons. When he turned back toward the carriage, Shari was beside it with her Dragon’s Tongue in her hands.

    “We’ll wait here for Karvik and Major Zel’Astel to clear the palace,” he said absently. His attention was focused on the shouts and screams coming from the palace.

    Shari nodded, then looked around. “How could they have taken the palace?” she asked, more to herself than Stavin.

    Stavin shook his head. “I don’t know. Probably by deceit. I can’t imagine the Palace or Royal Guard being taken honorably.”

    * * *

    Karvik and Major Zel’Astel led a ten-man party of Royal Guards into the palace. They heard and signs of violence as the guards and cavalry rampaged through the palace. The bodies of men wearing the robes of Lebawan’s Priesthood lay littered in the passageways like trash.

    Most of the doors into the offices and suites were open or locked from the inside, but one door caught their attention: it was locked from the outside.

    Karvik glanced at the major and received a nod, then drew back in the bolts. The door opened easily, and as one they raced inside with weapons drawn. What they found froze them in their tracks.

    A tall, dark-haired girl of no more than sixteen years of age stood in the center of the room, bare naked, but holding a heavy silver candlestick like a club. She shouted, “Stay away from me!” as she took a fighting stance.

    “My Lady, I am Major Warvin Zel’Astel of the Evandian Royal Guard,” the major said as he sheathed his sword. “We are here to render whatever assistance we can.”

    The girl’s expression changed from one of desperate defiance to one of forlorn hope. “You’re Royal Guardsmen?” she asked in a hushed tone as tears came to her eyes.

    “We are,” Karvik agreed softly, stepping forward and offering the girl his cloak. “Where are your clothes?”

    She replied, “That bastard Zel’Draval took them!” as she quickly wrapped herself in Karvik’s cloak. It was dragging on the ground. “He was inspecting me! Inspecting me to see if I was fit to be his queen!”

    Karvik looked at his men and said, “Find something for to wear,” and six of the men immediately left to do his bidding. It was just a few moments later that one young man returned with a deep blue robe.

    Karvik motioned him forward and watched as he approached the girl, then went to one knee with his head bowed a pace from her. “M’Lady, I think this will fit you,” as he blindly held out the robe.

    “What is your name?” she asked as she took the robe and hastily put it on under Karvik’s cloak.

    He replied, “I am Vardin Eraldan Fordin Zel’Freedan, lady,” without looking up.

    “I thank you, Vardin Zel’Freedan,” she said as her back stiffened. She looked down at him and a trembling smile curved her lips. “I am Crown Princess Presumptive Ellissan Glorana Betina Zel’Darvin, Heir-Apparent of Coravia.”

    Vardin came to his feet and took a step back, then bowed as deeply as he could. Behind him, every member of the group was similarly bowing.

    Karvik shared a look with Major Zel’Astel and said, “We have to get her out of here.” The major simply nodded in reply.

    * * *

    It took a long time for Karvik to return to the gates. He delivered the princess to the Royal Guardswomen, then went to Stavin. “We found the princess, but not the king, queen, or prince.” He glanced over his shoulder to where the guardswomen were gathered around the girl. “She doesn’t know where her family is.”

    Stavin nodded and turned to walk over to the women. The princess was a girl in her middle teens, and was dressed in a brilliant blue robe. “Princess Ellissan, I am Prince Stavin,” he said, then bowed deeply.

    “Prince Stavin, you’ve got to find my father. Mom and Cal, too. That filthy piece of shit took them somewhere.” She paused and looked terribly sad for a moment, then whispered, “He said they were dead.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. She’s going to get along with Shari just fine. “We will find them, Princess Ellissan. For now, I think you would be safer with my family.” He held out his hand to usher her to the carriage.

    Princess Ellissan looked where Stavin was pointing, then walked over to the carriage. She returned Shari’s bow, then glanced at Stavin.

    Stavin smiled, then said, “Princess Ellissan Zel’Darvin, may I present my wife, Princess Sharindis Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral.” Princess Ellissan looked at the Dragon’s Tongue in Shari’s hands, then looked back toward Stavin. Stavin grinned as he explained. “The women of Kel’Kavin are trained to protect their children.”

    Shari nodded, then spoke to Stavin. “We’ll keep the guardswomen out here with us. You go find King Teravan and the rest of the royal family.”

    Stavin bowed, then turned away. Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis started giving orders as Karvik joined Stavin.

    “How much of the palace have you searched?” Stavin asked.

    “The search is still going on. We brought the princess out as soon as we found her. Stave,” Karvik said softly as he put his hand on his friend’s shoulder, “she was being held in the nude. We had to scrounge that robe.”

    “Why?”

    Karvik was silent for a moment, then whispered, “She said Zel’Draval was ‘inspecting’ her for flaws.”

    Stavin made an unpleasant sound, but it was one Karvik was long accustomed to. Ever since he’d used the Sword of Zel’Hallan at Skykon, Stavin had growled like that when he was truly angry.

    The palace was all but deserted, except for the bodies of men wearing robes emblazoned with the Cutter’s shears. Stavin and Karvik had crossed half the palace before they were confronted.

    A man in the blue robes of a Priest Inquisitor came around a corner, stopping in his tracks when he saw Stavin. His arm came up and he pointed a finger at Stavin as he shouted, “I know you, Stavin Zel’Andral! Kneel before me and be judged!” Stavin just kept walking. “Kneel before Lebawan’s Anointed!” he shouted again.

    Karvik punched the priest in the face with an armored fist, felling him like a spiked ox. Stavin looked a question at Karvik and received a shrug in reply.

    “He was annoying.”

    Stavin’s expression went through several transformations before he settled on amused. “Anybody got a bucket of water?” he asked as he looked at the ten guardsmen around him.

    There were no buckets, but one of the guardsmen found a pitcher in a nearby room. Stavin nodded and said, “Wake that fool up.”

    The priest sputtered back to consciousness. “I condemn you!” he shouted when he saw Karvik. “I condemn you all!”

    Stavin looked at him and said, “Shut your fool mouth, Priest. Where is King Teravan?”

    “The royal family is defective!” the priest said loudly. “High Priest Zel’Draval found the boy defective and condemned the parents, then took Coravia for Lebawan. King Karvar Zel’Draval rules Coravia now.” He was shouting by the time he finished, but no one was impressed.

    Stavin exchanged a look with Karvik and tilted his head to the side. Karvik nodded and pulled the priest from the floor with no apparent effort. He threw the fool against a wall, and another of the Warriors caught him as he bounced off and threw him against the opposite wall. The game continued that way until the fool couldn’t stay on his feet.

    Stavin asked again. “Where is King Teravan? Where is Queen Rowena? Where is Prince Caldan?”

    The priest sputtered, “Dungeons. Under the palace.”

    Stavin looked at his guardsmen and said, “Bring him.” He looked at the priest and said, “How do we get down there?”

    “Only the highest of the priesthood have access.”

    “Where is the door?” Stavin demanded as he growled.

    The priest pointed, and Stavin led the way. The door was obvious once they reached it: it had a huge bolt at the top, middle, and bottom of the door, and a large iron lock on the middle bolt.

    “You’ll never break that lock,” the priest sputtered.

    Stavin just looked at him for an instant, then struck with his Dragon’s Tongue to cut all three bolts, and kicked the door open. Without a word, he headed down the stairs, grabbing a torch in his left hand as he passed.

    The stairs led a long way down under the palace. A guard stood and faced them, then died where he stood when Stavin drove his Dragon’s Tongue through his heart.

    Stavin looked at his guardsmen and said, “Find the royal family.”

    The guardsmen spread out, opening doors and checking the people inside. One of the guardsmen shouted, “This one’s locked,” and Stavin quickly went and cut the lock, then withdrew the bolt and kicked the cell door open.

    The man inside sat up, holding his hands up to ward off the light, and perhaps a feared attack. Stavin asked, “Who are you?” in a gentle tone.

    “Nobody, Lord” the man answered in a trembling voice. “I am nobody.” He was shrinking away from Stavin like an abused child.

    Stavin stepped forward and went to one knee. “What is your name?” he asked in a soft, reassuring tone usually reserved for frightened children.

    “Teravan, Lord,” the man answered in a trembling voice, then flinched away from an expected blow.

    “King Teravan, I am Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    The king looked up into Stavin’s eyes at last and asked, “You came anyway?” in a hoarse whisper.

    Stavin nodded. “We didn’t know what had happened until we got here. We’ve retaken the palace, King Teravan.”

    “The mage--” the king began, but was interrupted by a fit of coughing.

    Stavin looked up at Karvik. Karvik nodded, then backed away. “King Teravan, we need to get you out of here. We’re searching for your wife and son, but your daughter is outside with my wife and children.”

    “Cal is dead,” the king whispered. “They told me he was defective, and they--” the king broke down, sobbing as he finally stammered, “they made me watch while they stoned him.” The king broke down in tears, and Stavin knelt to rub his back gently. There was nothing else he could do or say.

    Karvik walked in and stopped behind Stavin. He said, “We found another locked door,” in a soft voice.

    Stavin handed his Dragon’s Tongue over, but didn’t stand. “Bring them here.”

    It was just a few moments before Karvik returned. “Stave,” he whispered in a hoarse voice, “it’s bad.”

    Stavin looked up and saw just how shaken Karvik was. Standing, he went out of the king’s cell and touched his friend’s arm. Karvik was trembling. “How bad?” he asked, unable to imagine what could do this to a Warrior like Kar.

    “They tortured her to death, Stave,” he whispered. “I don’t know who she was, but--Gods Below, Stave, I’ve never seen anything like what they did to her.” Karvik was shaking his head as the memory of what he’d seen blinded him with tears.

    Stavin took a deep breath and growled, “Show me.” Karvik nodded and led the way. He stopped at the door, but wouldn’t even look inside.

    The woman on the bed had been dead for several days. She was nude and still tied down, and her face was contorted as if she’d died in agony. Stavin stepped back when he realized that her breasts had been cut off, and the damage to her stomach made Stavin retch. It looked like a sword had been--

    Stavin stumbled out of the cell, vomiting against the wall. “Close it,” he croaked. “Keep searching. Gods Above and Below, I hope that wasn’t Queen Rowena.”

    Karvik nodded and turned to continue the search while Stavin returned to the king.

    “Was it Rowena?” the king asked.

    “I don’t know, Your Majesty. I’ve never met her, so I couldn’t tell.”

    “They said she had to be punished for bringing a defective into Lebawan’s realm.”

    Stavin backed away, then looked around. The priest was crouched against the wall under the baleful glare of two guardsmen. Stavin walked over and kicked him in the stomach before demanding, “Was that Queen Rowena?” as he pointed at the cell.

    “Sh-She had to be punished. She brought a defective into the royal line.”

    Stavin stepped back and brought his Dragon’s Tongue to bear, but had second thoughts. He growled as he said, “Don’t let him go anywhere,” then turned away.

    Stavin walked back to the cell that held the pitiful remains of Coravia’s queen and took a deep breath to steel himself for the ordeal ahead. He said, “I need a hand in here.” Major Zel’Astel and four of their senior men immediately came forward. “Find a blanket or something,” he whispered, then pushed the door open.

    Stavin cut the ropes that bound her to the bed, then took on the grim task of wrapping the queen’s body himself. He finally looked at the captain and whispered, “Take the queen out of here, and don’t let the king see what was done to her.”

    Stavin took a moment to catch his breath and fight down his nausea, then shouted, “Bring that piece of shit in here!”

    The guardsmen carried the struggling priest to the cell, and Stavin commanded, “Strip him, then tie him where the queen died--face down.”

    The Warriors threw the priest against the wall to knock the fight out of him, ripped his robes off, then slammed him face-first into the soggy straw where the queen had been murdered, and bound his arms and legs as she had been bound.

    The priest struggled to keep his head up, but Stavin shoved his face down into the soggy straw. “This is where you’ll die, priest,” he growled. “No one is going to come down here for you. And when we find your high priest, I’ll put him in here with you.” Stavin’s smile was evil as he looked the priest in the eye. “I wonder how long he’ll last before he starts eating you raw?”

    Stavin launched himself away from the priest and turned away, then walked out of the cell as the priest screamed, “You can’t do this! You can’t defy Lebawan!”

    Stavin looked over his shoulder and snarled, “Watch me.” Then he slammed the door and threw the bolt.


    Chapter 12

    LADY DAYNAH AND LADY SARALEE RETURNED to the palace courtyard and walked over to the carriage. As soon as Princess Ellissan recognized them, she burst into tears and ran to hug Saralee. Daynah joined the hug as the young princess cried her heart out in their arms.

    Princess Sharindis walked up and stopped a pace away. “Did you find anyone?”

    Lady Saralee shook her head as she looked at Shari. “No one of any use. Just the priests of Lebawan and their followers.”

    Princess Ellissan choked out, “He was leaving,” past her tears. “They were proclaiming Karvar Zel’Draval the new King of Coravia. They said,” the princess broke down and sobbed again, then continued in a savage tone. “He said we were defective! They said Mommy and Daddy were dead!” She broke down and cried in Saralee’s arms again.

    Troopers and guardsmen were dragging bodies out of the palace, stacking them like trash against a wall well away from the carriage.

    One group of guardsmen brought out a blanket-wrapped bundle and laid it gently against the wall in front of the carriage. The horses reacted to the smell, shaking the carriage and drawing Shari’s attention.

    Sharindis walked over and softly asked, “Who is it?”

    “We think it’s the queen,” Major Zel’Astel answered just as softly. “We don’t know for certain, though. None of us has ever met her.”

    Sharindis nodded, then walked over to Lady Daynah. She laid a hand on the young woman’s shoulder and said, “I need your help.” Lady Daynah nodded, then they walked over to Major Zel’Astel. Without a word, he pulled the blanket away from the woman’s face.

    Lady Daynah sobbed, “Rowena!” and turned away.

    Princess Ellissan heard Daynah’s choked cry and completely broke down in Saralee’s arms.

    Major Zel’Astel walked over and bowed very low as he said, “Princess Ellissan, your father is alive. He’s injured, but he lives, and he knows himself.”

    Everyone’s attention was on the princesses, so no one noticed the figure creeping up on Karlin until it was too late. Karlin’s scream was their only warning.

    A man in elaborate robes grabbed Karlin and held him up as a shield, shouting, “Drop your weapons! Drop them, I say! I’ll tear his heart out!”

    Sharindis was momentarily terrified, then her terror turned to rage. A scream ripped from her throat as she charged toward the man who dared to touch her child.

    The man’s hand glowed crimson for a moment, then he clawed at Karlin’s chest. Nothing happened. He was looking at his hand in stunned disbelief when the top blade of Shari’s Dragon’s Tongue drove through his eye into his brain, and she shoved it to the side, cutting the fool’s brain in half.

    Karlin landed on his feet when the mage fell, and ran into his mother’s embrace as she knelt, then burst into tears. All the guardswomen had come to Karlin’s assistance, and now they gathered around mother and son, facing outward with bared weapons. Every woman there looked ready to kill anyone who threatened their charges.

    Saralee and Daynah brought Princess Ellissan over as well. Ellissan was looking at the scene with wide, shocked eyes. “How did you do that? Why would you risk it?”

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis looked at her and said, “Never mess with a mamma dragon’s chicks.”

    Sharindis eased her grip on Karlin and said, “Princess Ellissan, come here for a moment.” When the younger princess was close, Shari turned Karlin to face her. On the boy’s chest, right over his heart, the cloth was burned away to reveal brightly gleaming golden mail. “Stavin’s mail is still a little big for him, but it fits well enough.”

    “Dragon scale,” Princess Ellissan murmured. “Dragon scale resists the magic of Lebawan’s magi.”

    Shari nodded. “And much more powerful magi as well.” Shari spent a few moments describing Stavin’ encounter with the priests of the Evilest One. “That mage was a Black Adept of the Evilest One, and all he could do was slow Stavi down a little.”

    Major Zel’Astel was searching the body, and presented Shari with what he found. He said, “Typical,” in a disgusted tone as he held out a large double-handful of gold and jewels. “He was just a thief masquerading as a Priest-Mage.”

    “It’s Lebawan’s way,” one of the wagon drivers said, drawing everyone’s attention. He bowed deeply, then continued. “Lebawan’s priests confiscate the property of anyone they condemn. That’s how they hold onto their power. If you defy them, they’ll find something defective about you, stone you to death, and then take everything you have for themselves.” The man shook his head. “My brother lost his life and farm to one of the Cutter’s priests.”

    It took until nightfall for the search to be completed. Stavin and Karvik returned to the carriage, and the haunted looks both men wore made Sharindis rush to take Stavin in her arms.

    “What did you find?” she asked in a husky whisper, her lips almost touching his helmet.

    “Death,” was all Stavin would say for a few moments. “They filled the dungeons with the Chosen. Lesser clans were just told to convert or die. And hundreds died.”

    “Prince Stavin?” Princess Ellissan asked as she stepped closer. “My father and Cal?”

    Stavin closed his eyes briefly, then said, “Your father is with the Healers. He’s in bad shape. Your brother,” Stavin had to pause for a moment and shake his head. “They told your father that Prince Caldan was defective and they,” Stavin had to pause again, “they made him watch while stoned him.”

    Princess Ellissan broke down crying again, all but screaming, “It was just a mole!” Lady Daynah and Lady Saralee rushed to comfort her, holding her between them as she cried.

    Stavin looked around at his Guards and said, “I don’t trust the palace yet. There are too many places to hide. Set camp out here and stay alert. We didn’t find many of the higher priests, and there is supposed to be at least one mage with them.”

    “Mommy took care of the mage, Daddy,” Karlin said, drawing Stavin’s attention.

    “Shari?” Stavin asked in a stunned tone.

    “He grabbed Karli when they brought out Queen Rowena. He tried to tear his heart out! Thank the Gods Above you insisted Karli wear your mail.”

    Stavin looked around and demanded, “Where is he?” as his growl intensified.

    “In the trash heap with the rest of Lebawan’s filth.” Shari looked at her husband. “You don’t think I’d let him live, do you?”

    Stavin let just a hint of a grin lift his lips. “No, I know you better than that.”

    Avrin walked over and bowed. “Prince Stavin, a meal is ready.”

    Stavin looked at the sky and shook his head. “Short day. Kar?”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin?”

    “Double the sentries, fast rotation. Consult with the Healers about bringing the wounded out here. I won’t feel safe until Zel’Draval is caught.”

    “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    The chief Healer found Stavin before the meal was served. “Prince Stavin, you asked to be informed as to the king’s condition.” He paused until Stavin bowed his head for the man to continue. “Prince Stavin, King Teravan is grievously injured. We’ve cast the most powerful Healing Spells we command, but even our best efforts may be futile. King Teravan,” he paused and seemed to search for the right words before continuing, “the king doesn’t seem to want to live. What was done to him, to his wife and son, seems to be destroying his will to live. I just don’t know for certain that we can save him from himself.”

    Stavin looked at the Healer and said, “Do everything you can. Coravia needs her king.”

    The meal was basic, but filling: a soldier’s meal. Princess Ellissan sat beside her father, carefully feeding him as they spoke in low tones. It was late when the king asked for Stavin and all of the Chosen in the courtyard to attend him.

    “Prince Stavin Zel’Andral,” the king wheezed, “Coravia is in peril. I am too grievously injured to take back what is mine, and my only surviving child is too young. Here, in front of these Chosen witnesses, I abdicate in your favor and proclaim you King of Coravia.” The king had to stop speaking as he gasped for breath for a few terrifying moments. “Coravia must have a strong king to take back what Zel’Draval has stolen, and I must have a true successor before I die.”

    Stavin was stunned speechless for a moment. What! Then he bowed deeply. “I shall take back what Zel’Draval has stolen and hold it in trust for the Chosen Clan of Darvin.” Stavin looked around to ensure everyone was listening and said, “All of you bear witness,” before he turned back to the king and continued. “King Teravan, when you are well, I will abdicate in your favor, or in favor of Princess Ellissan upon her majority if you are not available. This I swear on my honor, and the honor of the Chosen Clan of Andral.”

    King Teravan whispered, “Save the kingdom, King Stavin. That’s all that matters.”

    Princess Ellissan started to say something, but shook her head as she changed her mind. Then her attention was drawn back to her father. “Daddy?” she asked softly.

    King Teravan lapsed into unconsciousness and a Healer wormed his way to the king’s side. “He is just unconscious, Your Majesty. What are your commands?”

    Stavin looked at the Healer, then briefly at Princess Ellissan, then bowed his head. “Save him. Save King Teravan no matter what it takes.” Looking around, Stavin spotted a very disturbed looking Captain Zel’Corval.

    “Captain, get the word out to all commands that Zel’Draval is to be captured--alive if possible. What is the nearest fort?”

    “Fort Kel’Harvan is two days’ ride south, Your Majesty.”

    Stavin shook his head, but let it go. “I want someone to find the General of the Army’s message book.” Stavin grinned at the captain. “Zel’Draval may have a head start, but the book will put us in the lead.”

    The captain smiled, then turned to his junior officers. “You heard the king. Find and search Lord General Zel’Manal’s office, and that of his clerk. Find the message book and bring it to me.” The young officers bowed, then headed into the palace.

    Turning back to Stavin, Captain Zel’Corval bowed. “May I suggest sending riders through the city? The people obviously know that Zel’Draval took the palace. I believe they should be told that we’ve taken it back, and that you are now their king, Your Majesty.”

    Stavin muttered, “I’ve barely gotten used to being called ‘Your Highness’ and now this?” as he held his hands out as if holding something. Gods Above, what next? Turning to face the captain, he nodded once. “See to it. Tell any troops who are loyal to the king to join us here. We need to find Zel’Draval.”

    “At once, King Stavin.”

    Sharindis was looking at Stavin with barely controlled mirth on her face. Stavin just shook his head and said, “Don’t laugh, Queen Sharindis.”

    Sharindis laughed loudly at that. “I think it’s a wonderful thing, Stavi. But you’re right,” she looked over toward Princess Ellissan, “it’s only temporary.”

    Princess Ellissan walked over and touched Stavin’s arm. When he looked up at her, she said, “King Stavin, my father has placed the fate of our kingdom in your hands. Please, you must defeat Lebawan’s priests. You can’t let them turn Coravia into Lebawan’s hell.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “We will.”


    Chapter 13

    THE NIGHT WAS QUIET. AT THE captain’s suggestion, Stavin had decided to save the announcement until morning, so the city was as quiet as a graveyard. It seemed that no one wanted to draw the attention of Lebawan’s priests.

    Stavin was awake long after Shari and the children had fallen asleep. He didn’t want to disturb Shari, so he went out by the fire. He couldn’t stop thinking about this newest twist in his fate. King Stavin. “Gods Above protect Coravia,” he whispered.

    A familiar voice replied, “I think they are.”

    “Couldn’t sleep either?”

    “Took night watch myself. It’s been an exciting day,” Karvik said as he moved closer to Stavin’s side.

    Stavin spoke in a sour tone as he said, “You have an astounding talent for understatement, Kar.”

    “You know, ‘King Stavin’ has a nice ring to it,” Karvik said in a soft tone. He moved so he was looking down at Stavin’s face. His face was hidden by the front of his helmet, so Stavin couldn’t see his expression.

    Stavin snorted, though in amusement or contempt wasn’t obvious. “Sure. Can you imagine me facing Kalin as an equal? Besides, Coravia deserves better than me. Yes, I studied crown management dutifully while I was Marina’s heir, but if something had happened I would have had Dahvin and all the councilors to keep me from making a mess of things. Here,” he waved his hand in a circle, “the best councilor I have is a teenage girl.”

    Karvik nodded as he stepped closer. “Just checking.” He patted Stavin’s shoulder, then moved on into the night.

    Stavin went back to bed and finally went to sleep, only to dream of sitting on the throne and not being able to lead.

    Morning arrived with a crash when a cook’s apprentice tripped and dropped a pan. Stavin heard the cook berating the boy, and smiled as he sat up.

    Shari opened her eyes and said, “I hate sleeping next to the kitchen. At least I don’t have to get up and cook.”

    Stavin nodded, then got up and quickly dressed in his armor. He again left his mail off, leaving it for Karlin. He walked out of the tent and found all the Royal Guards gathered around him, and the Coravian cavalry gathered around them.

    Stavin felt self-conscious for the first time in years. He bowed and said, “Good morning.”

    “Good morning, Your Majesty,” a hundred and forty voices replied.

    Stavin managed not to sigh. “I want riders in groups of five patrolling the city, announcing that Lebawan no longer holds sway here. Have them direct any loyal troops to the palace.”

    Captain Zel’Corval walked up to Stavin and bowed. “I’ve detailed twenty-five men to make the announcement, Your Majesty. I’d like to send the rest into the palace and continue the search for missing lords and ladies, as well as the palace staff.”

    Stavin nodded and said, “Very well. But send someone to get some wagons to get those bodies out of here first,” he waved toward the pile of Lebawan’s followers, “and make arrangements to properly honor Queen Rowena.”

    Captain Zel’Corval bowed deeply. “As you command, King Stavin.” He stepped closer and looked down into Stavin’s eyes before softly saying, “And thank you.”

    Stavin went to check his horse, ignoring the shocked looks he was receiving. No one was daring enough to challenge his right to tend to his own mount, but he could tell most of the troopers disapproved. The Royal Guards just shook their heads in mock despair.

    Princess Ellissan came out of the tent Lady Daynah and Lady Saralee had been sharing, and Stavin nodded. He hadn’t noticed where she had gone to bed.

    “Good morning, Princess Ellissan,” he said with a bow.

    “Good morning, King Stavin. Have you decided what to do about that murdering scum Zel’Draval?”

    Stavin shrugged. “I’m leaning toward beheading, or possibly disembowelment like he did to--” Stavin stopped before he said it, but she knew.

    “Like he did to my mom,” she whispered.

    “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you or your father to find out what--” She interrupted him in a bitter tone.

    “It’s how they kill women who have brought defectives into the world, King Stavin. They shove a sword--” Now it was Stavin’s turn to interrupt.

    “Shhh, don’t say it. I know. I saw.”

    Princess Ellissan wiped a tear from her eye with an impatient gesture. She said, “I want to be there,” in a savage tone that made Stavin step back.

    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Stavin murmured. “We’re going to have to chase him down if the army can’t intercept him.” Stavin thought for a moment, then shook his head. “That reminds me, I need the army message book.”

    Princess Ellissan looked around, spotted a cavalry sergeant, and raised her hand minimally. The man immediately came to her side and went to one knee with his eyes on her feet. “You summoned me, Princess Ellissan?” he asked, keeping his head bowed.

    “Yes, Sergeant. Find out what happened to the army message book. King Stavin ordered it found last night.”

    The sergeant stood and bowed deeply to his princess, then even deeper to his new king. “At once, Your Highness. Your Majesty.” He bowed again, then turned and walked away.

    Stavin escorted the princess over to where Shari and the maids were seeing to the children. Shari smiled and motioned to a chair that had been brought out of the palace. She said, “Please join us. Our servants can see to all of us.”

    Princess Ellissan smiled sadly, then bowed and took the indicated seat. “I wish my maids had survived.”

    “Hopefully they were just thrown into the dungeons,” Stavin said from behind her. “The troopers and guardsmen are still bringing people out.”

    Princess Ellissan shook her head as a sad expression clouded her face. “Zel’Draval said only the Chosen were worth the effort. Anyone else who would not swear to Lebawan when asked the first time wasn’t worth asking a second time.” A tear slid down her cheek. “Our servants wouldn’t have joined him. All the royal servants are dead.”

    Sahren walked over and climbed into Ellissan’s lap, hugging her neck. Ellissan began to cry, holding the little princess tightly as great sobs shook her from head to toe.

    Avrin brought Stavin a plate, then looked at Princess Ellissan. Stavin nodded toward her and said, “Take good care of her, Avrin. I’ll be too busy to need you for most of the day.”

    “As you command, King Stavin.” Avrin’s mouth had a slight quirk to it as he spoke, and Stavin shook his head.

    “Don’t get too used to that, Avrin.”

    Avrin bowed and said, “Of course not, King Stavin.”

    Stavin shook his head and saw Sindal giving him a very amused look. Stavin just shook his head again and sighed. May as well let them enjoy it. He turned and ate quickly, then walked away without another word.

    Stavin headed for the palace entryway, and ten of his Warriors ran to his side. Stavin glanced at them, then nodded and continued on.

    The palace that had been constructed by the early Zel’Darvin governors was truly magnificent. Coravia had been much more affluent than Evandia in those days. They checked every room they passed, and Stavin stayed in the hall until the Warriors had done a thorough inspection.

    Stavin began to dread going into the suites of the palace. Not all of them showed signs of a slaughter, but enough did that even the Warriors were leery after a while. Thankfully, there were no bodies, but the smell of spilt entrails and rotting blood was enough to turn them away in many rooms. In those instances, one of the Warriors would hold his breath and rush in to throw the windows and shutters open, then hurry out.

    They found the Royal Suites by accident. In fact, the only way they knew it was the Royal Suite was a polished gold plaque the size of Stavin’s hand that said it was. They entered cautiously, but there was no smell of death here.

    The rooms were spotlessly clean, and Stavin found that, in this at least, the Coravian royal suite was like the Evandian royal suite. The King’s Suite was in the middle, the Prince’s Suite was to the right, and the Princess’s Suite was to the left.

    It was obvious that King Zel’Draval had been living in the royal suites. The man was a slob, or didn’t have any servants with him. Or possibly both.

    “We need to get some servants in here to freshen this place for King Teravan and Princess Ellissan. And for Shari and the kids as well.” Stavin looked around and shook his head.

    All ten of the Warriors answered, “Yes, Warmaster.”

    Stavin led the way out of the suite. “I want you ten to lead Avrin and Sindal back here after the mid day meal. Gods Above, I wish at least a few of the king’s servants had survived.”

    “If they were honorable, they wouldn’t have embraced Lebawan in betrayal of their liege,” Senior Sergeant Kel’Dennel said from the side of the room.

    “Which means they were stoned to death,” Stavin replied. “Gods Below, how did they take over so fast and so thoroughly?”

    A junior Warrior with just four white stripes said, “According to one of the Chosen lords we brought out of the dungeons, they came before the king to petition him. The man didn’t know why. When they reached the court, their mage struck down the guards and the priests took over. They used the guardsmen’s weapons to capture the court, and everyone cooperated after they killed several lords and ladies.”

    Sergeant Kel’Davin continued. “The lady I was helping said she wished she’d had the courage to resist, but was afraid of the mage.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Shari took care of him.” He stopped and looked at the men. He’d known all of them in Kavinston. “Do you realize that Shari has killed four men this trip, and two of them were magi?”

    There was a general chuckle from the Warriors. “Warmaster Kel’Horval taught her well.”

    “Yes, he did,” Stavin agreed. “Let’s go see what else we can find.”

    Stavin and the Warriors searched until they got hungry. They did manage to find storerooms full of the necessities of palace life. “Remember where these are. The servants are going to need supplies.”

    “Yes, Warmaster,” all ten replied.

    Stavin chuckled. “At least that’s a title I earned.” He shook his head and smiled. “I can’t get used to the idea of King Stavin.” He looked at the Warriors and grinned. From their expressions, they weren’t so sure about it either.

    They continued on, checking every space they found, but didn’t find anything but death. Stavin finally led them back out to the courtyard. “Come by after you eat, and lead the servants to the royal suites.”

    “Yes, Warmaster,” they replied, coming to attention and then bowing. When Stavin returned their bow, they marched off in formation.

    Stavin joined his family. “Avrin, after we eat I want you, Sindal, and Rahlf to go see to the royal suites.” He glanced at Princess Ellissan. “I want to move you and your father back into your suites. Shari and the kids will move into the Prince’s suite.”

    “Are you sure about this, Stavi?” Sharindis asked.

    “Yes. Beyond being more comfortable, they are made to be defended, just like back home. I’ll be posting the Royal Guards in the suite to protect you.”

    “You’re not taking them with you after Zel’Draval?” Princess Ellissan asked.

    Stavin shook his head. “No. I’ll take Kar and all of the Warriors, along with all of the troops I can gather, but Major Zel’Astel and the Royal Guards, and especially the Guardswomen, will be staying here.”

    Stavin looked up and saw Mohriah Zel’Halvis watching him, so he waved her over. “Mohriah, you and your women will be staying with Shari and the kids when I go after Zel’Draval, along with about thirty of the men. I’ll be giving these same orders to Major Zel’Astel.” He saw the major walking to the cook tent. “Would you go get him and bring him back here?”

    Mohriah bowed and said, “At once, Your Majesty,” and turned away. She was back in moments.

    “Yes, King Stavin?” the major asked, bowing deeply.

    “While we’re out chasing the Cutter’s followers, you are going to have to commission a new battalion of Coravian Royal Guards. You are going to have to interview and train them all.” Stavin grinned. “I’m giving you both temporary commissions in the Coravian Royal Guard. Warvin Zel’Astel, you are now General Zel’Astel. Mohriah Zel’Halvis, you are now Lady Colonel Zel’Halvis.” He let them react for a moment before asking, “Isn’t so funny when it happens to you, is it?”

    Both of them looked uncomfortable as Stavin continued. “My first suggestion would be to find as many retired guards as you can, and use them as your training cadre. Just make sure they get trained to our standards.”

    The newly minted general and colonel exchanged a glance before bowing and saying, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

    Stavin returned to his meal and saw Princess Ellissan looking at him. “Is there something wrong?”

    “I don’t understand why you don’t want all of your guards with you.”

    “Because he wants them all with us,” Shari answered.

    “And because each of the Warriors has been part of the expeditions for at least five seasons. This isn’t going to be the kind of fight the Chosen guardsmen and women are trained for. This is going to be bandit hunting, and that is something the Warriors of Kel’Kavin know well.”

    The sound of someone sobbing drew their attention, and they watched as Saralee led Daynah to their tent. Princess Ellissan jumped up and ran to them, and Stavin and Shari followed close on her heels.

    Lady Saralee stepped out to face them with a sad expression on her face. She spoke very softly as she explained, “We found Nelistal. He died two days ago, according to his cellmates. He resisted, and they beat him before locking them up without food or water. One of the men with him said there was pink foam at his nose just before he died.”

    Stavin closed his eyes against the pain in her voice. Looking around, he saw Captain Zel’Corval and waved him over.

    “We need to arrange a burial party to honor the lords who resisted Lebawan’s priests. What arrangements did you make for the queen?”

    “Her Majesty is being laid to rest in her family’s cemetery, Your Majesty.” He looked at the ground and shook his head. “Queen Rowena was a follower of Lady Sahren, but,” he paused and shook his head again, “but we can’t find any of the Lady’s priestesses. We hope they fled and weren’t slaughtered. The temple was hideously desecrated.”

    Stavin shook his head and sighed. “Lady protect them. There are still a lot of people to bury. We need help with the graves.”

    “I would suggest leaving that to Lord Mayor Zel’Jarrel, King Stavin,” Princess Ellissan said, looking down at him. Even at just sixteen, she was already as tall as Shari.

    Stavin’s eyebrows rose. “I didn’t know there was a lord mayor of Moravad.”

    She nodded and continued. “There is, and a city council as well. They see to the city so Dad--the King--can see to the kingdom.”

    Stavin gave Sharindis a wide-eyed look, then said, “Captain, send someone to invite the lord mayor and his council to the palace. Tell them what has happened, and that I’d like to see them before sunset. Today.”

    The captain smiled as he bowed and said, “Yes, King Stavin.” Then he turned away and called several men to his side.

    Stavin looked puzzled for a moment, then looked at Princess Ellissan and asked, “What ever happened to that sergeant we sent for the army message book?”

    Princess Ellissan looked puzzled as well. “He never came back, did he?”

    Stavin clenched his jaws on his anger, and a low growl rumbled in his chest. “That’s twice I’ve asked for that book, and twice it hasn’t arrived,” he said in an impatient tone.

    General Zel’Astel looked at his men and said, “Ten guardsmen, go to the General of the Army’s office and retrieve that book.”

    “Wait!” Stavin cried out as the men started to leave. “Help me with my back and breast plates. Take them with you as shields against magic in case there’s another mage.”

    The guards hesitated, then helped Stavin take off his breast and back plates. The senior two took the plates and held them like shields as they walked into the palace.

    Karvik looked at Stavin and shook his head. “Not your smartest move, King Stavin.”

    “Oh?”

    “Remember Barren’s Bridge and that fire arrow?”

    Stavin’s face fell. “Oh, yeah.” He grimaced. “Didn’t think about that.”

    “You should try and make yourself inconspicuous until you get your armor back.”

    Princess Ellissan looked at Karvik and said, “Don’t you think you should be more respectful of the king?”

    Sharindis placed a hand on Ellissan’s shoulder and sighed. “It’s not worth the effort, Princess. Those two have been best friends for years. Trying to get them to behave like grownups is a lost cause.”

    Stavin and Karvik exchanged a look and a grin, then both of them of them started laughing uncontrollably.


    Chapter 14

    THE GUARDSMEN FOLLOWED THE DIRECTIONS THEY had received, and quickly made their way to the office of Lord General Zel’Manal. The door was closed, and the leaders motioned their fellows back. When the one to the left nodded, the one to the right threw the door open.

    Four crossbow bolts darted out of the room, striking Stavin’s breast plate and deflecting into the wall and ceiling. The man with the back plate rushed into the room followed by the rest of the guardsmen.

    Four men in the red robes of Lebawan’s Shear Priests fought desperately, but the armored bodies and fists of the guardsmen quickly took the fight out of them.

    The guardsmen looked around and found the bodies of the three young cavalry officers and sergeant who had been sent after the message book. A pile of supplies, mostly sausage, cheese, and wine, was on the desk, and a stinking bucket of waste was in the corner.

    “It smells like they’ve been in here since we arrived,” the senior guardsman observed as he wrinkled his nose against the stench.

    The junior guardsmen tied the hands of the priests behind their backs, and looped ropes around their throats while the senior two searched for the book.

    “You are all condemned,” one of the priests hissed once he could talk again. “You cannot touch a Priest of Lebawan. King Karvar Zel’Draval will have you all stoned.”

    The guardsmen all chuckled at that. The most junior, a Warrior with one freshly painted red stripe topping four white stripes on his shoulder, grabbed the fool by the hair on the back of his head and turned his face toward the bodies. “For the murder of Coravian Army officers and troops, it’s you who’ll be condemned.”

    “Only the king can condemn a priest,” another of the prisoners mumbled. “King Karvar Zel’Draval will never--” An armored fist to the side of the head silenced him.

    “We found King Teravan still alive,” the guardsman said with a nasty smirk.

    “He is condemned!” the fool shouted. “Coravia is Lebawan’s now!”

    “No, it isn’t,” another of the guardsmen growled. “King Teravan abdicated in favor of Prince Stavin Zel’Andral. King Stavin is taking Coravia back for the Zel’Darvin dynasty.”

    “We have the book,” the senior guardsman said, tucking the tome under his arm as he strode toward the door. “Bring them.”

    “What book?” one of the priests asked, and received a punch to the back of the head in reply. The priests were quiet as they were led out of the palace. When they reached the courtyard, their expressions turned desperate. Everyone they saw was in a Coravian Army or Evandian Royal Guard uniform. There wasn’t even one person wearing a priest’s robe.

    The guardsmen and their prisoners were surrounded as soon as they came out of the palace. None of the questions that were shouted at them were answered except to say, “King Stavin has to be informed first.”

    Stavin was waiting by his tent when they arrived. The senior pair helped him armor up, and informed him of what happened while they did.

    Stavin shook his head sadly. “They have earned a death sentence. Turn them over to the cavalry. It was their people who were murdered.”

    “You can’t do that!” one of the priests shouted as he surged toward Stavin. “Only the king can condemn a priest!”

    “And I just did. Let Captain Zel’Corval deal with them as he sees fit. Give me the message book.” Stavin took the book and opened it as the struggling, protesting priests were dragged away.

    Stavin looked at the last few messages that had been sent. It was all routine. There was no report of the palace coup, or of Lebawan’s High Priest seizing the kingdom. Looking up, Stavin asked, “Does anyone know how this works?”

    Princess Ellissan said, “You write your message, add your activation glyph, then close it.”

    Stavin looked at her and asked, “What’s the activation glyph?”

    “They are individual. It acts as a signature.” The princess smiled at Stavin’s surprised expression. “That way only authorized people can use the book.”

    “Oh,” Stavin said as he looked puzzled. “Do you have one?”

    “Yes,” she replied softly as her face fell. She was staring at the ground when she continued. “When I turned ten and became Crown Princess Presumptive, I was given my glyph.”

    Stavin nodded and handed her the book. “You should do this, then. We have to inform all commands of the incidents here, and give orders for Zel’Draval’s capture.”

    The princess gave him a slight, bitter smile, then took the book over to the table. Shari brought her Stavin’s ink and quill, then stepped back.

    The princess wrote quickly in an elegant script.

     


     “To all commands: EMERGENCY ALERT! The traitorous priest Karvar Zel’Draval has attacked the palace and murdered both Queen Rowena and Prince Caldan. King Teravan survives, but is grievously injured. King Teravan has abdicated in favor of Prince Stavin of Evandia. King Stavin has ordered the capture of Karvar Zel’Draval and his supporters for high treason. He and his followers are to be captured and held until they can be brought before the king.”

    “For King Stavin, by my hand and in my name, Ellissan Glorana Betina Zel’Darvin, Crown Princess Presumptive of Coravia.”

     


    She added a glyph and closed the book. There was a bright flash, then the book returned to normal.

    “All army units who have a message book just received that, and their books will keep glowing until they acknowledge it.”

    Stavin nodded, then muttered, “I always wondered how those things worked.” He smiled at the princess, then bowed. “Thank you. With any luck, we will receive a message about Zel’Draval soon.”

    A scream interrupted his thoughts, and he turned towards it in alarm. It had come from the cavalry camp, and he hurried over to see what was happening. Karvik was, as always, right by his side.

    A crowd of men was gathered by the wall, and Stavin and Karvik forced their way to the front. There they found the four priests tied to the horse rail, stripped of their robes and underclothes, while a line of men waited their turn to throw a stone at them. Stavin was sickened by the barbarity of it, but bit down on his reaction and turned away without saying anything. Gods Below, what a horrible way to die. Serves them right.

    As they walked away, Karvik grasped his shoulder. “You’re not going to stop that?” he demanded as he pointed back toward the cavalry troopers.

    Stavin shook his head. “No. It’s fitting punishment. Let them die as the poor souls they condemned died.”

    “Stave?”

    “I don’t like it, Kar. I hate it. But I have to wonder, how many hundreds of people they condemned to die like that? It’s fitting, however barbaric, that they suffer the same fate.” Stavin shook his head slowly as he looked up at his friend. “I studied the ancient religious texts in Kavinston. Lebawan didn’t decree stoning. He ordered quick, merciful deaths. It was only after he stopped appearing in the flesh that the stonings began. The priests started that to reinforce their own power.”

    “Gods Above, Stave, you can’t--”

    “The Gods Above have nothing to do with Lebawan, Kar. The Gods Below, maybe. I have to wonder who, or what, Lebawan really was. Or Lady Sahren, for that matter.”

    Karvik looked at him carefully and asked, “What do you mean?”

    “Lebawan and Sahren were both known to defer to Dandarshandrake. Would a real God defer to a dragon?”

    Karvik let loose a deep sigh. “You know, Stave, sometimes you worry me.”

    They both sat down at the table with Shari and the children. “What was it?”

    “Lebawan’s priests dying in their own fashion.”

    Sharindis shook her head, then looked away. “To die like that--it’s horrible, even for men like them.”

    “True. But I can’t help thinking of all the innocent men, women, and children they killed like that. That’s why I didn’t stop it.”

    Princess Ellissan whispered, “I keep thinking of Cal dying like that.”

    Shari moved over and put an arm around Ellissan’s shoulders and pulled her head against her shoulder. “Try not to think about it. Remember the good times. Remember when you were happy.”

    “I can’t. All I can think about is Cal dying because of that stupid little mole. About Mom dying because she gave birth to him. About that bastard and his ‘inspections’ when he was looking for flaws!” She surged to her feet and began pacing.

    “He said I was perfect. A fitting queen for him. All I had to do was swear my faith to Lebawan.” She turned back to face Shari with her hands balled into fists at her side. Tears were running down her cheeks as she choked on her own words. “He wanted me to forswear every oath I took to Coravia, every oath I took to my father. He wanted me to legitimize his treason, to legitimize him! I told him I’d rather die.”

    She walked back to face Stavin, her rage making her glare seem dangerous through her tears. “He said he’d see to my ‘education’ when he returned.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “He isn’t going to return, Princess Ellissan. The only way he’ll come back to Moravad is to be dragged back in chains. And that’s only if I don’t just kill him as soon as I see him.”

    The day settled down for a while after that. Then, after twelve spans, the lord mayor and his council arrived.

    Lord Mayor Zel’Jarrel was escorted to Stavin’s side. The mayor was a white-haired elder, as were the six men and women arrayed behind him, and he looked down his nose at Stavin for a moment before saying, “You’re not my king.”

    “Watch your tongue while you still have one, Lerval Zel’Jarrel,” Princess Ellissan snapped.

    Zel’Jarrel and his councilors focused on her immediately. The mayor asked, “Princess Ellissan, why are--what have they done to force you to go along with this?”

    “They rescued me, and my father, while you hid in your council chamber and agreed to support Zel’Draval so you could keep your positions!”

    “Your Highness, no, we--”

    “Prince Stavin arrived and freed us. Dad was in the dungeons, barely alive. Mom and Cal were dead! And Zel’Draval was keeping me to be his whore. When Prince Stavin and his people rescued us, Dad abdicated in favor of King Stavin so we would have a strong king to take Coravia back from Zel’Draval and Lebawan.”

    “Your Highness, we didn’t--”

    “Don’t tell me you didn’t know!” she screamed as she advanced on him with her arms held stiffly at her side, and her hands again balled into fists. “You didn’t want to know, because if you did you’d have to get off your lazy asses and do something! King Stavin should have all of you replaced!”

    The councilors all turned fearful eyes toward Stavin. “Lords and Ladies of the City Council,” Stavin said in a remarkably controlled voice, “I do not intend to remove any of you from office. That would be counter-productive in this crisis. The reason I summoned you is too urgent to waste time finding your replacements.”

    All seven members of the city council bowed deeply, then the lord mayor asked, “What can we do for you, P-King Stavin?”

    “There are a lot of graves that need to be dug. Many of the lords resisted Lebawan’s priests, and were killed for their trouble. There are also a lot of Lebawan’s followers who need to be buried before they start to stink. We’re not taking prisoners.”

    The lord mayor glanced over his shoulder, then bowed. “Yes, King Stavin.”

    “Another pressing matter is going to be workmen to clean the palace. As nasty as some of the rooms are, you’ll probably want to send prisoners.” Stavin grimaced. “We’re going to be throwing out a lot of carpets. And on a related subject, I am calling upon each Chosen household in Moravad to send one servant to the palace to replace the ones Zel’Draval and his priests killed. And, my lords and ladies,” he continued as he sat forward, “those servants had better be good ones.”

    Stavin sat back. “That will be all, for now at least. You know what needs to be done. You know what resources Moravad has to offer. See that the burials are expedited before the bodies start to bloat. Have the servants report here in the next two days. And rest assured, we rescued many lords and ladies from the dungeons who will be able to tell us if you don’t carry out my orders.” Stavin bowed his head and finally said, “You may go.”

    The mayor and his council bowed deeply, then backed away two steps before turning and walking rapidly away.

    “You should have dismissed all of them,” Princess Ellissan said as she frowned at Stavin.

    “All in good time. I think your father, or you if the worst should happen, should deal with them. You are the ones they betrayed. Right now, I expect them to cooperate fully in an effort to keep me happy.”

    By nightfall Avrin came out and announced, “The royal suite is ready, King Stavin.”

    Stavin and Shari exchanged glances, then stood and headed for the palace. Princess Ellissan, Lady Saralee, and Lady Daynah followed.

    The servants had done an excellent job of making the royal suite ready for royalty again. When they arrived, Stavin gave new orders. “Helva, see to Princess Ellissan. Delva, see to Lady Daynah and Lady Saralee. Avrin,” he waited for Avrin to face him, “I want you to see to King Teravan’s comfort.” Looking around, he spoke to all of them. “You five are the only servants I’ll allow to tend to the royal family. We don’t have a mage available to bind anyone else. I’ll be going out after Zel’Draval, and I suspect that Lady Saralee and Lady Daynah are going with me.” He looked over and received nods from both of them.

    Looking at Sharindis he said, “I only want our guards around you. Warvin and Mohriah will be rebuilding the Royal Guard, but for as long as we’re here and I’m king, only the Evandian Royal Guards will be allowed to bear weapons near you.”

    “As you wish, Stavi. Have you spoken to the Healers about bringing King Teravan up here?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. I wanted to make sure everything was ready first.”

    Sharindis shook her head as she looked around. “I think we should wait until tomorrow. It’s been a long day for everyone.”

     



    Chapter 15

    THE NIGHT WAS QUIET EXCEPT FOR the comforting sounds of the men and women on watch. Morning arrived softly, and everyone got ready for the new day.

    Sindal had already found a cook-cart and brought it to the suites. Everyone sat together, with the twins playing up to Princess Ellissan, being their most adorable.

    “We’ll move your father back to his own bed this morning, and hope for some news about Zel’Draval,” Stavin said once they were comfortable.

    “We are both coming with you, King Stavin,” Lady Daynah said in a no-nonsense tone. “We discussed Sara staying with Ellie, but Sara and I are both honor-bound to avenge the wrongs done to our clans.”

    Stavin looked at her, then nodded. “I expected that. As soon as we receive information about him, we’ll be going. But it’s going to be rough. I’m not taking the carriage or wagons. We’ll buy food where we can and forage where we have to. I’ll also only be taking just about fifty of the cavalry with us. The rest are the new palace guards.”

    “Do you think that will be enough men, Stavin?” Sharindis asked.

    “It depends on how many followers Zel’Draval has.”

    * * *

    King Karvar Zel’Draval read the message book and screamed, “No! I am the king of Coravia! It is Lebawan’s will! The Zel’Darvins are defective.”

    The colonel who was holding the book bowed deeply. “As you say, Your Majesty, but the message was sent with the princess’ code. We didn’t leave much of a force in the palace to hold it.”

    Zel’Draval turned and shouted at the colonel. “I am the rightful king of Coravia by Lebawan’s will and law! There was no need to leave anything but a token force to keep everyone out of the palace. How dare anyone defy the greatest God!”

    The colonel bowed deeply to give himself a moment to think. “Your Majesty, the girl says that Prince Stavin of Evandia is behind it. He’s known to be a tricky little defective, base-born bastard. He and the girl may think they can rally the army behind him.” The colonel paused and shook his head slowly. “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but you should have tamed the little bitch before you left her there.”

    King Karvar turned and backhanded the colonel across his face. “She was to be my queen. You will not speak of her in such terms.” The colonel backed away, bowing three times as men had bowed to the Emperor of Lux, then left the tent.

    King Karvar turned and looked at his councilors. Senior Shear Priests and Inquisitors, they were the highest of his followers from the Kandalvad temple. “Well?”

    Inquisitor Zel’Istav stepped forward and bowed, his purple robe swirling around his feet. “Your pardon, Your Majesty, but we did advise destroying the entire family.”

    “I know,” King Karvar muttered. “I know you did, but I thought throwing him in the dungeon and keeping her for later would be sufficient. I am the rightful king of Coravia by Lebawan’s will. It is my destiny to bring Lebawan’s worship to the entire continent. And just what is that Evandian bastard doing in Moravad anyway?”

    “Sticking his stunted little nose where it doesn’t belong,” Shear Priest Fel’Torvan muttered.

    Another priest stepped forward and bowed. “He is their Minister of Trade, Your Majesty, and I heard rumors that there was supposed to be a Trade Mission visiting this spring. It could simply be a matter of bad timing.”

    The man who had made himself king turned and said, “I thought we had people along the border to prevent any outside interference?” in a low, angry tone.

    “We did indeed, Your Majesty,” Inquisitor Zel’Istav confirmed with another deep bow, “but they may have simply failed to intercept him. He was not expected, and we didn’t have enough people to cover every road from Evandia.”

    “He is also known to travel as a Trader on occasion, Your Majesty. Caravans from that Trading House of his travel between the kingdoms on a regular basis. If he came across as a Trader, our people might not have even seen him,” another Inquisitor pointed out.

    Karvar Zel’Draval shook his head slowly as he paced around his tent. “However he got here and whatever his purpose was, he cannot be allowed to usurp my throne. Get that book and colonel back in here. I will see to this personally.”

    * * *

    There were several messages waiting for Stavin and Ellissan in the message book the next morning.

    The message from ‘King’ Zel’Draval was first. 

     


    To All Commands from His Majesty, King Karvar Zel’Draval: The message purporting to have come from Princess Ellissan is patently false. Teravan Zel’Darvin was judged defective and destroyed, as was his defective son and the defective woman who brought him into Lebawan’s realm. All commands are ordered to destroy their message books to stop the traitorous subversives who have the General of the Army’s message book from spreading their seditious lies.

    For King Karvar Zel’Draval, Colonel Devari Zel’Vestan.

     


    The message from the first of Coravia’s forts came next. From Fort Kel’Bartal: King Karvar Zel’Draval and his retinue passed through on his tour of ascension three days ago. He said King Teravan and Queen Rowena had been condemned and destroyed, along with their children. Please clarify your information and identity. Lord General Corlan Kel’Destar.

     


    “Let me have that book,” Princess Ellissan demanded and Stavin meekly handed it over. She sounded mad. 

     


    To Fort Kel’Bartal: Lord General Cori, ten years ago you played horsie for me when you were posted to the palace. Zel’Draval murdered Mommy and Cal, and damn near killed Daddy too! Remember what you told me when you left? ‘Trust the Gods Above.’ It’s really me, and Zel’Draval really did these things. Stop him! Ellie. 

     


    She added her glyph and closed the book.

    Turning toward Stavin, she smiled. “Colonel Cori was the leader of my daylight protection detail. He was sort of like an uncle to me, and he’ll know this message was from me and no one else.”

    It was just a few breaths later that she received a reply. It began with a string of profanities, and ended with, I’m coming, my Princess. Cori.

    More messages arrived moments later. They all had a common theme: We are mobilizing to Moravad.

    Stavin shook his head. “Tell them all to go after Zel’Draval. Then come here after he’s been caught.”

    Princess Ellissan did as she was asked, but the replies remained the same, with one exception. Lord General Zel’Avan replied, I will comply when my king tells me with his own lips that I must bow to the Evandian prince.

    ‘King’ Zel’Draval threw in his two sparks worth with the order, All commands are ordered to remain in their forts! This is an effort to draw Coravia’s defenses away from their proper place. Ignore all messages from the General of the Army’s message book. It is in the hands of traitors seeking to destroy Coravia.

    Ellissan groused, “I should have just given the orders in my own name. But mentioning you makes every one of them think they have to come here first and see for themselves.” 

    Stavin growled in anger, but there was nothing he could do about it. Taking a deep breath, he ran through some mental exercises to calm down, then shook his head. “How long for the closest troops to reach us?”

    “Two or three days, King Stavin.”

    He shouted, “Damn them!” and again visibly calmed himself before continuing. “If we must, we must. The first thing to do is see to your father’s comfort.” He looked around. “Shall we go to the Healers?”

    The entire royal family went out of the palace to where the Healers had set up. People bowed deeply to Stavin, watching him warily as he passed.

    King Teravan’s bed was set up toward the back corner where he could be more easily guarded, and twenty Coravian cavalry troopers stood guard around him. Stavin went to his bedside and knelt.

    “How are you this morning, King Teravan?” he asked in a soft tone.

    “I live, King Stavin,” he answered in a barely audible voice. “I live, and I will live.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head. “I am so very happy to hear that, Your Majesty. We’ve come to take you to your suite.”

    “That is your suite now, King Stavin.”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. It’s the royal suite, and my family has moved into the prince’s suite, but the king’s suite is still yours. We want to move you into your own bed. You’ll be more comfortable there.”

    King Teravan patted Stavin’s hand. “No wonder Kalin speaks so highly of you.”

    Stavin looked up and found three Healers watching him. “You heard?”

    “We heard, King Stavin. It will not hurt to move him so long as we are careful.”

    Stavin nodded and stood, then backed away a pace. Shari had summoned two hands of Royal Guardsmen as she passed, and now she motioned them forward.

    “Carry King Teravan on the litter. We’ll transfer him to his bed when we get to the suite,” she commanded, and six of the men came forward, grasping the king’s litter and lifting on the command.

    It was a long, slow walk to the royal suite, but that was because the men were taking great care not to jar the king. Stavin sent one man ahead to open the doors, and King Teravan was transferred to his bed without trouble.

    Stavin waved Avrin forward. “King Teravan, this is Avrin Fel’Nahla, my butler. Until we can secure the services of a trustworthy mage, only my servants will be allowed to tend to the royal family--both our families.”

    “What of your needs, King Stavin?” King Teravan asked in a slightly stronger voice.

    Stavin waved Karlin forward. “My son has graciously agreed to have his valet see to both of us until I leave.”

    King Teravan looked closely at Stavin. “Where are you going, King Stavin?”

    “I’m going after Zel’Draval and his followers. Only the king can pass judgment on a priest, even one like him. I don’t intend to waste the effort to bring him all the way back here just to execute him. When I find him, he’ll be killed like the traitor he is.”

    King Teravan settled back into his pillows. “As you wish. It’s been a long time since Coravia has had a true warrior king.”

    Karlin stepped forward and stopped by the king’s bedside. Reaching out, he took the old king’s hand in both of his and said, “King Teravan, can I call you Gran’pa Terry?”

    The king looked startled, then a small, tender smile curved his lips. “I would be delighted. And what shall I call you?”

    “Gran’pa Kalin calls me Karli.”

    Stavin backed away as Karlin drew King Teravan out of his depression. He hadn’t told Karlin what to do. The boy had an instinctive grasp of what needed to be done, and did it without prompting. Stavin smiled and eased out of the room while Karlin charmed the king.

    Stavin found General Zel’Astel talking to the guards. “...you have your instructions. Only the healers, the royal servants, or the royal family are to be allowed in the royal suite.”

    All twenty men and women snapped, “Yes, sir.”

    The general turned and bowed. “King Stavin, I understand that you will not be leaving for a few days. I consider that a good thing. I request permission to recruit new palace guards from the army units that are on their way here.”

    Stavin nodded. “Very well. Don’t strip any one command. There are at least seven forces on their way here, so you should be able to be picky. With any luck, one of them will have an Adept who can bind new Royal Guards and servants.”

    The general shook his head sadly. “Are you still determined to just take the Kel’Kavin guardsmen with you?”

    “Yes, but don’t let it bother you. I’ll have about seven hundred troops at my back.”

    The general gave Stavin a very eloquent look. “You know what your father is going to say about this, King Stavin.”

    “Yes, but I think he’ll agree that protecting the kids is more important. Besides, he’d probably be so angry about what’s happened here that he’d take to the field himself, and to the deepest hell with protocol. He really dislikes the Cutter.”

    General Zel’Astel sighed as he bowed. “Indeed, King Stavin. And you know as well as I do that General Zel’Kordil would do everything he could to stop him.”

    Stavin had to agree. “Yes, but in the end Kalin would march out of Twin Bridges anyway. He’d probably have Gavlin Zel’Fordal bring his entire command down to back him up.”

    “You are probably right, King Stavin. You are probably right. At least you’ll have an army behind you, even if it isn’t ours.”

    “Yes. But you know, it still makes me angry that I couldn’t get Lord General Kel’Destar to just go get Zel’Draval.”

    The general let a sardonic grin cross his face. “Yes, but you know that if someone claimed that King Kalin had abdicated in favor of Prince Caldan, you would want to confirm the information yourself.”

    Stavin had to nod, and another deep sigh escaped from his lips. “Better to err on the side of caution than to wrongfully arrest the man claiming to be your king.” Stavin had to chuckle. “It could be a career-limiting mistake.”

    “Possibly life-limiting given Zel’Draval’s tendency to condemn anyone and everyone who opposes him,” the general pointed out.

    Stavin nodded. “You’re right, of course. Add in that we have no idea who is with him, and how many followers he has.” Stavin shook his head. “We need more information.”

    Information trickled into Moravad in bits and pieces over the next two days until Lord General Corlan Kel’Destar and his entire command, all one thousand three hundred and six of them, arrived in Moravad.

    Lord General Kel’Destar and all of his men except the support staff made their way into the city and to the palace. He was met by a stranger in the uniform of a Royal Guard general.

    “General Kel’Destar, I am General Zel’Astel. King Stavin and King Teravan are waiting for you in the king’s bedroom.”

    “I don’t know you,” the general said in an uncertain tone. “Where is Lord General Zel’Nestal?”

    “Dead. I arrived here as Major Warvin Zel’Astel of the Evandian Royal Guard. King Stavin appointed me the general of the Coravian Royal Guard until we can rebuild the force and return control to a Coravian general.”

    Lord General Kel’Destar took a deep breath and held it for a moment before demanding, “Take me to my king.”

    General Zel’Astel nodded, then said, “Please leave your weapons here, General. King Stavin is still upset by the events in Kandalvad and really doesn’t trust anyone with weapons near the royal family.”

    “What happened in Kandalvad, Maj--I beg your pardon. General.” General Zel’Astel gave him a quick sketch of the incident, and at the end General Kel’Destar handed his sword and knives to his aide. Without another word, General Zel’Astel led him into the palace and to the royal suite.

    King Teravan was awake, with Karlin and the twins sitting on his bed when they arrived. The king looked up and smiled.

    “Cori, I heard you were coming,” he said in a harsh whisper. Looking at the children, he said, “Let us have some privacy now.”

    All three said, “All right, Gran’pa Terry,” then left the room.

    General Kel’Destar looked puzzled and asked, “Gran’pa Terry?”

    “Shut up, Cori,” the king snapped as the door closed. “You should have gone after Zel’Draval immediately!” His voice was still barely above a whisper, but it was obvious that he was trying to shout.

    “Y-Your Majesty? What happened to you?”

    “Zel’Draval and his priests tortured me, stoned Cal to death, and disemboweled Rowena! If King Stavin hadn’t arrived when he did, I would have died and Zel’Draval would have raped Ellie when he returned.”

    Corlan Kel’Destar went to his knees and bowed his head. “I offer my life in atonement for my error.”

    “Oh, stand up, you ass,” the king snarled. “Ellie needs you now more than ever. So does Coravia. Avrin,” the king said, looking past the general toward the door, “invite King Stavin to join us.” Avrin bowed and left, only to return a few breaths later.

    Stavin bowed, then asked, “How may I serve you King Teravan?”

    “By acting like a king, not a servant,” King Teravan said, but he was smiling. “This is Cori Kel’Destar. I want you to use him and his command to find Zel’Draval. Cori,” the king paused until the general was looking at him again, “how many men do you have?”

    “I brought everyone but a care-taking force of twenty men, Your Majesty.”

    King Teravan looked at Stavin and nodded, then laid his head back, still glaring at the general.

    “General Kel’Destar,” Stavin began, “detach your three hundred best infantry as the new palace guards. General Zel’Astel will be choosing from among them and training the new Coravian Royal Guard. I expect your--and their--full cooperation.”

    General Kel’Destar looked Stavin in the eye, then bowed. “As you command, King Stavin.”

    “Good. Now, since your decision to come here triggered the same response from six additional commands, issue orders for all commands--wait. Which direction was Zel’Draval going?”

    “North and east, King Stavin.”

    “Good. Go see Princess Ellissan and use the General of the Army’s message book. And prepare to be yelled at.” Stavin’s lips quirked up in an evil grin. “She’s kind of upset with you right now.”

    The general bowed to Stavin, then again to King Teravan before leaving. He hadn’t cleared the door before Princess Ellissan started screaming at him.

    Stavin looked over at the king and grinned. “When she’s finished with him, if he survives, I’d like to promote him to General of the Armies.”

    King Teravan chuckled. “He’s junior for the post. But Ellie knows and adores him. And he’s young enough. Ellie will be comfortable with him.”

    Stavin walked over and took the king’s hand. “What are you saying?”

    “When the time comes, I’ll take the crown back from you, but only until Ellie is ready to rule. Then she’ll be Queen, and I will go into seclusion. I can’t function as king like this. Zel’Draval has left me too terribly damaged to truly rule again.” He started crying and pushed Stavin away.

    Stavin walked to the door, looking Avrin in the eye every step. Avrin bowed as he opened the door, understanding Stavin’s silent command: the king was to be healed, body and spirit.

    Stavin left the king’s suite to find Princess Ellissan still yelling at the general. “...and you still refused to obey me!”

    “Princess Ellie, you know I had to make sure you were safe first,” he explained, apparently not for the first time from his tone, “and that no one was forcing you to write those things, or writing them in your name.”

    “But you let him get away!”

    “Princess, he isn’t going far, and he isn’t going fast. He’s headed toward Fort Kel’Norvan. I need that message book so I can confirm the order to capture him.”

    “Fine! Take it! My orders aren’t sufficient!” She gave him the book, slamming it into his belly, then stamping away.

    The general went to a side table and began writing. It wasn’t long before he closed the book. “Princess Ellie, the orders have been sent.”

    “Very well,” she replied coolly. “King Stavin, do you have any orders for the general?”

    “He has his orders from your father, and my orders as well. You may go, General Kel’Destar. Have the troops report to General Zel’Astel before nightfall, and make sure they understand that he is in charge of the palace. We’ll separate palace and Royal Guards later. You’d better include a few senior officers, but no one you’re going to need in the field. Keep your mounted units intact. They’ll be going with us.”

    The general bowed as he said, “Yes, King Stavin.”

    When he was gone, Stavin looked at Ellissan and grinned. “He’s been told to pick his three hundred best fighters and leave them here to protect you. I’m going to ask for his most powerful Battlemage as well.”

    She grinned and said, “He’ll cooperate. But I’ll bet a gold crown that right now he wants to paddle my behind.”

    Stavin and Shari laughed. “No bet,” Stavin replied.


    Chapter 16

    THE ANSWER TO GENERAL KEL’DESTAR’S MESSAGE was expected, but not welcome.

     


    General Kel’Destar, you are condemned. You are defective. That is obvious from your belief in the lies that whore spread before she was stopped. The whole Zel’Darvin family was defective and had to be destroyed! Lebawan’s anointed have, as is our right, seized the property of the condemned. Coravia is Lebawan’s! King Karvar Bertal Nordam Zel’Draval, High Priest of Lebawan.

     


    The next morning Stavin said goodbye in the king’s suite. “I have to go after him. I have to find and stop him.”

    “Be careful, Stavi,” Sharindis whispered as they hugged. “Come back to us.”

    “I will. Once the other generals arrive and meet with King Teravan, we’ll have a huge force to bring against him.”

    “Let me add my hopes that you return safely, King Stavin,” King Teravan whispered. “Remind Zel’Draval that the only people he was allowed to judge were his followers, which did not include my family.”

    Stavin bowed his head. “I’ll remind him, Your Majesty, just before I kill him.”

    The king laid back and smiled. “That will do quite nicely.”

    Stavin knelt and hugged his children. “Be good and obey Mommy. I’ll be back soon.” All three of them were crying, and it was all Stavin could do to stand and walk away.

    Karvik met him outside the suite. “I have all the Warriors ready to go. General Kel’Destar has his mounted commands ready as well.”

    “Good. I don’t want to be limited by the speed of the foot soldiers again. We’ll draw more mounted units from any forces we pass as well.”

    Karvik nodded. “We need them. Even with the cavalry, scouts, and raiders, we’ve still only got about three hundred men, including us.”

    Stavin grinned and asked, “Does that mean I get to play?”

    Karvik shook his head sadly and asked in reply, “If I say no, will you behave?”

    “No.”

    “Then you can play, but be careful. I’d hate having to commit suicide because you did something silly like getting yourself killed.”

    “Yeah, Orana threatened me again before we left. I’ll be good. But you know it may come down to a fight, and I may have to kill him myself.”

    The two friends laughed, mounted their horses and rode to the gate. Lord General Kel’Destar met them and bowed.

    “Per your orders, King Stavin, my mounted units and almost all of my officers are ready to ride. Everyone else has been detailed to guard the palace and city.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Very well, General. Let’s get going before something else happens to keep us here.”

    The general nodded and signaled his scouts forward. Stavin, the Royal Guards, and the officers followed. Behind them rode three hundred and fifty raiders and cavalrymen.

    Princess Ellissan had spent most of the night personally assuring the troops that she and her father were in fact alive, in spite of what Zel’Draval had said. She described what had been done to her brother and her mother with tears running down her cheeks. After hearing her, every man there was intent on finding and killing Karvar Zel’Draval and those who supported him.

    The force traveled fast and light, eating bread, cheese, and sausage in the saddle. Stavin enforced the Kel’Kavin regimen for riding and walking, and heard few complaints. Those he carefully didn’t hear were quashed with comments like, “He’s the king now,” and, “The king’s walking, so you can, too.”

    They had been riding for three days before they encountered another command. Stavin called a halt and let General Kel’Destar ride forward alone.

    “Halt where you are!” an outrider shouted.

    “I am Lord General Corlan Kel’Destar of Fort Kel’Bartal. Where is your general?”

    The man looked at the general’s uniform in wide-eyed amazement for an instant, then said, “Lady General Zel’Pardin is with her staff, Sir,” the man finally replied.

    “Have someone inform her that I’m here. I’ll wait.”

    The man bowed deeply, then backed his horse before turning and riding away. It was just over a span later that the drumming of many running horses could be heard, and moments after that more than a hundred cavalry troopers came into view. Leading them was a knot of officers. They came to a stop and one rider dismounted and walked forward.

    “Cori, what in the name of all the Gods are you doing? What was that message all about? Are you trying to get yourself stoned?”

    General Kel’Destar held both hands out to calm her down. “One question at a time, Revi. Just calm down.”

    Lady General Revala Zel’Pardin stopped and removed her helmet. “You had better have a damn good reason for this, Cori, or I’m going to have to arrest you.”

    “If you’ll stop yelling at me, I’ll explain.” At her glare, he began speaking. He finished half a span later with, “...so Zel’Draval had no right to examine or condemn the royal family. Terry abdicated in favor of Prince Stavin, and King Stavin has already pledged to abdicate to Terry or Ellie when Coravia is free.”

    “Gods Below, Cori! You read what the message book said.”

    “I did. But you read what I wrote as well. Revi, I’ve talked to King Teravan, and Princess Ellissan. I was Ellie’s guardian for six years. I know her as well as I know my own daughter. No one is manipulating her or Terry.”

    “How can you be sure?”

    General Kel’Destar grinned. “Well for one thing, I think anyone manipulating her would make her watch her mouth. She curses worse than you do. The other is that King Teravan was ready to have me busted to private for not going after Zel’Draval before going to Moravad.”

    “Gods Below, Cori. Gods Above and Below. Very well. I know you, and I know King Teravan.” She paused, then asked, “Is Terry really going to be all right?” as she stepped forward to grasp his arm.

    “The Healers say he will be. King Stavin had him moved to the royal suite, to his own bed, for protection and treatment. King Stavin’s family is in the prince’s suite.”

    General Zel’Pardin’s head tilted to the side as she said, “That’s surprising.”

    Now General Kel’Destar’s smile relaxed and he shook his head. “Once you spend some time with him, you’ll realize that it isn’t.”

    * * *

    When Stavin and his army left Moravad, Sharindis took on the duties of the Queen of Coravia. Fortunately, her training in Twin Bridges, as well as her natural talent for organization, let her take over easily. Princess Ellissan was always there to support her as well.

    Shari’s first concern was to reestablish the King’s Council and retake control of the kingdom. In this she relied on Ellissan for the names of good, loyal lords and ladies to speak with.

    “Some of these ministries don’t need to be filled right away, but some of them are needed now. Interior, Justice, Trade, Agriculture, and Transportation would be my first picks.”

    Princess Ellissan nodded. “Yes, and we need a General of the Armies as well.”

    Sharindis nodded. “Stavin said something about that before he left, but not who he favored. Since he’s going to be out in the field with several generals, let’s let him make that decision.”

    Princess Ellissan nodded. “I know who I’d like, but you’re right. King Stavin or my dad should make that decision.”

    Shari nodded and glanced toward the King’s Suite, then turned back to Princess Ellissan. They were using the anteroom of the Royal Suits as an office to avoid splitting up the Royal Guards. By rights, Shari and Ellie were both supposed to have twenty guards assigned to them all the time, and each of the children were supposed to have ten. But after Stavin and Karvik left with all of the Kel’Kavin-born Guardsmen, there were only forty-three Evandian Royal Guards left.

    Shari shook her head and asked, “So who do we have to choose from to fill these ministries?”

    Princess Ellissan looked at the list on the table in front of her, then picked it up. “Stardis Zel’Gestan was an assistant to Minister of the Interior Zel’Naldal. She knows the ministry best.”

    “Good idea,” Shari agreed. “We promoted several assistants to Minister’s positions after the lords tried to depose Kalin. And bringing in some ladies settled the Council down, to some extent. So, Lady Stardis Zel’Gestan as Lady Minister of the Interior. I think Stavi would prefer another Master Trader in Trade. Are there any Chosen involved in Trade?”

    Princess Ellissan looked through some papers on the table. “There was one--There. Lord Halnan Zel’Jettam owns the Zel’Jettam Trading House and he had an appointment to see Lord Zel’Nerval.”

    Shari nodded. “So we’ll appoint Lord Halnan Zel’Jettam as Lord Minister of Trade. Then he can discuss his problems with himself.” Shari grinned as Ellie giggled.

    “Agriculture is easy,” Princess Ellissan said with a small, tender smile.

    “Oh?” Sharindis asked with her head tilted to the side.

    “A friend of mine. He’s a horticulturalist at the King’s Academy of Science. His parents were--Oh, Gods,” she choked. “His parents were killed here.”

    Shari reached over and took her hand gently. “Ellie, a lot of people lost their parents here. The only thing we can do for you and them is to keep that bastard from turning Coravia into Lebawan’s Hell.”

    Princess Ellissan’s chin was quivering, but she clenched her jaws and nodded. “Merral Zel’Veltlan knows agriculture. He’s my recommendation.”

    “Very well. Lord Merral Zel’Veltlan is Lord Minister of Agriculture.”

    Princess Ellissan set her list down and looked Sharindis in the eyes. “Why are you letting me make all the decisions?”

    Shari smiled and shook her head. “You know these lords and ladies, and I don’t. They are your people. And, when Stavin has dealt with Zel’Draval and his pack of mad dogs, he’s giving you your kingdom back. You, Princess Ellissan, and your father, are going to be relying on these men and women to get your kingdom back on course. The decision of who you rely on should be yours.”

    The princess thought about that for a moment, then bowed her head and whispered, “Gods Above keep King Stavin strong.” Then she looked at Shari and smiled. “I’d almost forgotten that you and King Stavin are not going to be remaining in Coravia. But Dad is so terribly hurt.”

    “The Healers say he’s mending well.”

    “It’s not his body,” Ellissan whispered as she looked down to where she was clenching her hands together in her lap. “It’s his spirit. Zel’Draval broke him. He tortured Dad, and killed Mom and Cal. I keep catching him crying when I go see him. I’m--I’m not sure he’ll let King Stavin abdicate.” She wiped a tear from her eye with a vicious flick of her fingers.

    “If that happens,” Sharindis said very gently, “then we will stay until you are ready to accept the crown.” She took both of Ellissan’s hands in hers. “Ellie, we don’t want a kingdom. We sort of have one.” She smiled as Ellissan chuckled. “Stavin’s sense of duty is such that he had to accept the crown from your father because Coravia needed him. But that same sense of duty will make him give it back, either to your father or you, because you are the rightful rulers of Coravia.”

    Princess Ellissan sniffed and nodded, then rubbed her nose on her sleeve. Looking at her list again, she hummed. “Justice is a hard one. All of Lord Zel’Perion’s assistants were killed.”

    “Is there a Lord Sheriff of Moravad?” Shari asked.

    “Yes, but he’s young. His father was Lord Sheriff, and he was his assistant. He’s only held the office for two years. And, honestly, I don’t like him.” When Sharindis looked curious, she explained. “He and his father tried to get Dad to betroth us without asking me.” She gave Shari a sour look. “Don’t laugh.”

    “What’s wrong with him?” Shari asked as gently as she could.

    “He’s an idiot. And a follower of Lebawan.”

    “Oh. Definitely not him, then. Maybe when you get the chance you should replace him with someone better, especially now. As to Minister of Justice, how about a Magistrate?”

    Princess Ellissan thought for a moment, then nodded again. “I can think of one good, honest Magistrate in Moravad who would be perfect. But she’s not Chosen. She’s of Clan Kel’Martal.”

    Shari tilted her head to the side and smiled. “Unless you can show me where it is written that only the Chosen are eligible for appointment to the King’s Council, I think we should consider her.”

    Princess Ellissan thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a written law: It’s just customary.”

    “That’s almost harder to get around, but we did it in Evandia. For now, in order to get a functioning council in place, I think she’s the best choice.”

    Princess Ellissan was giving Sharindis a very intense look. “How can you say that when you don’t even know her?”

    “Because you know her well enough, and have enough faith in her, to propose her even when you thought I’d reject her for not being Chosen. Remember, Ellie, Stavin and I were not born Chosen, either. We’re both from Cat Clans.”

    Princess Ellissan shook her head. “I had forgotten that. You seem so natural in your role as Queen Sharindis.”

    Shari chuckled. “Years of practice at Princess Marina’s side, and sitting in on the King’s Council as Stavin’s assistant. But I think she’s the right choice for now. If it turns out that she’s not, she can go back to being a Magistrate. You still haven’t told me her name.”

    “Marydyth Kel’Martal.”

    “Very well. Lady Marydyth Kel’Martal as Minister of Justice.” Shari wrote the name on the list. “Now, who for Transportation?”

    “Well, since you’re letting me have my choices, I choose Lady Annalisa Zel’Cortal. She’s not much older than I am, but she’s been at the Academy studying civil engineering for two years. Merral, Anna, and I used to play in the garden together with the other palace children.”

    Shari nodded and wrote the name on her list. “Very well, Lady Annalisa Zel’Cortal as Lady Minister of Transportation. I think that’s all we need for now.”

    Princess Ellissan shook her head. “That’s only five, with you as the sixth. We should have an odd number.”

    “We do,” Shari said as she looked at the girl and grinned.

    “Who?”

    “You.”

    Princess Ellissan’s voice squeaked as she asked, “Me!?”

    “You. You are the last scion of Zel’Darvin. You are Crown Princess by right now, because you are the only child. Sorry, but it’s true. You will not be allowed to serve in the Army. Not with just you and your father left of the Royal Family. This is your kingdom. Stavin and I are holding it in trust for you and your father, but the Zel’Darvin family is still the Coravian Royal Family. It’s time you took a more active part in the governance of your kingdom, and preparing for when you will be Queen of Coravia in your own right. Play-time’s over.”

    * * *

    The two forces camped where they had met, and Stavin called for all the officers to join him after they had eaten.

    “Lords and ladies, I am Stavin Zel’Andral. By the will of King Teravan, I am King of Coravia. For the time being, at least.” He paused and looked around at the Chosen. They don’t look happy. “You’ve all been told what happened in Moravad. By the laws of Coravia, Zel’Draval does not have the right to subject anyone but his followers to Lebawan’s judgment. His murder of Queen Rowena and Prince Caldan was nothing short of that, and his seizure of the Coravian Crown was illegal, and an act of treason.”

    A tall colonel snapped to his feet and demanded, “What do you mean, for the time being?” He paused then added, “King Stavin.”

    Stavin looked the man in the eye and said, “Once Zel’Draval is seen to, I intend to abdicate and return the crown to King Teravan or Princess Ellissan.”

    “You would renounce the crown?” the colonel asked in a stunned whisper.

    “Happily. I have a kingdom to go home to, and I have no desire to unite Coravia and Evandia. But you and l, my lords and ladies, have to take Coravia back from Karvar Zel’Draval first.”

    A tall young woman stood next. “Prince Stavin, I mean King Stavin, what proof do we have that you are really the king?”

    Stavin bowed, then motioned to General Kel’Destar. The general stood and said, “King Teravan told me, in his own words, that he abdicated in favor of King Stavin so there would be a warrior on the throne to defeat Zel’Draval and his followers.”

    “Millassan,” a high voice said from the shadows, “it’s the truth.” Lady Daynah looked at the gathered officers as she walked forward.

    “Indeed it is,” Lady Saralee said as she joined her. “Zel’Draval murdered my brother Alden for being Ehv’Ah. He and about thirty of his friends, who had reopened an old copper mine on our lands. We traveled to Moravad with Prince Stavin and had to rescue the king and the few Chosen who had survived being thrown into the dungeons.”

    “They murdered my betrothed,” Lady Daynah said in a tear-choked voice. “They beat him and left him to drown in his own blood from a punctured lung. All because he wouldn’t bow to Lebawan.”

    A young man was pushing his way to the front. “Daynah, please tell me you aren’t--”

    “I saw him, Efran!” she screamed. “I found him in the dungeons! I talked to the men who were imprisoned with him.” She broke down and cried for a moment. “Your big brother is dead, Efran. You are now the Heir Presumptive of Zel’Kendan.”

    Lady General Zel’Pardin stood and walked forward so everyone could see her. “We are faced with an unprecedented situation. Two men, neither related to Clan Zel’Darvin, claim to be the king. However, we have the sworn word of General Kel’Destar and the Heir of Zel’Karyn that our good King Teravan abdicated in favor of Stavin Zel’Andral, a Dragonblessed Prince of Evandia. He is also, by the stars he wears, a Senior Warmaster, which makes him the highest-ranking officer here. I find King Stavin’s argument far superior to that of the priest Zel’Draval.”

    Turning toward Stavin, she bowed deeply. “What are your commands, King Stavin?”

    Stavin stood and returned the bow before issuing his orders. “Separate your mounted units and officers. The rest of your command is to continue on to Moravad and reinforce the palace guards. Marching rations are to be distributed to the mounted units, as much as they can carry. We’ll forage or purchase anything else we need.”

    “Yes, King Stavin. And who do I leave in command?”

    Stavin raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Your second in command.”

    The general smiled. “Major Zel’Valtan will fill in for me nicely. She is, by the way, a cousin of the queen.”

    A tall woman stood and moved to the general’s side, but she never took her eyes off Stavin. Stavin bowed his head before saying, “Major, you have our sympathies on the loss of your cousins. And you have your orders. General Zel’Astel has orders concerning any commands that reach Moravad before we retake the kingdom.”

    “Zel’Astel, King Stavin?” the major asked with her head tilted to the side.

    Stavin shrugged one shoulder. “Major Warvin Zel’Astel of the Evandian Royal Guard. I promoted him as the commander of the Coravian Royal Guard until a Coravian general can be found and bound as the new commander.”

    “Yes, King Stavin,” she replied with a bow, then returned to her command.

    The force separated in the morning, and Stavin found himself in direct command of nearly seven hundred mounted troops. Lady General Zel’Pardin joined Lord General Kel’Destar at Stavin’s side, and together the force headed northwest to intercept Zel’Draval and his followers.


    Chapter 17

    A GROUP OF MORE THAN THIRTY armored men and women marched up the street in front of the palace. Behind them came a group of unarmed women in an assortment of blue robes. They reached the palace gates and stopped. In an instant thirty men in Royal Guards uniforms, Evandian and Coravian, ran to confront them.

    “That’s close enough!” an older man shouted, as his hand rested on the hilt of his sword. His uniform seemed a bit tight, but he looked ready to do violence on his king’s behalf.

    The men and women stopped in the street, then one woman took a step closer. She spoke loudly as she announced, “I am Knight of Justice Helkaran Kel’Distan, Grand Councilor of the Moravad Temple of Justice. We wish to speak to King Stavin.”

    General Zel’Astel made his way to the gates and looked at the woman. “King Stavin has gone after the traitor Zel’Draval.”

    “And the queen?” the Grand Councilor asked as she looked at the general.

    “Queen Sharindis is trying to get the business of the kingdom in order.”

    Now another woman stepped forward. She was wearing the deep blue robe of a senior priestess of Lady Sahren. She stopped beside the Grand Councilor and pulled the cowl of her robe back. She was very old, with white hair and deep wrinkles on her face, but her eyes were a piercing bright blue.

    “I am Bertalain Fel’Castel, Shepherdess of Lady Sahren’s flock in Coravia.”

    Most of the guardsmen took a step back and went to their knees. General Zel’Astel went to one knee and gazed up at her. “Shepherdess, we feared the worst when we could not find you or your sisters in the Lady’s Temple.”

    The Shepherdess bowed her head briefly. “We were warned a day ahead of Zel’Draval’s attack and fled. The Knights of Justice took us in, hiding and protecting us from Lebawan’s mad dogs.” She shook her head. “They still desecrated our Temple and burned the Lady Tree, but we were safe.” She smiled at the woman beside her.

    General Zel’Astel bowed his head. “I must inform Queen Sharindis that you are here.”

    “I already heard, Warvin,” Shari said as she walked up beside him. She smiled at the Shepherdess and bowed her head. “We are very happy to see that you survived the attack, Shepherdess. General Zel’Astel, allow the Shepherdess and her Sisters to enter the palace.”

    The general looked at her and asked, “And the Knights?”

    Shari smiled. “The Knights of Justice are one of the oldest Orders from the time of Lux. I think they have shown their loyalty to Coravia by protecting the Shepherdess and her Sisters.”

    General Zel’Astel closed his eyes for a moment, then nodded. “As you command, Queen Sharindis. Open the gates, men.”

    There was little hesitation from the Royal Guards. Like many of their peers, most of them were followers of Lady Sahren. None of them followed Lebawan. And the Knights of Justice? Everyone trusted them implicitly.

    Queen Sharindis went up to the Shepherdess and smiled, then drew gasps of outrage from many of her Coravian Guardsmen when she went to her knees and bowed her head. “Shepherdess, we offer thanks to your Lady for the salvation of Coravia.”

    The Shepherdess seemed a bit surprised, but she covered it well. “We offer thanks in return for the safety of our king and princess, and for the delivery of Coravia from Lebawan’s hands.”

    Shari rose to her feet and smiled up at the Shepherdess. Bertalain was at least a hand taller than Sharindis. “The Army contingent with us sent men looking for you once the palace was secure. Their description of what was done to your Temple—such wanton destruction and desecration.”

    “Yes,” the Shepherdess agreed, then sighed. “But the Temple was built up from a rough hut during the founding of Moravad, and can be rebuilt. When we are certain that Zel’Draval is not coming back, we will do so again.”

    Now Shari became a queen. “King Stavin is chasing him with almost seven hundred picked troops. The Traitor Zel’Draval will not return a free man, if he returns at all. Stavin is planning on just executing him when he catches him.”

    The Shepherdess looked at her with an intensity that made some of the Guardsmen uncomfortable. Shari, however, simply met her gaze directly. “Is he really that confident?”

    Shari chuckled. “Stavin is always confident. He isn’t always right, but he is always confident. He has the Heir of Zel’Karyn at his side as well as two generals. He doesn’t think he has as many men as Zel’Draval, but his people are all soldiers. A lot of Zel’Draval’s followers are priests and simple commoners who chose to follow Lebawan’s ways. He already believes he has a superior force.”

    “And do you believe that, Queen Sharindis?” the Shepherdess asked softly.

    Shari nodded. “I believe any force Stavin leads is superior. I can’t even think otherwise.”

    The Shepherdess nodded and looked at the Grand Councilor. “Hel, let’s go to the temple and see what we can do there.”

    The Grand Councilor smiled and nodded. “Very well, Aunt Bertalain.”

    Shari looked surprised and said, “Aunt Bertalain?” 

    The Shepherdess smiled and nodded. “My little sister’s eldest. Perhaps now you see why we fled to her Temple.”

    Shari smiled and said, “I do. I do indeed.”


    Chapter 18

    IT TOOK THREE DAYS TO GET the new King’s Council assembled. There had been a few minor problems, such as convincing Lord Merral to leave his research project behind, and an objection to Marydyth Kel’Martal by Lord Zel’Jettam because she wasn’t Chosen, but nothing that a soft word from Queen Sharindis couldn’t solve. 

    Queen Sharindis convened her first council session in the family room of the Royal Suites. “Lords and Ladies of the Council,” she began softly, “we are meeting here so you may all see that King Teravan is indeed alive. He is, however, still very weak from his injuries. Keep your voices low and do not demand much from him. He doesn’t have much left to give.”

    All five of the ministers nodded their agreement, then Shari led them into the king’s bedroom. King Teravan was propped up on his pillows and even Shari was shocked by his gaunt, haunted appearance. He hardly seemed alive until she looked into his eyes. The fire she saw there was the first positive sign she’d seen from the king.

    “Friends,” he began in a harsh whisper, “Ellie and Queen Shari have asked me to speak to you. Listen to me now: It was my decision and my decision alone that transferred the crowns to King Stavin and Queen Sharindis. Coravia needs a strong king to take back what Zel’Draval has stolen. It will be a long time before even the Healer Adepts can fix what they did to me. Give your allegiance to King Stavin and Queen Shari.” He stopped speaking and seemed to be struggling to breathe.

    Three Healers rushed forward to tend the king while Ellissan and Sharindis all but pushed the ministers out of the room.

    Princess Ellissan looked at the ministers and said, “You see what that miserable bastard did to my father? He murdered Mom and Cal, and tortured Dad almost to death.”

    “We see, Princess Ellissan,” Lord Zel’Jettam said in a hushed tone. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

    “Which is why we met here today,” Sharindis whispered back. “Now let’s go to the Council Chamber.”

    The group remained silent until they reached the King’s Council Chamber. Ten new Royal Guards, still in their Army uniforms, were guarding the doors, and they came to attention as the council arrived.

    Sharindis took the Queen’s chair at the table, leaving the King’s chair vacant. Princess Ellissan took the chair at Shari’s right hand. When the councilors didn’t seem to know where to sit, Shari said, “There isn’t much point in arguing who sits where until the full council can be appointed, so just sit where you want.”

    All five of the ministers shared a glance, then just sat in the nearest chairs. Shari nodded to each of them, then focused her attention on Marydyth Kel’Martal.

    “Justice, the first thing we are going to need is a ruling on Zel’Draval’s inspecting and condemning men and women who are not followers of Lebawan, especially the royal family.”

    “I can answer that without any research, Your Majesty,” she replied, looking Sharindis in the eye as she spoke. “The only people the priests of Lebawan are allowed to examine are their followers. That’s been the law since Coravia was still a province of the Empire.”

    Sharindis was nodding. “As we were first informed. Are we in agreement that Karvar Zel’Draval was acting illegally when he examined and condemned Prince Caldan, and through him Queen Rowena and King Teravan?” Every head nodded, and Sharindis wrote on a piece of parchment at her side. “A proclamation to that effect is to be sent throughout the kingdom. We’ve been told that Zel’Draval sent out a proclamation naming himself king. This one is going to require the seal and signature of all of us.”

    Minister Kel’Martal asked, “What if Prince--I mean King Stavin fails?”

    Sharindis shook her head slowly. “I find that idea extremely unlikely. Stavin has already met and joined with a second force, commanded by Lady General Zel’Pardin. He is also accompanied by the Heir of Zel’Karyn, with the sword Sang Del Dracl at her side.”

    “Will he be taking up Sang Del Dracl?” Lady Annalisa asked.

    Sharindis shook her head again. “No. Aside from not knowing how Dandarshandrake’s magic might interact with that of the dragon on the mountain, there is also the curse on Sang Del Dracl that only a member of the Zel’Karyn family can hold it to consider. Marydyth Zel’Karyn described watching two men slowly die while their bodies turned to crystal when they grabbed it. Stavin won’t risk dying like that.”

    “Forgot about that,” Lady Annalisa muttered.

    “We haven’t. Stavin’s hope, and mine as well, is that we will be able to turn the entire army against Zel’Draval and present him with such overwhelming opposition that he’ll surrender. What we want to avoid as much as possible is Coravians killing Coravians. A civil war with the kingdom in the balance wouldn’t do any of us any good.”

    All of the ministers nodded, so Sharindis changed the subject. “Lord Halnan, Trade has been disrupted and needs to be reestablished. Do what you think needs to be done, within reason, to get the Traders’ Guild moving again.”

    “Yes, Queen Sharindis. Once I find out where my office is, I’ll summon the Traders’ Guild Master Council for a meeting.”

    “Whatever it takes, within reason,” Queen Sharindis reiterated, then, turning her attention to Lady Annalisa, she nodded once.

    “Transportation, Trade needs you active as well. Our roads and waterways absolutely must be kept up. You, and the rest of you as well, will be allowed to appoint two assistants of your choice. After we adjourn, consider who you want. I encourage all of you to consider members of lesser clans as well as Chosen candidates. You and Lord Merral must have known many qualified people at the King’s Academy.”

    Lady Annalisa stood and bowed. “Yes, Queen Sharindis.”

    “Lady Stardis,” Shari said as she shifted her attention, “you are going to be very busy for a while. Zel’Draval proclaiming himself king must have caused a lot of confusion and unrest in the kingdom. You and Lady Marydyth are going to have to work together to quell the priests of Lebawan and restore order throughout the kingdom.”

    “Trade,” Princess Ellissan said softly, “the reason King Stavin and Queen Sharindis came to Moravad was because we need to arrange shipments of grain and other food stuffs from the other kingdoms.” She looked at Shari and tilted her head to the side. “We still need that. The harvest was poor last fall, and we’re running short. People are eating the seed that they should have planted.”

    Shari thought for a moment, then nodded. Looking at the Minister of Trade, she said, “Have our Traders’ Guild contact the Evandia and Luxandian Traders’ Guilds. And ask the Gold Merchants to come visit me. I have a message to send.” She smiled at Ellissan. “I can order Kel’Aniston to start shipping immediately.”

    * * *

    The famous Fort Zel’Karyn, named in honor of Hero of Coravia Lady Marydyth Zel’Karyn, stood on a wide plain. Stavin had the generals send their scouts forward to announce their arrival, but in just a few moments several of the troopers rode back at a gallop.

    “General Zel’Pardin!” the closest rider shouted. “It’s a slaughter!”

    Stavin signaled a halt, and waited for the lieutenant to stop.

    Lady General Zel’Pardin looked the man in the eye and simply said, “Report.”

    “The gates are open, and there are hundreds of bodies inside. The rest of the troops are investigating the fort, but we thought you should be informed immediately, Ma’am.”

    The general turned toward Stavin and asked, “Your orders, King Stavin?”

    “We continue to the fort and see what we and the Magi can find out.” He looked down at his saddle horn and whispered, “I’m afraid I know what we’re going to find.”

    Both generals bowed and began issuing orders. When they neared the walls, Stavin ordered, “We camp out here. Double the sentries, and let me know when we’re ready to enter the fort.”

    Both generals bowed again as they said, “Yes, King Stavin,” then began detailing their troopers.

    Karvik stood beside Stavin and said, “You shouldn’t go in there, Stave.”

    Stavin shook his head. “I have to, Kar. I caused this.”

    “No, Zel’Draval caused this,” Kar replied as a sad expression clouded his face. “You just have to fix it.”

    “I should have just found out where he was without telling anyone why. Then we could have intercepted him and taken him without all of this.” He gestured toward the gates of the fort. “This is going to turn into a full-on civil war if we don’t find a way to stop him soon.”

    Lord General Kel’Destar walked over and bowed deeply. “King Stavin, there are more than six hundred bodies in there. Lord General Zel’Testal and most of his officers are there, and,” the general paused to clench his teeth briefly, “the bodies of the officers’ families are also there.”

    Stavin shuddered and stared at the ground. “Gods Below,” he finally whispered. “Organize a burial party, General. See what the fort compliment was so we can determine how many followers he has now.”

    “Yes, King Stavin,” the general said as he turned away.

    The news was grim: Fort Zel’Karyn had lost nine hundred and thirty troops and nineteen civilians, and had contributed two hundred and fifteen troops to Zel’Draval’s forces. The worst news was that every female who was supposed to be at the fort was dead.

    Lady Daynah shook her head when that was announced, then turned toward Stavin and said, “Lebawan considers women warriors defective. Women are just supposed to tend the hearth and home and be available for sex anytime the men want it.”

    Stavin looked at her and then shifted his gaze to the gates of the fort. “I’m tempted to outlaw the worship of Lebawan, and make outlaws of His priests.”

    Lady Saralee shook her head. “King Teravan might just go along with that, King Stavin, but it wouldn’t be a good idea. Even if Lebawan’s followers only comprise ten or eleven percent of the population, outlawing them would turn this into a religious war.”

    “It already is, Sara,” Lady Daynah snapped. “He’s killing anyone who doesn’t worship Lebawan.”

    Stavin sat in silence for a few moments, then turned to the generals. “We have to let King Teravan know what has happened, and the rest of Coravia as well. Use your message books and inform all commands. It won’t stop Zel’Draval and his followers, but it might stop any other commands from being slaughtered. Don’t say anything about outlawing Lebawan’s worship. Not yet, at least. Not unless we find out that this has happened again.”

    * * *

    Princess Ellissan sat on the side of her father’s bed as she read the message and reply. “Zel’Draval wrote this in reply: All commands are to ignore any and all messages from the condemned generals Zel’Pardin and Kel’Destar. Only the defective have been condemned, in accordance with Lebawan’s will. I and only I am the King of Coravia. King Karvar Bertal Nordam Zel’Draval, High Priest of Lebawan.”

     


    King Teravan had tears in his eyes as he said, “Give me the book and a quill, Ellie.”

    “You’re too weak, Daddy,” she protested, but he pushed her off the bed.

    “It was my weakness that allowed this, Ellie. My weakness that pulled Stavin in to do what I couldn’t. But this, at least, I can do.”

    Princess Ellissan brought her father the message book and his quill and ink. Holding the inkwell close to him, she read over his shoulder.

     


    “To All Commands: Generals, Colonels, and all Coravian Army troops, the code is Sho Hava Cam. By this code, you are assured that I am in truth your king, Teravan Beltan Harval Zel’Darvin, and it is by my will alone that Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Zel’Andral claims the title and right of King of Coravia. The priest Karvar Zel’Draval and all of his followers are traitorous outlaws, and should be arrested immediately. My friends, don’t let the accursed followers of the Cutter destroy our kingdom. By my hand and in my name, Terry.”

     


    He added his glyph and closed the book. The flash was red this time in response to the king’s emergency code. Only the king and the mage who had spelled the books knew the king’s code, and the king’s live hand had to have applied it. It couldn’t be counterfeited.

    Princess Ellissan looked at her father and grinned. “No one else would ever call you ‘Terry’ in the message book, Dad. They’ll know it’s really you as soon as they read that.”

    Zel’Draval’s reply was received moments later.

     


    “The Zel’Darvin line is defective! They are condemned! Anyone who believes these messages is defective and condemned! Do you understand? You are condemned if you believe these lies!”

     


    Immediately afterward came replies from Coravia’s generals. Though they were worded differently, they all said the same thing: We will obey King Teravan, and by his order, King Stavin.

    * * *

    Stavin nodded in satisfaction as the messages poured in. When all thirty-eight of Coravia’s remaining forts had replied, Stavin turned to General Zel’Pardin and asked, “Would you send out a general request for the last known location and direction of travel of Zel’Draval’s force?”

    The general replied with a bow, then turned to her orderly. While she was sending the message, Lady Daynah stepped to Stavin’s side.

    Bowing, she said, “I know we have no real rights in this matter, King Stavin, but Sara and I would like permission to execute Zel’Draval ourselves.”

    Stavin thought for a moment, then nodded. “If we can take him alive, he’s yours.” Turning to look up at her, he shook his head. “Don’t be disappointed if it doesn’t satisfy you, though. Revenge seldom does.”

    “We know,” she murmured, “but it’s not just revenge for Nelistal and Alden. He started his crimes on Zel’Coy lands, and continued into Zel’Karyn. By Right of Justice, under the Code of the Chosen, we claim the right of the first wronged to punish the wrongdoer.”

    Stavin tilted his head to the side a little. “That might be stretching the Code a little, but all right. It’d be a shame to sully Sang Del Dracl with his blood though.”

    Daynah’s smile was tight, bitter, and distinctly evil as she said, “I have a spare boot lace that will serve the purpose admirably.” Stavin began laughing as she walked away and Karvik walked up to his side.

    “What was that all about?”

    “Daynah and Saralee want to strangle Zel’Draval. I said they could if we can take him alive.” Karvik rolled his eyes, then walked away.

    The message with Zel’Draval’s location arrived after nightfall.

     


     “The traitor Zel’Draval is traveling north on the Zel’Terran Road, just east of Fort Zel’Evenst. He has seven hundred and sixty followers. And he no longer has a message book. Colonel Devari Zel’Vestan.”

     


    Stavin and Karvik exchanged a grin. “King Teravan’s message convinced at least one of them that Zel’Draval has no right to the crown,” Karvik observed.

    “Yes, but how many did he convince to desert with him?” Stavin murmured back.

    Lady General Zel’Pardin stepped forward with a map. “He is a long way ahead of us, but we can cut across on the Kel’Justan Road and intercept him.” She ran her finger along a line on the map. “So long as he keeps going north.”

    Stavin and Karvik looked at the map together. Karvik muttered, “He’s heading for Kavadia.”

    “Or he’s going to turn west on the border road,” Stavin countered.

    “With that message from King Teravan he’s going to be the one who gets slaughtered at the next fort they reach.” Karvik grinned down at Stavin.

    Stavin grinned up at Karvik as he said, “Yes he is.”


    Chapter 19

    QUEEN SHARINDIS CONVENED THE KING’S COUNCIL and stood as soon as everyone was seated. Each Minister had brought along their two assistants, but they remained standing behind the ministers’ chairs.

    Sharindis bowed her head before she addressed the ministers. “Some of you are aware of this already, so bear with me. King Teravan--yes, I’ll continue calling him that until Stavin abdicates, so stop looking at me like that,” she snapped at the ministers.

    “As I was saying, King Teravan used the message book and most of his remaining strength to personally inform all commands that he is alive, if not well, and used his personal emergency code to prove it. Not even Princess Ellissan knew or could use that code. In response, every command has sworn to obey King Teravan, and through him, King Stavin.”

    The queen placed both hands on the table and bowed her head for a moment before continuing. “The king made the decision to send that message after we found out that Zel’Draval had slaughtered everyone at Fort Zel’Karyn who wouldn’t swear to Lebawan, including the wives and children of the senior officers. They also slaughtered every woman in uniform.”

    Lady Stardis snapped to her feet and asked, “All of them?” as her trembling hand came up to her mouth.

    “That is the information we received.”

    The lady’s legs buckled and she fell into her chair. She whispered the name “Milla” and began to cry.

    Sharindis closed her eyes against the pain in the lady’s voice. “This news, along with King Teravan’s message, was enough for the commanders of Coravia’s forts. Our army has his location and direction of travel now. They are making all speed to intercept him, but if he tries to take another fort they may be saved the effort.” Sharindis smiled wickedly. “Zel’Draval no longer has a message book, so he can’t read our messages. He doesn’t know that we know his location, course, and speed.”

    “Queen Sharindis,” Lady Marydyth said as she stood, “what is King Stavin planning to do with him once he has Zel’Draval?”

    “Kill him. There is no point in bringing him back here for trial. That’s only if they capture him alive. I personally think that unlikely.”

    The Minister of Justice shook her head. “He cannot order the execution of a priest without a trial, Queen Sharindis. The traitors who support him, yes, of course, but all of the priests must be openly tried.”

    Sharindis shook her head. “I will inform him tonight, but I know my husband. It’s going to be an effort to convince him to bring any of them back here alive.”

    With that Shari dismissed the council. Discussing Zel’Draval’s fate had made her think of another condemned priest.

    Shari approached General Zel’Astel immediately and asked, “Warvin, do you know which cell Stavin bound that priest in? The one where Queen Rowena was murdered?”

    General Zel’Astel bowed deeply before saying, “I do, Your Majesty.”

    “Take me down there. There is something I have to see to.”

    “Your Majesty, I don’t think that is a good idea.”

    Shari bowed her head and closed her eyes, but her mind was made up. “You’re probably right, but it’s necessary anyway. I understand Stavin’s reasoning, but--we aren’t them, and I won’t stoop to their level.”

    General Zel’Astel bowed his head in agreement, then led the way. Colonel Zel’Halvis and twenty guards followed on their heels.

    The door to the dungeons was closed, but not bolted. No one had found the time or a blacksmith to fix the damage Stavin had done to the bolts. The air grew more fetid and disturbing as they descended.

    The door to the cell was still closed and bolted, but there was no lock. Shari slid the bolt back herself and pushed the door open.

    The pitiful wretch on the bed was barely alive, and turned his eyes toward her as he begged, “Water. For the love of Lebawan, water,” in a harsh, barely audible croak.

    Shari recoiled from the sight and stench. The man was still tied, but he’d struggled against the ropes until his flesh was torn, and now festering wounds circled each wrist and ankle.

    “He has received water every day, Queen Sharindis,” General Zel’Astel said from her side. “And food, though little of it. We’re not monsters. We wouldn’t leave him to starve or die of thirst like they did to the Chosen.”

    Shari took a step forward and he again begged, “Have mercy. We only followed Lebawan’s commands.”

    Shari shook her head slowly. “Lebawan never commanded the atrocities that you and your fellows have committed. Only men are intentionally cruel.” She stepped forward and stopped beside the bed. “I will not forgive what you have done, but neither will I condone what is being done here.” She pulled a long knife from its sheath at her waist and said, “Mercy is yours,” then slid the knife between his ribs and into his heart.

    Turning to face her guards, Queen Sharindis commanded, “Draft some workmen and have every one of these cells cleansed. I don’t want so much as a moldy piece of straw left in a corner.”

    General Zel’Astel bowed deeply as he said, “As you command, Queen Sharindis,” then watched as she walked away and disappeared up the stairs. To his men he said, “You heard the queen. Two of you see to it. The rest get back on watch.”

    * * *

    Fort Zel’Candil sat in Arandar’s light with a small town built close to its walls. Scouts had been deployed when news of the atrocity at Fort Zel’Karyn was delivered, and now every person near the fort was safely within its walls. So were their livestock and provisions. 

    King Zel’Draval rode boldly up to the gates, expecting them to open immediately. When they didn’t, a man in the blue robes of a Priest Inquisitor Rode forward and shouted, “Open the gates for your king!”

    A voice shouted back, “Our good King Teravan is in Moravad. His successor, King Stavin, is coming behind you. You’ll not be admitted to carry out your treason here, Priest!”

    “How dare you defy me!” Zel’Draval screamed as he pushed his way forward. “I am your king! I am your rightful king by Lebawan’s will! Teravan Zel’Darvin was destroyed as a defective! Open these gates. You are defective if you believe the lies being spread by the traitors in Moravad! Open the gates or I’ll have my men open them over your bodies!”

    Now more laughter drifted down from the top of the walls. King Karvar turned and screamed, “Attack! Attack! Take these defectives for stoning!”

    The soldiers and civilians of Zel’Draval’s force charged forward, but raggedly. With no general to guide them, and only a few officers of any rank, they came as a mass of men, screaming what they thought were war-cries and waving swords over their heads. 

    Archers on the walls sent volley after volley of arrows down into the unprotected ranks of the traitors. Hundreds of arrows fell among the charging traitors, scything them down like ripe grain. Men and horses screamed as their flesh was pierced. A few officers in armor managed to reach the base of the walls, but there they were met with molten lead and boiling oil poured from the battlements. Their screams rang across the pathetic battlefield. 

    Zel’Draval and his priests backed away in shock and disbelief as their mastery of Coravia was defied. But they didn’t back away far enough. A bugle sounded, and the archers shifted their aim farther back. As the ranks of his men withered around him, King Karvar Zel’Draval and his senior supporters fled in terror.

    * * *

    Stavin’s force had been traveling for six days before they received a message from Fort Zel’Candil.

     


    “King Teravan, King Stavin, the traitor Zel’Draval and his followers arrived and demanded entrance near mid day today. When he was refused, he ordered his followers to attack. We slaughtered four hundred and ten men before Zel’Draval and his closest followers fled. I have ordered my cavalry, raiders, and scouts after them with orders to capture them if possible. With respect, Lord General Alval Zel’Grovan.”

     


    Stavin didn’t need to call for a map. Lady General Zel’Pardin had it rolled out by the time Stavin had finished reading the message.

    “He’s still seven or eight days ahead of us,” Stavin grumbled.

    “With just a quarter of his troops,” Karvik pointed out. 

    “More like a third or more. If our numbers are right he has about three hundred and fifty troops behind him.” 

    Karvik looked at him and shook his head. “They’re not all soldiers, Stave. A lot of them are his followers and priests. I’d bet it was only troops that he sent against Fort Zel’Candil.”

    “And we have more than twice his number behind us, all troops,” Lady Saralee pointed out. “We can also add a few hundred more along the way.”

    “True,” Stavin agreed, “but it’s not us I’m worried about. Most of the towns he’s headed for are small, isolated communities. Three hundred and fifty soldiers and priests against a town that might have three hundred and fifty people total, almost all commoners, would be a slaughter.”

    Everyone in the command tent exchanged glances, but no one contradicted him. It was an unfortunate truth in every war that the common people were the most vulnerable. An honorable commander, fighting in accordance with the Code of the Warrior, was one thing: a madman like Zel’Draval was something else entirely.

    Stavin had Lord General Kel’Destar issue orders to all commands with his message book. “From King Stavin: Protect the people of Coravia from Zel’Draval and his followers.”

    It was another seven days before word of Zel’Draval’s rampage was relayed to Stavin.

     


    “From Lady General Zel’Neran to King Stavin. The town of Erlin Ford has been destroyed. One survivor reached us moments ago. Zel’Draval has left Coravia and entered Kavadia. By my orders and on my authority, the force from Fort Zel’Candil has been instructed to stop and help any survivors at Erlin Ford. This is in accordance with our treaty with what passes for a government in Kavadia. 

    Lady General Vallen Zel’Neran.”

     


    Stavin sat with his head in his hands for a moment before commanding, “Reply to the lady general. Have her take her entire force to Erlin Ford. Tell her we’re--how far away are we?”

    “Six days, King Stavin,” General Kel’Destar replied.

    “Tell her we’ll be there in six days. Have her bring supplies for an extended campaign in Kavadia.”

    “King Stavin,” Lady General Zel’Pardin said in a soft tone, “Coravia has a treaty with the Kavadian Traders’ Guild forbidding our military from entering Kavadia.”

    Stavin was quiet as he considered his options. I can’t let him get away with this. He’s a traitor and murderer. And he sent those men after Shari and the kids. I can’t let this go. I can’t let him go. If only there was a way for me to enter Kavadia as someone other than King Stavin of Coravia. If only—A grin pulled at his lips as a stray thought intruded. That’d work. He turned to face his officers and spoke in a soft, unyielding tone. “We are going into Kavadia. If Zel’Draval thinks he’s safe north of the border, he’s is in for a rude surprise.” It was obvious that the generals wanted to object, but they kept their peace. Karvik didn’t.

    “Are you insane?” he whispered. “You’re violating a treaty you have no business violating.”

    Stavin just looked at Karvik for a moment, then an evil grin spread his lips into a grimace that no one would mistake for a smile. “No, I’m not. You’ll see.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    Now Stavin’s face took on an even more evil twist as he chuckled. “You’ll see.”

    Karvik shook his head slowly. “Gods Above protect Coravia.”

    Stavin just laughed in reply. And the edge of madness in that laugh made Karvik shiver.

    * * *

    It took just five days to reach Erlin Ford. Destroyed was an insufficient description for what Zel’Draval had done. Not even one building remained standing. Scattered ashes sat in stone foundations, and among too many of those ashes were the charred bones of Erlin Ford’s people.

    Lady General Zel’Neran met them as soon as they arrived. “We’ve located just twenty-one survivors from the three hundred and thirty-nine people the census listed for Erlin Ford. There may be more who managed to flee and kept on running, but we don’t have much hope of that. According to the survivors, ‘King’ Zel’Draval arrived with his army and started inspecting the people. When a few objected, he condemned the whole town and ordered it cleansed.” She paused to clear her throat. “He killed them all. Even the babies. Then he put them in the buildings along with all of their firewood and burned the town.”

    Stavin bowed his head, and closed his eyes for a moment as he took several deep breaths. No king worthy of the title does things like this. No king. Then he stepped forward and said, “Very well, General Zel’Neran. In the morning, we’re invading Kavadia to get him back. And don’t bother quoting the treaty. Even without this,” he waved his hand at the burned buildings, “the murder of Queen Rowena would warrant it.”

    Lady General Zel’Neran looked to her peers for support, but a slight shake of Lady General Zel’Pardin’s head silenced her. Instead she bowed and said, “Yes, King Stavin.”

    The morning sun found them in the saddle and it was well before mid day when they reached the remains of Fallen Leaf. Like Erlin Ford, it had been completely destroyed.

    Stavin remained silent as he looked at the bodies in the ashes, but those near him heard a low growl of anger that no human throat should have been able to produce. Karvik was the only one who knew why: Scribe Stavin was staring at the remains of the town hall and archive. Without a word, Stavin turned his horse toward the road north.

    * * *

    Queen Sharindis had tears in her eyes as she read Stavin’s message to the Ministers. “--They are all dead, Shari. We are going to continue the chase if it leads all the way to Rey on the Glimmer.”

    Sharindis closed the book and wiped a tear from her eye. “Zel’Draval has gone to Kavadia, like the bandit king he is.”

    Stardis Zel’Gestan stood and shook her head. “You must recall him, Queen Sharindis. He is violating our treaty with Kavadia. His actions could cause a war along the entire Kavadian Border.”

    Sharindis was shaking her head slowly as she replied, “No. I don’t think Lady Sahren herself could turn him around, and I won’t even try. We knew people in those towns.”

    “He murdered my daughter!” the Minister of the Interior almost shouted. “But so many more will die if Kavadia declares war on us. Even for Milla, even for justice for my daughter, I cannot support this decision.”

    “Then don’t. We don’t want blind obedience. We want Ministers, people who will argue what is right against what we want. But I know Stavin. He’s a lot of things, but foremost among them he’s clever. He knows about the treaty, so if he’s entering Kavadia, he’s found a way around it.”

    “But what could that be?” Princess Ellissan asked.

    Queen Sharindis shook her head sadly. “I can’t even begin to imagine.”


    Chapter 20

    THE KAVADIAN TOWN OF FEL’HADAK WAS still in flames when Stavin’s army arrived. Karvik rode Chana around in front of Stavin to keep him back as Captain Zel’Corval led the troops forward at the gallop.

    “There isn’t anything we can do here, Stave,” Karvik almost shouted.

    Stavin looked at Karvik, and seemed to collapse. “Why? What did they do to deserve this?”

    “Nothing. Stave, no one deserves this kind of treatment.”

    Stavin dismounted and went to his knees. Karvik was instantly beside him, as were the generals. Stavin bent forward as sobs of grief wracked his frame. He kept saying, “Amarna. I’m so sorry.” He was repeating it over and over again as he cried. Only Karvik knew why, but he remained mute as Stavin’s grief and guilt tore him apart.

    Captain Zel’Corval returned to the commanders and stopped when he saw Stavin on his knees. Lady General Zel’Pardin looked at him and nodded, so he began his report.

    “King Stavin, my men caught ten priests trying to escape. They claim to have been left behind to finish punishing these people. They claim,” now he paused and shook his head, “they claim Zel’Draval ordered them to dispose of all the defectives here. He went ahead, and these men were thoroughly punishing every “defective” they could find.” Now he took a deep breath as if steeling himself for combat and said, “They torched the town when they saw us coming.”

    Stavin made a sound like an animal in pain and collapsed forward for a moment, but before Karvik could even drop to his knees beside him, he rose to his feet with his arms spread wide and screamed at the sky in rage. And behind that scream was a more horrifying sound: a growl that no human could ignore. A growl that made their neck hairs stand on end and made them want to run. The horses fought the troopers who were holding their bridles, seeking to flee the growl of a dragon.

    Karvik grabbed Stavin by both shoulders and forced him around to face him.

    “Stavin! Stavin, stop it! Don’t lose control!”

    “I want them dead, Kar,” he said, his voice still backed by that growl. “I want all of them dead.”

    Captain Zel’Corval was looking at his king with wide eyes as he said, “They are, Your Majesty. My men—My men killed them as soon as they saw and heard what they had done. I didn’t even try to stop them.”

    Lady General Zel’Pardin looked at him and snapped, “That was out of line, Captain.”

    Stavin whispered, “No. No, that was more merciful than I would have been.”

    “King Stavin, they were priests following--”

    “No, General Zel’Pardin. They weren’t. Lebawan never decreed things like this. He never decreed slaughter. Lebawan and Sahren were allies, not enemies. They both worked toward the same goal. But not like this. Not by slaughtering everyone who didn’t obey the priests.”

    “King Stavin?”

    “These are criminals using the name of Lebawan to justify their crimes. Nothing more. Nothing less.” Stavin looked at all three generals and shook his head. “We have to stop them. We can’t let them turn Coravia or Kavadia into Lebawan’s Hell.”

     



    Chapter 21

    IT TOOK SEVEN MORE DAYS TO catch up with Zel’Draval at Aravad, the ancient capital of Kavadia. A huge force was gathered south of the city, far more than Zel’Draval had entered Kavadia with, and Stavin smiled when he saw them. The Aravad Traders’ Council and Kavadian Traders’ Guild had added their enforcers to the men of the Coravian traitors, swelling their ranks to more than a thousand men.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and smiled, and that expression made Karvik shiver. “Let me ride forward alone, Kar,” he said softly. “This is where I was hoping he’d stop.”

    “Why?”

    “Because this is Aravad, and in Aravad I’m not King Stavin of Coravia or even Prince Stavin of Evandia. In Aravad, I am Master Trader Stavin Zel’Andral, owner of the Kel’Aniston Trading House, and a full member of the Aravad Traders’ Council.”

    Karvik’s eyes went round with understanding. He whispered, “You sneaky little bastard.”

    Stavin laughed loudly and said, “Yup,” as he rode forward.

    A man rode forward to meet Stavin, but stopped short with a confused expression on his face when he saw that Stavin had put on his Master Trader’s vest over his armor. The man asked, “What is going on?”

    Stavin smiled and bowed his head. “I am Master Trader Stavin of House Kel’Aniston. I would like to speak with the council concerning some people who have committed offenses against me and my interests.”

    The man backed his horse a step before regaining control. “You have brought a Coravian army onto Kavadian soil in defiance of our treaty.”

    Stavin smiled slightly. “As a member of the Council, I have the right to bring an armed force with me in pursuance of those I seek. That they are Coravian troops is irrelevant. They are under my command, so there is no treaty violation.”

    The man bowed in the saddle. “Lord Zel’Kaudell and the council will have to rule on this. Follow me, Master Stavin.” The man turned his horse around and led Stavin back toward the Aravad.

    A voice started shouting as soon as they started riding. “Kill him! Kill that defective traitor!”

    Stavin looked at his guide and the man explained. “He claims you usurped his throne with the aid of traitorous generals, and has promised Trade concessions in exchange for the Council’s aid in retaking his crown.”

    Stavin shook his head but didn’t say anything. His guide led him through the force to a pavilion in the rear. Dismounting, Stavin removed his helmet and gauntlets and handed them to the man who was holding his reins.

    A familiar face met him as he turned around. “Prince Stavin, this is a shock,” Lord Ahlic said as he bowed.

    “Greetings, Lord Ahlic. It’s unfortunate that I had to return to Aravad this way. It wasn’t my choice.”

    A commotion off to the left announced the arrival of ‘King’ Zel’Draval. “Seize him! Seize that traitor!” he shouted, but no one moved. Finally, a Coravian Army colonel tried to force his way forward, only to be blocked by the swords of ten Aravad Council Enforcers.

    Lord Ahlic looked at the priest and said, “Master Stavin is a member of our Council. If you attempt to attack him again, you will be cut down.”

    There was silence as Stavin followed Ahlic into the pavilion. Stavin found himself facing the full ruling council and bowed.

    “Greetings, Councilors. I am here seeking redress of wrongs committed against me and my interests by one Karvar Zel’Draval and his followers.”

    Lord Perrit stood and nodded. “What charges do you lay against Karvar Zel’Draval?”

    “I accuse Karvar Zel’Draval of the murder of two members of my family.”

    Another councilor stood and bowed. “Master Stavin, who did High Priest Zel’Draval murder?”

    “My cousins, Queen Rowena and Prince Caldan of Coravia.”

    The councilor tilted his head to the side. “It is our understanding that they were judged defective and executed in accordance with Lebawan’s Law.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Coravian law states that only the worshipers of Lebawan can be judged by His priests. Since no one in the royal family was a worshiper of Lebawan, the priest had no right to examine or condemn them. Therefore, it was nothing less than treason and murder.” Stavin looked around and spoke again after a moment. “There is something else that we, as the ruling body in this portion of Kavadia, must also address.”

    “And what is that, Master Stavin?” Lord Perrit asked.

    “The murder of Kavadian civilians in the towns of Fallen Leaf and Fel’Hadak.” He went on to describe what Zel’Draval and his followers had done there and in Erlin Ford. “These crimes are a separate matter from the crimes that brought me before you today.”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell was silent for a moment, then nodded once. “Master Stavin is within his rights to seek redress from this council. Have someone invite High Priest Zel’Draval to join us.”

    It took slightly less than a span for the priest to arrive. During that time Stavin informed the council of some of the happenings in Moravad and along Zel’Draval’s path through Coravia. When Zel’Draval arrived, he strutted triumphantly into the council chamber.

    “Well, Lord Councilors, I see you’ve captured him. Good. Once he’s been executed we’ll discuss Trade between Coravia and Kavadia.”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell simply looked at the priest for a moment then said, “Seize that murdering fool.”

    When the Council Enforcers seized him, Zel’Draval began screaming. “Not me, you defective imbeciles! Him! The traitorous pretender! I’ll condemn you all!”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell said, “Silence that fool,” and a gag was quickly forced into Zel’Draval’s mouth. “There, now that we have some order in here, we’ll continue. Karvar Zel’Draval, you are accused of murdering members of Master Trader Zel’Andral’s family. That you have already admitted to this council that you did in fact kill Queen Rowena and Prince Caldan simplifies matters.” He paused when Zel’Draval started struggling wildly.

    “There is also your crime of slaughtering the people of Fallen Leaf and Fel’Hadak. I call for a voice vote of the council. All in favor of letting Master Stavin have this priest, say aye.” Every member of the council said aye. “The motion is carried. All in favor of condemning this priest to death for the murder of Kavadian civilians in the town of Fallen Leaf, say aye.” Again, the vote was unanimous. “All in favor of condemning this priest to death for the murder of Kavadian civilians in the town of Fel’Hadak, say aye.” Again, every member of the Council said aye. Karvar Zel’Draval was glaring around at the council now, but couldn’t even protest around the gag in his mouth. “Master Stavin, in accordance with Kavadian law, this man and his followers are yours to do with as you please. Now, just to satisfy my curiosity, what is this nonsense about you being the King of Coravia now?”

    Stavin chuckled. “King Teravan and Princess Ellissan survived the attack on the palace. King Teravan abdicated in my favor so Coravia would have a warrior king to take Coravia back from Lebawan. We’ll discuss anything else after the traitors who supported Zel’Draval are seen to.” Stavin smiled and bowed to the stunned councilors, then the enforcers forced Zel’Draval out of the council chamber behind him as he left.

    Karvik and nine Warriors of Kel’Kavin met him at his horse. “I see they sided with you.”

    “Yes. The Aravad Traders’ Council has sentenced him to death for his crimes at Fallen Leaf and Fel’Hadak. Once he’s been seen to, we’ll deal with his followers.”

    Karvik and his men surrounded Stavin and his prisoner for the long ride back to their force. Stavin rode, but Zel’Draval was forced to walk behind the horses with a rope around his neck.

    When they arrived, Stavin motioned to Lady Daynah and Lady Saralee, and both of them hurried to his side. “Yes, King Stavin?”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Ladies, I present you with the traitor Karvar Zel’Draval. He has been sentenced to death by the Aravad Traders’ Council for the murder of the people of Fallen Leaf and Fel’Hadak, Queen Rowena, Prince Caldan, and all the rest of the victims of his rampage through Coravia. You may carry out the sentence.”

    Lady Daynah smiled evilly as she looked Zel’Draval in the eye. “Karvar Zel’Draval, I am Lady Daynah Zel’Karyn, Heir of Zel’Karyn.”

    Lady Saralee echoed Daynah’s smile. “Karvar Zel’Draval, I am Lady Saralee Zel’Coy. Under the Code of the Chosen, we claim the right of the first wronged to execute you.”

    Karvar started thrashing wildly and Stavin motioned for Karvik to remove the gag. “I am the High Priest of Lebawan! Only a king, a true king, can order the execution of a priest!”

    “And I did,” Stavin replied.

    Karvar shouted, “You are not the true king of Coravia! I am!”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. You broke the law when you examined and condemned people who were not followers of Lebawan. Prince Caldan was not yours to examine or condemn, nor was Queen Rowena. But really, none of that matters.”

    “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?!” Karvar screamed.

    Stavin smiled as he looked up into the condemned fool’s eyes. “Exactly what I said. The laws of Coravia are irrelevant here. You chose to come to Kavadia, to Aravad, and only Kavadian law and the will of the Traders’ Council apply here.” Stavin’s smile took on an even nastier twist. “Under Kavadian law, any Chosen Master Trader can pass judgment on you for your crimes--and the entire Aravad Traders’ Council just did.”

    “No! No, you can’t do this to me! I’m the High Priest of Lebawan!”

    Stavin nodded to Lady Daynah, and she pulled a leather boot-lace from her pouch and slid it through her fingers.

    Karvar again screamed, “No! I am a Chosen lord! You can’t strangle me like a common criminal!”

    “True, but we can execute you like the traitorous bastard you are,” Lady Daynah replied. “Kneel.”

    Karvar screamed, “No!” and started fighting so violently that Karvik almost lost control of him. Stavin took the fight out of him by grabbing a guardsman’s ax and ramming the butt of the handle into Karvar’s gut, dropping him to his knees. As the traitor gasped in pain, Stavin said, “I promised to remind you that the only people you were allowed to inspect were your own followers--which didn’t include the royal family.” He gave the priest an evil grin, then stepped away.

    “Lady Daynah?” he invited with a sweep of his arm, and she bowed before stepping forward.

    Daynah tied the cord around Karvar’s neck, but before she yanked it tight, Saralee said, “Not too tight, Day. Let him die slowly and painfully. Make it last, like he did when he stoned Aldie.”

    Daynah looked at her cousin, shook her head slowly, then jerked the cord as tight as she could. “No, Sara,” she replied as Karvar started to choke, “we’re not them.”

    Karvar was struggling against the rope that bound his hands as he struggled for breath. His whole body was jerking violently and he fell to the ground and writhed in agony as his face darkened. His struggles became even more frantic for a moment, then slowly stopped. As death took him, Lady Daynah said, “The traitor Zel’Draval is dead, Your Majesty.”

    Stavin nodded. “How do you feel?” he asked as he put a hand on her shoulder.

    “Sick.”

    “Good. Executing someone shouldn’t be easy. Why don’t the two of you retire? Sara looks greener than you do.”

    Both women walked away with their heads down. Karvik stepped up behind Stavin and said, “I’ll bet neither of them has ever killed anyone before.”

    “Probably not. Daynah feels sick, but so did I after that first time. Sara looks like she feels worse. They’ll recover, though. Now the question is what to do with the rest of them?”

    “Do they deserve to die like Zel’Draval did?” Karvik asked.

    “They are all traitors,” Stavin growled as he looked toward Zel’Draval’s followers. “Let them follow Zel’Draval to Eshokanal’s hell.”

    “And that?” Karvik asked as he looked at the elegantly dressed body at his feet.

    Stavin followed his gaze and stood silent for a moment, then shrugged. “Strip any valuables off the body, then bury it in the latrine pits. The gold and jewels will go to Lady Sahren when we return to Coravia.” Karvik nodded and saw to the body while Stavin spoke to his generals.

    “Advance on the traitors,” he commanded, “but grant quarter to anyone who surrenders.”

    All three generals replied, “Yes, Your Majesty,” then turned to their subordinates and began giving orders.

    Zel’Draval’s force reacted to the bugle calls and formed up to repulse the attack, but soon confusion spread through the ranks. The Kavadian allies they had counted on had formed a defensive line behind them, cutting off any escape through Aravad.

    Shouts echoed across the field of battle. Each side could read the other’s signals, so there was no chance of surprise. The traitors were out-numbered more than five-to-one, but they fought with the ferocity of men with nothing left to lose.

    Stavin stood near his tent and watched, and the growl of an angry dragon rumbled in his chest. Karvik was at his side, holding on to one shoulder to keep Stavin out of the fight.

    A group of men broke loose from the rear of the traitors’ force and ran for the trees, but a group of Lady General Zel’Pardin’s cavalry ran them down. Only six of the ten lived to surrender.

    The battle took more than twenty spans to come to a conclusion. Of Zel’Draval’s three hundred and fifty-six men, only seventy-nine lived to surrender. Two hundred and seventeen of Stavin’s troops had been wounded, and twenty-nine killed.

    One of Zel’Draval’s officers, a colonel, screamed at the men who were binding him. “You are all going to be executed for this! King Zel’Draval will condemn you all!”

    “Zel’Draval is dead,” Lady Saralee said as she walked forward. “He died on his knees with a cord around his neck.”

    “You bitch! You filthy Zel’Coy harlot!”

    Lady Saralee laughed harshly. “You didn’t think that way when you were trying to get me to marry you, Larrad.”

    “You will address me with respect, you whore!” he shouted, and was driven to his knees by a blow to the top of his head from a trooper’s armored fist.

    “You’ll not speak to the lady like that, traitor,” the man snarled as he bent over the kneeling colonel. “King Stavin said to grant quarter, but he didn’t say you couldn’t be shown the error of your ways.”

    Lady Saralee gave the trooper a dazzling smile, then turned her attention back to Larrad. “How could you support the man who murdered your cousin Rowena?”

    “She was defective!” he shouted from the ground. “I should have been promoted to general years ago, but she wouldn’t have Terry promote me.”

    “She kept you from being dismissed from the army for incompetence and malfeasance. You nearly got yourself court-martialed for what you did to me, but she shielded you from the consequences of your actions. And you think she was defective? I can’t wait to see what King Stavin does to you.”

    “No!” he shouted, his expression shifting to desperation. “No, you can’t! You can’t touch me!”

    She shook her head slowly. “Your only protection died in the dungeons with a sword in her womb, Larrad. And you supported her murderer. I hope King Stavin has you strangled.”

    Larrad struggled to his feet and took a step toward her, only to be punched in the back of his head again by the trooper’s armored fist. He fell to his knees and looked up at the man. “You’ll pay for that. When we return to Moravad--”

    “You’ll never see Moravad again,” a different woman’s voice said. “I doubt King Stavin is even going to take any of you back to Coravia.”

    “Who in the hells are you?” Larrad demanded.

    “I am Lady Daynah Zel’Karyn, Heir of Zel’Karyn. But I’m not here for you, Larrad. Sara, King Stavin has requested that all officers and Chosen return to the command tent.”

    Lady Saralee nodded, then looked at the troopers. “Place that traitor with the rest. He’ll face his fate with his accomplices.” Daynah and Sara walked away, ignoring Larrad’s threats and pleas except for the small, pleased smile on Sara’s lips.

    Daynah looked up at her and said, “You just had to rub his nose in it, didn’t you?” Sara’s only reply was a tiny giggle. Then her face sobered as she joined the Chosen.

    Stavin waited until he had as many officers and Chosen as the command tent would hold before speaking.

    “Lords and ladies, there have been a lot of questions concerning my plans for the prisoners. I’ll admit that I hadn’t really anticipated having prisoners to worry about. What I won’t be doing is executing them out of hand.” He paused to let the surprised muttering stop. “It was pointed out that there are worse fates than being strangled. I will be consulting with the Kavadian authorities tomorrow as to what can be done under Kavadian law. Since it was Kavadian Law that condemned Zel’Draval, we will allow ourselves to be bound by Kavadia’s laws in this matter as well.”

    The announcement was made to the entire force after the evening meal. There was some grumbling, mostly involving questions about Kavadia having any laws to obey at all, but nothing serious.

    Stavin went to see the Aravad Traders’ Council the next morning with his vest over his armor. And a worried-looking Karvik by his side. Once the meeting was called to order, and a few late arrivals were chastised, Stavin stood and bowed.

    “Lord and Lady Councilors, the fate of Zel’Draval’s surviving followers is weighing heavily on my mind. I don’t want to simply execute them, though that is the fate they have earned. If you will, what can be done to them under Kavadian law?”

    A man Stavin didn’t recognize stood and bowed. “Master Trad--King Stavin, I am Ambrin Zel’Tomar, legal adviser for the Aravad Traders’ Council. Under the laws of Kavadia, these men are all condemned. However, they are not necessarily condemned to death. There is another option available.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “I’m intrigued. Please elaborate.”

    “In many cases, men who have committed crimes such as these are enslaved and bound to the families of those they killed.”

    Stavin’s head tilted to the side as he considered the idea, then said, “There are a lot of troops among them. Enslaving someone who has been taught hand-to-hand combat and how to use weapons is kind of difficult.”

    Now another man stood and bowed. “King Stavin, I am Adept Zel’Craldan. Enslaving these men would be a simple matter. There is a spell that deadens the will and induces a level of docility and loyalty akin to that of a dog.”

    Stavin looked around, then nodded. “Would there be a way to ensure that they served the families of those they killed?”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell answered, “We have the census from three years ago. We should be able to find their families.” Stavin simply nodded.

    The officers were first. There were few who didn’t protest, but only one received an answer. “I am Colonel Zel’Trandal! You can’t do this to me!”

    “I am Adept Zel’Craldan, and I assure you, Colonel, I can.” The Adept waved his hands and said a few words. The colonel stopped fighting immediately. Slowly, the angry countenance he wore smoothed. After just ten breaths, he looked as docile and anxious to please as a simple child. 

    It took two days to process all the traitors, and Stavin saw to it that the priests were saved for last. As they were led to the Adept, crying and praying to Lebawan, Stavin stood and watched with a small smile on his lips.

    “Enjoying yourself?” Karvik asked.

    Stavin turned and looked up at him, then shook his head. “No, not really. I am pleased that none of them are ever going to be able to condemn anyone again. And I’ll admit that I’m amused that their god won’t answer their prayers.”

    At last the deed was done. Stavin approached the council once more before he left. “Lord and Lady Councilors, we are returning to Coravia in the morning.”

    Lord Zel’Kaudell stood and bowed, then said, “We had hoped to discuss Trade with you, King Stavin.”

    Stavin shook his head and looked at the table. When he looked up, he looked Lord Perrit in the eye from across the room. “That decision will have to wait until the new Coravian Minister of Trade is brought into the discussion. While I think I have the authority to make an arrangement with you, I don’t think I should exercise it.”

    Lord Perrit bowed his acceptance, then spoke. “Perhaps, King Stavin. Are you still planning to renounce the crown when you return to Moravad?”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Yes. That’s another reason for me to not make any deals. King Teravan would have to approve, because in about twenty days he’ll be the King of Coravia again.”

    Lord Ahlic was shaking his head slowly as he stood. “You are a remarkable man, King Stavin, and speaking for House Zel’Vandar, I am proud to be associated with you.” He walked around the table and offered Stavin a deep bow, then extended his hand.

    Stavin returned the bow, then grasped Lord Ahlic by the forearm in the clasp of equals. One by one the rest of the councilors came forward and exchanged bows and hand-clasps with the King of Coravia.

    Lord Zel’Kaudell was last. “King Stavin, it has been an honor and pleasure to have you with us again. I think I speak for all of us when I say that we look forward to your next visit.”

    Stavin bowed and said, “Thank you, all of you, for your hospitality.” Then he left, joining Karvik and his guards for the ride back to Coravia.

    * * *

    Queen Sharindis addressed the King’s Council with a serene smile on her face that puzzled all the Ministers except Princess Ellissan. She looked like she was about to giggle. 

    “My Lord and Lady Ministers, the traitor Karvar Zel’Draval and most of his followers are dead. The survivors have been enslaved in Kavadia. Karvar Zel’Draval died with a leather boot lace around his neck.”

    “Queen Sharindis!” Minister of Justice Kel’Martal snapped as she came to her feet. “No one, not even the king, is above the law. King Stavin did not have the authority to execute a priest without a trial, no matter what he did. Now King Stavin will have to face trial for his actions. I tried to warn you to rein him in, but--”

    “That will be all, Minister Kel’Martal,” Shari said in a mild tone. “Have the courtesy to let me finish before you start lecturing me.” The Minister of Justice closed her mouth and sat, but her eyes were shooting daggers at Shari.

    “As I was about to say, King Stavin led his force of over fifteen hundred soldiers into Kavadia--”

    “No!” Minister of the Interior Zel’Gestan cried out. “Queen Sharindis, we warned you that invading Kavadia could start a war along our entire border!”

    Now Shari giggled. That silenced the ministers far more effectively than a shout. “Karvik has a habit of calling Stavi a ‘sneaky little bastard.’ He lived up to it this time. King Stavin of Coravia didn’t go to Aravad. Master Trader Stavin of the Kel’Aniston Trading House did. There will be no war. There will be no trial.” She paused to smile serenely at the Ministers.

    “Stavin, as is his right as a Chosen Master Trader and a full member of the Aravad Traders’ Council, brought an armed force into Kavadia in pursuit of someone who had committed offenses against him. Zel’Draval was condemned by the Aravad Traders’ Council, not King Stavin of Coravia, and he was executed in accordance with Kavadian Law for his crimes in Kavadia. Also in accordance with Kavadian Law, all of the surviving priests and soldiers who followed Zel’Draval into Kavadia were mage-bound and are being delivered to live out their lives in servitude to the families of the men and women they murdered.”

    “Queen Sharindis, that is still outrageous,” Minister Kel’Martal said as she shook her head. “It’s splitting hairs on legality.”

    Princess Ellissan shrugged. “It’s legal in Kavadia, and that’s all that matters. They are heading home soon, probably today. Once they are back you can discuss it with King Stavin. But I doubt you’ll get Dad to do anything against Stavin. Not after this.”


    Chapter 22

    THE ARMY RETURNED TO CORAVIA WITHOUT incident. Stavin released Lady General Zel’Neran to return to her post, but had Lord General Kel’Destar and Lady General Zel’Pardin stay with him. “After all, the remainder of your commands is already in Moravad.”

    The trip took just fourteen days, and soon Stavin was sitting in a chair next to King Teravan’s bed, explaining what he’d done.

    King Teravan listened in silence until Stavin was done with his story, then he closed his eyes. “A fitting ending for that murdering bastard, and his followers.”

    Stavin smiled. “And since that is the end of the matter, I will be abdicating in your favor in the morning, once we have convened the full court.”

    King Teravan looked at him intensely for a moment, then sighed. “You are still determined to give it all back?”

    “Yes,” Stavin answered with a curt nod. “Coravia deserves a better king than me. I know just enough to be a bad king, but not nearly enough to be a good king.”

    King Teravan shook his head slowly as he replied, “No one knows what kind of king they will be until they are wearing the crown, and by then it’s too late.” King Teravan smiled at Stavin. “I think you, King Stavin Zel’Andral, were a very good king for Coravia in her peril.”

    Stavin smiled and bowed, then went to find his family.

    * * *

    The Court was nearly empty. Only the Chosen officers and a few lords and ladies from Moravad were in attendance, but that was not a problem. Many of the officers had been witness to King Teravan’s abdication in favor of Stavin, and now they nodded in satisfaction as Stavin kept his promise and abdicated in favor of King Teravan.

    Princess Ellissan helped her father to his throne and eased him into it. He could still barely walk, but the weakness that had made his hands shake was just a memory. When King Teravan was in place, King Stavin walked out onto the dais.

    Stavin walked to the edge of the dais and stopped, looking out over the few men and women who had come to bear witness to the event. He was dressed in one of his finest outfits, much to Avrin’s satisfaction, and he smiled as he looked at the lords and ladies. When he stopped, the room fell silent.

    “Many of you were present when King Teravan proclaimed me King of Coravia. You also heard my promise to return the kingdom to the Chosen Clan of Darvin. Today, I keep that promise. I, King Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, formally abdicate in favor of King Teravan Zel’Darvin. As of this moment, let your fealty return to where it belongs.”

    There was a moment of silence, then the officers began filing forward to the base of the dais, going to one knee briefly to Stavin, then going to both knees in front of King Teravan.

    “King Teravan,” Lord General Kel’Destar said loudly, “I pledge my life, my fortune, and my sacred honor to you and your dynasty.” He stood and stepped aside, then came to attention as every officer followed his example. Then every lord and lady of Moravad pledged their loyalty to King Teravan Zel’Darvin, as they had when he had taken the throne more than eleven years before.

    King Teravan managed to stand for just a moment, just long enough to say, “I accept your fealty,” before his knees buckled to drop him back in his throne.

    Princess Ellissan stepped forward now and bowed to the court. “We are deeply indebted to Prince Stavin for his aid in this time of trouble. We wish to express our gratitude in a tangible fashion, but so far he has refused most of our ideas.” She paused to grin at Stavin.

    Stavin was looking at her with a puzzled expression on his face. What’s she up to?

    The princess turned back to the court and bowed her head deeply. “Since he has refused everything else we have offered him, we have decided on a course of action that he can’t refuse. As of this moment, Prince Stavin Zel’Andral is now, and forever more, a scion of Clan Zel’Darvin, and until I have an heir of my body, he is my heir.”

    Stavin was stunned, but not nearly as stunned as the Chosen men and women below them. A low rumbling was building to a roar among the Chosen of Moravad, but most of the officers just grinned.

    “We have chosen this course of action,” she continued loudly, “because almost every member of our clan was murdered by Zel’Draval and his followers. You officers have seen Prince Stavin in action. You lords and ladies of Moravad are free because of the actions of Prince Stavin. If the worst should happen and my father should die before I reach my majority, King Stavin will lead our kingdom once again. If another traitor should make a bid for the throne, King Stavin shall once again take it back for us.”

    Stavin looked toward King Teravan and almost choked when he saw the expression on the king’s face. No cat in a bird cage ever looked so pleased with himself.

    An elderly lord strode forward to glare up at the princess. “Your Highness, what’s to keep him from taking the throne for himself?”

    “The same thing that kept him from keeping the throne this time: his honor.” Princess Ellissan looked at Stavin and smiled. “King Stavin did not have to return Coravia to us. Both my father and I made that clear to him. But he made a promise when father made him the king, and he kept that promise. We think his honor is sufficient to ensure that only the most dire of circumstances would lead him to the throne again.”

    Stavin stepped toward the princess and bowed to King Teravan, and again to Princess Ellissan. “Your Majesty, Your Highness, I pledge on my honor, here in front of these witnesses, that the only way I will ever again accept the crown of Coravia is in the event of both of your deaths.”

    King Teravan nodded, then held up one finger. “Or upon my death if it should happen before Crown Princess Ellissan reaches her majority.”

    Stavin bowed deeply and said, “As you command, Your Majesty.”

    “In addition,” King Teravan continued, “in honor of Prince Stavin’s service to the kingdom, Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral’s rank shall be recognized by all army units in Coravia. Normally, that would automatically make him General of the Armies of Coravia, but his other responsibilities prevent that.”

    Princess Ellissan bowed to her father, then turned and said, “Court is adjourned.” Then she helped her father from the room as Stavin descended to talk with Karvik.

    Karvik murmured. “Heir to Coravia as well as Evandia, and Coravia’s ranking Warrior as well? I can’t wait to see King Kalin’s reaction to this bit of news.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly and looked at the floor as he murmured back, “I can.”

    * * *

    It took two more days for the palace to settle enough to get on with the business of the kingdom. Princess Ellissan took control of the Council in the king’s absence, but Shari was always there to back her.

    “We have to fulfill our obligations to Evandia,” Shari explained, “but we have obligations to Coravia as well. You do realize that by making Stavi your heir, you made me your big sister.”

    Ellie smiled and giggled. “Yes, we knew what we were doing. Dad is still too weak to take an active role in the Council, and I still need you. I really shouldn’t be Heir by Right yet. I didn’t do my two years with the Army.” She looked at the table and sighed. “I was going to report this year.”

    “You are—I’m sorry, Ellie. You are the only child. Your claim cannot be supplanted. And if you had reported before we got here, we might not have been able to do all the things we did.”

    “King Stavin would have,” she replied softly.

    “He--We would have tried. But Ellie, you don’t know Stavin all that well. I think his anger over the way Zel’Draval treated you drove him a little harder than anything else. He has very real hatred for rapists.”

    Ellissan sighed again. “He was pretty mad about that. General Zel’Astel and his men certainly were. General Zel’Astel.” She turned and looked Shari in the eyes. “We have to find a new General of the Royal Guard.”

    Shari nodded. “And General of the Armies as well. Stavin had an idea, but he wanted you and your father to make the decision.”

    “Oh?”

    “Lord General Kel’Destar as General of the Armies of Coravia. And Lady General Zel’Pardin as General of the Coravian Royal Guard.”

    Princess Ellissan got a dreamy look in her eyes as she said, “General Cori—Oh, Shari, I would love that. But he is so junior.”

    “Stavin and your father discussed it before he went after Zel’Draval. And Lady Revala seems to be flexible enough. Plus, well, Stavi said she has a forceful personality. It is going to take a forceful personality to whip the Coravian Royal Guard into shape.”

    “Come with me to discuss it with Dad.”

    Stavin and Shari went with Ellie to King Teravan’s bedside that night. “Dad, Shari said you and Stavin discussed making General Cori the General of the Armies. Why didn’t you tell me?”

    “I wanted to see if he came back before I said anything,” the king replied, smiling at his daughter. “I know how much you adore him, and I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case something happened. But I am in favor of it now as well. Cori will make a good general for our armies.”

    Princess Ellissan looked at Stavin. “And Lady Revala?”

    Stavin smiled and bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. King Teravan, I would propose that Lady General Zel’Pardin be appointed General of the Coravian Royal Guard.”

    King Teravan grinned. “Revi Zel’Pardin is an excellent suggestion. While I hate to cast a shadow on the man’s memory, General Zel’Casten was perhaps a bit too much of a gentleman for the post. He and his men were too gentle, too restrained when Zel’Draval attacked. And none of them survived.” The king grinned, and then chuckled. “Revi has been accused of being a lot of things over the years, but she’s never been accused of being gentle or restrained. So we will let Revi have her way with the new battalion.”

    “Daddy?” Princess Ellissan asked softly, with a hint of suspicion in her tone. “How well do you know her?”

    The king grinned at his daughter and said, “I almost married her. She is the daughter of Lord General Kelistan Zel’Pardin—Cori and my first commanding officer at Fort Zel’Talgan.” When she just glared at him, he chuckled and continued. “She was too young, though. Just fourteen when I finished my tour. Your mom knew her as well. She’s your mom’s second cousin.”

    “Daddy!”

    * * *

    The announcement was made the next morning. Lord General Kel’Destar stood shocked silent as Princess Ellissan pinned the insignia on his breast, then hugged him. “I am so glad you are going to be around, General Cori,” she murmured against his chest. “I need you.”

    The general broke protocol by hugging her in return. “I will always be here for you, my princess.”

    Lady General Zel’Pardin was a bit more shocked when Princess Ellissan told her of her promotion. “You’re making me the what?!”

    Princess Ellissan giggled. “Dad said you are mom’s cousin, so you are family. And General Zel’Astel is leaving with Prince Stavin in a little while, so we are appointing you as the General of the Coravian Royal Guard.” She glanced over at a grinning Warvin Zel’Astel. “King Stavin was impressed by your flexibility and ability to think on your feet in the field. Our Royal Guard has a good start, but you are going to have to continue the work that the Evandian Royal Guard began with our troops. We will not be overthrown again.”

    Revala Zel’Pardin nodded slowly as she said, “No, we won’t. Not on my watch.” 

    * * *

    Stavin and Shari remained in Moravad for twenty more days, completing their original Trade Mission, and arranging Favored Trader status for the members of the Aravad Traders’ Council. “It’s only fair,” Stavin argued, “given the Aravad Council’s help with Zel’Draval.”

    The new King’s Council that Shari and Ellie had appointed had taken to their responsibilities with remarkable vigor, and they and King Teravan agreed to just about everything Stavin proposed.

    The time finally arrived when it was time to go home to Evandia. Stavin and Shari were able to take their leave of King Teravan and Princess Ellissan in the Court room.

    All five of them walked to the base of the dais and went to one knee. Stavin said, “Your Majesty, Your Highness, we request permission to return to Evandia.”

    King Teravan stood tall as he looked down on Stavin and his family. There was a fond smile on his face as he said, “Prince Stavin, the kingdom is forever in your debt. Return to your home, but remember that you are home here as well.”

    The king sat down, and three small forms ran up the five steps of the dais. Karlin, Sahren, and Mahren all hugged the king, and he hugged them back. “You be careful, darlings,” he murmured as he held all three of them.

    “We will, Gran’pa Terry,” Karlin replied for all three of them. Then they stepped back, bowed to the king, and turned to run down the stairs and rejoin their parents.

    As they left the Court, Stavin looked at Shari and said, “I wonder if we could take a detour to Fort Kel’Vardil and see if Lord General Zel’Enred has dug up anything new?”

    Shari threw her head back and laughed. “I don’t think anyone would mind, Stavi. I don’t think they would mind at all.”


    Chapter 23

    THE ROYAL PARTY RODE OUT OF Moravad on the same northerly road that Stavin had taken in pursuit of Zel’Draval. This time, however, he was much more relaxed.

    “This is really beautiful country, isn’t it?” he asked Shari as he looked around. The trees were different here, and their colorful leaves tended more toward reds than the golds of the trees around Twin Bridges.

    “It’s all so gorgeous,” she replied in a soft voice.

    “It’s beautiful,” Mahren said in a delighted tone.

    “It’s like the Lady painted the trees ‘specially for us,” Sahren agreed.

    Stavin laughed and smiled at his son. “What about you, Karlin?”

    “I wish I could paint like Aunt Sora. I’d paint a picture of the trees so we could keep them like this forever.”

    Shari laughed with delight. “You can learn, Karli. Remember, Aunt Sora has been painting since Daddy was a little boy. You have years to learn how.”

    “I know, Mama, but I have to learn to be a Warrior first. Then I can learn to paint.”

    Karvik chuckled from the far side of the group. “You can do both, Karlin. Your dad learned to be a Warrior and a scribe at the same time. And there is a place with the army for artists.” He paused as all five members of the royal party focused on him. “Reports from the generals to the king often include detailed maps and sketches of the scene. Who do you think does that?”

    Karlin was looking excited. “I could do that! I can draw, and I can learn to paint!”

    “Indeed you can,” Stavin said as he bowed his head to Karvik.

    This road was not an Imperial Highway, so there were no royal inns for them to stay in. Still, this close to the capital the towns were only about a day apart. Nothing happened to disturb their peaceful travel until their eleventh day on the road.

    The town of Serelan was a typical farming community, surrounded by a circular wall of peeled logs about two men high, with sharp points on the topl of the timbers. The gates stood open, and neat buildings in browns and muted whites lined the road, which appeared to pass straight through the town. There were only about three hundred souls who called it home, but probably twice that number lived within half a day’s travel.

    Captain Zel’Corval and his cavalry still escorted Stavin’s party, and he sent a squad of riders ahead. The entire town council, all five of them, was waiting for Stavin in front of the only inn Serelan boasted. It was one of only a hand of two-story buildings to be seen.

    As soon as the royal party stopped their horses, a rotund man with a wide grin on his face stepped forward and bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, we welcome you and your family to Serelan,” he said as he bowed again, and the people behind him knelt.

    Stavin bowed his head slightly. “We thank you for your welcome. Who are you, good sir?”

    “Who--Oh, I must be losing my mind. Prince Stavin, please forgive me. I am Startan Fel’Estel, Mayor of Serelan.” He bowed deeply again. “Behind me are the members of our city council. Innkeeper Fel’Vanden has her staff setting the top floor to rights for you.”

    One of the kneeling women stood and walked forward, then stopped to bow deeply when she was beside the mayor.

    “Prince Stavin, I am Mahldan Fel’Vanden, keeper of the Dancing Frog Inn.” She bowed deeply again, sweeping her arm to the side toward the steps. “Please be welcome under my roof.”

    Shari took the initiative and said, “We thank you for your welcome, Innkeeper Fel’Vanden. Please show us to the necessary and the bathing room.”

    The innkeeper bowed to Shari and said, “This way, please, Your Highness,” and led the way into the inn. Shari and the girls, along with the maids and guardswomen, followed right behind her. At Stavin’s nod Captain Zel’Corval sent his women along as well.

    Stavin smiled as he watched them go, then looked at the mayor. “After we’ve cleaned up and had a bite to eat, I would be pleased to meet with you and your council. But please limit the number of people you bring. This has been a longer than normal day for us.”

    The mayor and everyone behind him bowed very low, then the mayor replied, “Of course, Your Highness.”

    Stavin took Shari’s horse by the reins as Karlin and Karvik saw to the twins horses. The mayor seemed to be on the verge of apoplexy, but Major Zel’Astel just shook his head.

    “They see to the princesses’ horses and their own themselves. It’s a Kel’Kavin tradition.” The mayor bowed again, but didn’t say anything.

    Stavin and Karlin arrived at the bathing room to find all three princesses in the room’s only tub. “We’ll be done in a moment. The water isn’t very hot, though.”

    Stavin sighed in disappointment, then just murmured, “Warm beats cold,” as he shook his head sorrowfully.

    When Stavin and Karlin had finished their bath, they went up to find that the mayor hadn’t exaggerated about them getting the entire top floor--all four rooms of it.

    Stavin shook his head slowly. “I’m already missing the royal inns.”

    Shari chuckled and replied, “Remember, it was your idea to come this way.”

    Stavin took a deep breath and let it out in an explosive sigh. “I know.”

    They returned to the ground floor to find the common room empty of everyone except their guards.

    Innkeeper Fel’Vanden hurried over and bowed deeply. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Highnesses, but we have limited fare to offer you.” She seemed about to die of embarrassment, so Shari again took the lead.

    “Innkeeper Fel’Vanden, you needn’t be concerned. So long as it’s hot, it will be fine.”

    The innkeeper bowed deeply again, and wouldn’t even look at Shari as she explained, “Your Highness, all we have that is hot is bread and bison stew.”

    “That will do nicely,” Shari replied. “Stavin and I will have beer with our stew, and the children will have milk.”

    The innkeeper bowed and said, “At once, Your Highness,” then hurried away without ever looking up.

    Shari led her family to a table and arranged them so she and Stavin were together. She whispered, “This is a shock, isn’t it?”

    Stavin shook his head. “No, not really. This is what most normal inns are like. Most places only have one kind of food each day. I thought Salli told you about her uncle’s inn. I’d bet even the royal inns were preparing extra in honor of our arrival.”

    “Hmm, I hadn’t considered that. Salli did explain how inns operated. I just thought her inn was very small.”

    Stavin chuckled. It felt good after the summer he’d had. “Salli’s inn was probably twice the size of this one. We’ll have to leave a little extra for the innkeeper when we go. We’re chasing away all of her regular customers.”

    Shari nodded, but was distracted by the innkeeper’s return with their food. She sighed and said, “That smells wonderful,” as she smiled at the innkeeper.

    “Thank you, Your Highness,” Innkeeper Fel’Vanden replied as she set a bowl in front of each of them. A trencher of thick-sliced bread with whipped butter was placed in the center of the table, and a man followed her with the drinks.

    When the food was on the table, Stavin looked at Karvik. Karvik bowed and said, “You can go ahead and eat, Your Highnesses. I had some stew and beer while you were bathing, and I’ve stayed in the kitchen watching the pot and keg.”

    Karlin looked at him and said, “No fair, Uncle Kar!”

    “Fair is a relative term, Prince Karlin,” Karvik replied. “My doing that means you don’t have to let your food get cold while you wait to see if I got poisoned.”

    Karlin said, “Oh!” in a surprised tone, then started eating. “This is really good,” he managed to say around a mouthful.

    The man who had brought their drinks bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Highness. I am pleased and honored that it meets your approval.” With that, he returned to the kitchen.

    Karvik explained, “He’s the cook. He’s also the innkeeper’s husband. We talked while I was in the kitchen.”

    Stavin took a bite and hummed in appreciation. “This is really good. Remember Endar Bel’Vandar’s endless stew?”

    Karvik chuckled as he nodded. “It’s not that good, but it is close.”

    When they had finished eating, Stavin instructed the innkeeper to invite the council to join them. Soon Stavin and Shari were facing three men and two women, and neither of them was surprised to find that the innkeeper was one of them.

    “Goodmen and Goodwomen of the council, we are pleased to meet you,” Stavin began and gave them a half-bow. “Princess Sharindis and I are honored by your greeting.”

    The mayor stood and bowed deeply. “It is we who are honored by your presence, Prince Stavin. You delivered us from the priests of Lebawan.”

    “Was there trouble here?” Shari asked.

    The mayor looked at the table and nodded as he softly replied, “Yes, Your Highness. The priest came over from Deltar with ten of his followers and announced that Lebawan was our only god, and worship of Lady Sahren was forbidden. Then they took poor Berty and stoned him in the square.” The mayor paused for a moment, then shook his head without looking up. “Some of our people were forced to participate, including each of us.”

    Shari asked, “Who was Berty?” in a gentle tone.

    The mayor glanced up, then studied the table again as he clasped his hands in front of him. “Berty was a simple, moon-faced man. He had the mind of a child, but the muscles of an ox. The whole town supported him, and he helped us with the heavy work.”

    “And Priest Wandan ordered him stoned as soon as he saw him,” one of the women whispered.

    Stavin looked at them and shook his head. “You should have stopped them.”

    “We couldn’t, Your Highness,” the mayor said in a tone that was nearly pleading. “Lebawan’s High Priest had become our king. All of Lebawan’s priests took advantage of that to enforce Lebawan’s will on everyone.”

    Shari laid a hand on Stavin’s arm to calm him down. She glanced at his face when she felt his arm trembling, then focused on the mayor again. “Were any others condemned?”

    The mayor shook his head. “No, Your Highness. Not here at least.”

    Shari frowned at him as she said, “You must write down everything you saw. Everything you heard. And yes, everything you did.” She shook her head sadly. “The report must be sent to Minister of Justice Kel’Martal. King Teravan is taking a hard line with the Cutter’s priests.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” the mayor agreed and bowed.

    The discussion continued for ten spans before Stavin put an end to it. “The night grows late, and we are leaving early in the morning. We thank you all for your greeting. Innkeeper Fel’Vanden, we prefer eggs, lean meat, and porridge, either wheat or oat, with milk and honey for our morning meal.”

    “Yes, Your Highness,” she replied, bowing deeply as Stavin and Shari headed for the stairs.

    * * *

    Stavin and Shari were up even later that night. “Gods Below, I should have expected this,” Stavin said in a low, intense voice as he stalked around the room.

    “We both should have,” Shari agreed in a much milder tone. “The priests of Lebawan had free rein while that bastard was in power. Terry and Ellie are going to be busy trying all the priests who violated the law and examined people who were not Lebawan’s followers.”

    “Unless Zel’Draval changed that law,” Stavin muttered.

    Shari shook her head as she replied, “He didn’t. Mary Kel’Martal said that beyond proclaiming himself king, he hadn’t made any changes to Coravia’s laws.”

    Stavin came to a stop in the center of the room and almost whispered, “Then we need to bring that priest to justice,” as if he was speaking to himself.

    Shari looked at him and shook her head. “That is no longer our right or duty, Stavin.”

    Stavin rounded on her and said, “We can at least arrest him! We can at least put an end to his terrorizing people. Murdering people. Stealing everything he wants in the name of his false god.” He was leaning forward and glaring in a way she had never seen before. And his hands were clenching and relaxing repeatedly.

    Shari stepped back from Stavin in shock. “Stavi?”

    Stavin had to fight down the rage he was feeling and explain. “I’m not talking about executing him myself. I’m talking about sending him to Moravad to face King Teravan. We have the largest armed force in the area. It’s our duty to take him.”

    Shari was shaking her head. “No, Stavi, it isn’t. This isn’t our kingdom.”

    Stavin looked her in the eye and said, “I am Princess Ellissan’s heir, and a scion of the Chosen Clan of Darvin. As my wife, you are also a scion of Zel’Darvin, and so are the children. Until Ellie reaches her majority, I’m actually the Crown Prince. That makes Coravia our kingdom just as much as Evandia is.”

    Shari was quiet for a time, then she nodded. “You are right, Stavin, but even Ellissan can’t condemn a priest. Only the king or queen has that authority.”

    Stavin ground his teeth, then forced himself to relax. “Maybe not, but we can put an end to his reign of terror.”


    Chapter 24

    THE ROAD THEY WERE ON DIDN’T lead to Deltar, but it was only a two-day detour to get there.

    Deltar was a large town, with more than seventeen thousand souls calling it home. High stone walls surrounded the town, but taller buildings were easily visible over them. The walls stretched out for dragons on each side of the gate, looking tall and impregnable. Alarm bells began ringing as soon as the cavalry troopers cleared the trees. Captain Zel’Corval sent one of his lieutenants forward to announce who they were, and who they were escorting.

    The force had stopped, but they didn’t expect any trouble, so they didn’t form into a defensive formation. That changed when one of the men at Deltar’s gate shot a crossbow bolt into the lieutenant’s chest, sending him tumbling from his saddle.

    The cavalry troopers reacted immediately, and bugle calls rolled across the meadow as Captain Zel’Corval led his men and women forward at a gallop.

    Karvik rode his horse in front of Stavin to prevent him from joining the fight. “I can’t let you participate, Stave.”

    For a wonder, Stavin didn’t argue. “Prepare our people, Kar,” Stavin ordered, not taking his eyes off Deltar. “We may have to support the cavalry.”

    Karvik nodded, then added, “But you stay back with your family.”

    “We will,” Shari assured him. She already had her Dragon’s Tongue in her hands, and Karlin had his staff.

    * * *

    Someone had closed the gates, but the cavalry troopers pushed them open easily. They weren’t barred. The troopers rode through and attacked any priest they saw. Some civilians joined the fighting, but the troopers didn’t stop to differentiate between the priests and simple supporters of Lebawan. Fortunately, they were too well-disciplined to attack those who surrendered. 

    The priests were shouting, exhorting their followers to fight for Lebawan’s glory, but soon found themselves being forced backwards into Lebawan’s temple. The great door closed in the face of the cavalry troopers, and this time the bolts were thrown.

    * * *

    Mid day passed as the fighting continued through the day. The shouts and screams of battle were muted by the distance, but not enough. When the girls started crying, Shari took them to the carriage and sang to them to calm them down. Even Karlin was affected.

    “This isn’t a tale,” he whispered. “Tales aren’t like this.”

    “No, Karli, it isn’t,” Karvik said in a gentle tone as he maneuvered Chana next to Karlin’s horse. He put an armored hand over the boy’s hands and smiled sadly. “This is a lesson most boys don’t have to learn before they are grown men.”

    “This is the part of the battle never makes it into the tales and ballads,” Stavin said as he looked at his son. He looks so frightened and sad. “This is why old warriors prefer to farm rather than fight.”

    Karlin looked at his father with tears trickling down his cheeks as he asked, “Even you?” in a quavering voice.

    “Well, I’d prefer to be a scribe in the Archive,” Stavin answered with a small smile and a one-shouldered shrug. “Why don’t you go join mommy and the girls? You don’t need to be out here.” Karlin hurried to the carriage and disappeared.

    “You know, I almost believed you,” Karvik muttered.

    “I meant it, Kar,” Stavin muttered back. “If I went in there I’d slaughter those priests, but I would really rather be copying scrolls than fighting. It’s not like I can earn another star.”

    Captain Zel’Corval rode out to them fifteen spans later. He dismounted and walked forward before bowing to Stavin. He didn’t look Stavin in the eye as he reported, “That priest slaughtered hundreds of men, women, and children here--including all of Lady Sahren’s priestesses.”

    Stavin cursed vilely for a moment, then said, “Continue.”

    “He claimed almost the entire town for Lebawan, and put his followers in power. The mayor and council were among the first to be condemned and murdered.”

    Stavin demanded, “Where is he?” in an angry tone that was underscored by an angrier growl.

    “In his temple, Your Highness,” the captain replied, backing a step away from Stavin’s anger.

    Stavin thought for a moment, fighting down the desire to charge in and execute all of Lebawan’s priests, then nodded sharply as he came to a conclusion. “You should contain him there. No one should be allowed in or out of the temple. We’ll need someone to ride to the nearest fort for reinforcements.” He shook his head for a moment. “A message book would be so handy at a time like this.”

    “Indeed, Prince Stavin,” the captain agreed. “Unfortunately, they cost too much for anyone but the king and generals to have one.”

    “And the gold merchants,” Karvik pointed out.

    “Indeed,” Stavin said as he considered his statement. “I don’t suppose there’s a Chapter House of the Gold Merchants here, is there?” he asked as he turned back to the captain.

    “No, Your Highness. Deltar is a fair-sized town, but still too small for that.”

    “That would have been too convenient, wouldn’t it?” Stavin grumbled as he looked at Karvik. “So, we’ll do it the hard way. I’ll write a letter to the general explaining our situation.” Stavin looked around and shook his head. “Is the town safe, or should we camp out here?”

    Captain Zel’Corval thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you or your family to go into the city at this time, Prince Stavin. That priest had a lot of followers, or at least people who were willing to obey him.”

    Stavin looked at the carriage, then sighed. “Very well. This looks like as good a place as any.” He looked at Karvik. “Major Kel’Carin, set camp. Make sure our cooks and the Army cooks are preparing a meal. The troops are going to be hungry by the time they’re done.”

    Karvik bowed and said, “Yes, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin shifted his focus back to the captain. “See to your people, Captain. How many casualties did you suffer?”

    Captain Zel’Corval glanced over his shoulder before answering. “Only one dead. Lieutenant Kel’Relvan was shot through the heart. There are twenty-eight wounded, but only three of them are serious. Over all, we were very lucky.”

    Stavin shook his head. “My authority over you and your men is too limited, Captain. We need a higher-ranking Coravian officer.”

    The captain bowed deeply. “Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral, you are the highest-ranking officer in Coravia, and you are a member of the royal family. King Teravan made that clear. We are yours to command.”

    Stavin considered that for a moment before finally shaking his head. “Very well. Set camp, and divide your men into watch sections. I want that temple surrounded day and night. I still want to send a message to the nearest fort for reinforcements.”

    “I’ll have a rider ready to go in a span, Warmaster.”

    Stavin shook his head again. “No, let your people rest and eat. Morning will be soon enough to send for help.” Stavin looked toward the town and his expression turned sad. A line of soldiers were bringing out the wounded.

    It was some time later that a delegation from the town came out to them. Captain Zel’Corval met them well short of the camp.

    “That’s far enough,” he said, holding his hand out flat to stop them.

    “We are seeking Prince Stavin Dragonblessed,” the woman who was the apparent leader said as she stopped.

    Captain Zel’Corval nodded, then asked, “Who are you?”

    “I am Lady Deveran Zel’Martes. My husband was Lord Mayor of Deltar before---” Her voice faded, but everyone knew what she wasn’t saying.

    The captain bowed. “I am Rahllan Zel’Corval, Lady Zel’Martes. With your permission, I will go tell Prince Stavin that you want to talk to him.” The lady bowed slightly in acceptance, and he turned away.

    Stavin nodded his approval, and the captain led the delegation into the camp. Stavin stood as they approached and said, “Welcome, Lady Zel’Martes.”

    All five members of the delegation bowed deeply, then the lady stepped forward. “Prince Stavin, we wish to know your intentions toward the city.”

    Stavin had been spending a lot of time talking with Shari and Kar about that. “Our intentions are to return control of Deltar to the rightful council, and the seized properties to their rightful owners.”

    The tension drained from the council members. “Prince Stavin, we are very grateful. We feared the Cutter’s priests would be able to keep everything they stole.”

    “No. Those seizures were illegal, as were the condemnations. I intend to send all of Lebawan’s priests to Moravad for trial by King Teravan.”

    “What about--- Your pardon, Prince Stavin. Who is going to be the new Lord Mayor?” Lady Zel’Martes asked.

    Stavin thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know. How are mayors appointed in Coravia?”

    “By the king,” Shari answered from his side, “or his Chosen representative.”

    Stavin bowed to her before turning back to the delegation. “Lady Zel’Martes, until the king can make a final decision, you are appointed interim Lady Mayor of Deltar. Who you pick for your city council is your decision.”

    The lady bowed deeply, and the men and women behind her followed her lead. “We thank you, Prince Stavin. With your permission, we will consult the City Archives and find the original property deeds for the seized properties.” She shook her head slowly. “In most instances, the entire family was condemned, so we will have to find their closest living relatives.”

    Stavin bowed slightly and said, “Then we leave the task in your capable hands. I will ask that a copy of what you find be forwarded to the king’s Minister of Justice. These crimes will be addressed, but the king needs evidence to use against these priests. Then he can legally execute them.” The entire council bowed again, then turned and walked away.

    Karvik was standing behind Stavin’s right shoulder. “I think the new Lady Mayor has her hands full. That priest murdered a lot of people, a lot of whole families.”

    Stavin nodded his agreement, then turned to the more pleasant task of tending to his family.

    Early the next morning, just after first light, Stavin sent a squad of ten cavalry troopers toward Fort Kel’Vardil with a call for help. It was a short time later that Captain Zel’Corval approached Stavin with a new problem.

    “Prince Stavin, several of Lebawan’s priests are demanding to see you. They seem to be upset that you are taking Deltar back from them.” The captain grinned as Stavin shook his head.

    “Where are they?”

    The captain bowed and said, “In their temple. Per your orders, we aren’t letting anyone out--or in. They are upset about that as well. Apparently, they have limited provisions of food and water in the temple, and demand that more be brought to them.”

    Stavin shook his head. “No. No one in or out. No deliveries of food or water.”

    “Stavin!” Shari exclaimed, “That’s--”

    “That’s no more than they deserve,” Stavin snapped. “King Teravan and the Chosen didn’t get any food or water in the dungeons.”

    “Stavin, that’s wrong. You cannot solve this problem by echoing their behavior. We are better than that!”

    Stavin glared at her with both hands balled into fists for a moment, then closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Very well. Captain, find out how many of them there are, then provide half a loaf and a short bucket of water for each of them.”

    Shari was still glaring at him. “That’s sufficient. Cruel, but sufficient.”

    Stavin shrugged as he fought to control his raging emotions. “They are misbehaving prisoners, so they get treated like misbehaving prisoners. As for me meeting with any of them,” he turned back toward the captain, “no. They will face the king soon enough.”

    Captain Zel’Corval bowed and went to carry out his orders. Stavin turned away from Shari and all but stomped his way over to the horses.

    Shari caught Karvik’s arm and held him back. “What’s wrong with him?” she demanded in a low tone. “He’s been touchy for a while, but nothing like this.”

    Karvik shook his head as he gazed after Stavin. “I don’t know, Shari. He hasn’t been the same since Trade Town, but he’s gotten worse since what happened at Moravad, and especially Aravad. He’s becoming vicious.”

    Shari took a deep breath, then just sighed. “Hopefully he’ll calm down once we get home. Maybe it’s just the stress of having this whole mess dumped on him by King Teravan.”

    “I hope so,” Karvik whispered. “I certainly hope so.”

    The day progressed quietly after that. Stavin spent far too much time grooming his horse and talking to her, repeating his behavior of his younger years when his only friend had been Tru, his first mare.

    Stavin finally returned to his family in a better mood. Shari didn’t say anything about the morning, and the twins soon had him occupied in one of their games.

    It was after the mid day meal when another group of people came out to the camp. Karvik talked to them first, then escorted them to see Stavin.

    “Your Highness,” he began, grinning as he bowed, “the innkeepers of Deltar crave a moment of your time.” Stavin and Shari exchanged a glance, then he nodded. Karvik waved the group of thirteen men and women forward.

    An older woman took the lead, bowing very deeply before speaking. “Your Highness, I am Elanstan Fel’Neran, keeper of the Snow Goose Inn. My fellows and I wish to invite you to stay at one of our inns. We would all be honored, no matter which inn you chose.”

    Stavin shook his head. “Thank you, but we are staying out here until the army declares the town safe. That vile priest had too many followers. Until the army and the Royal Guards declare the town clear of the Cutter’s followers, I will not risk taking my wife and children inside its walls.”

    “But-- But, Prince Stavin, they--”

    Stavin shouted, “I said no!” as he rose to his feet. The innkeepers bolted, running away from Stavin’s anger.

    Shari shook her head slowly. “That was unnecessary.”

    “I’m tired of arguing with everyone,” Stavin angrily.

    “Then stop starting arguments,” Shari snapped. “Keep it up and no one is going to want to talk to you.”

    Stavin stared at her for a moment, then snapped, “I didn’t start that!” in a tone that made it clear he thought she was being unfair.

    “Yes, you did,” Shari snapped back. “You don’t know what she was going to say because you cut her off. We may be here for twenty or thirty days before Lord General Zel’Enred gets here. I, for one, would like a bath, and you, for another, need a bath.” Shari snapped to her feet and walked away while Stavin sat in silence watching her.

    Stavin finally looked at Karvik and asked, “Am I doing that?”

    “Yes.”

    “Why?”

    Karvik walked over and sat in Shari’s chair. “Stave, I don’t know why. But I think I know when. Ever since Trade Town you’ve been on edge. Ready for a fight, even when there was no threat.”

    Stavin sat still for a moment, then nodded slowly as he considered what Shari and Karvik had said. He whispered, “Since I let the dragon take control.”

    Karvik nodded again. “You don’t show it very often. Only a few of us have seen it. But when you’re angry, the dragon still influences you. Do you even hear yourself growling?”

    “When did I growl?”

    “You were growling just now,” Karvik replied, turning Stavin to face him. “Growling like an angry dragon.”

    Stavin’s anger cooled into dread. “When else?” he whispered.

    “In the palace. In the dungeons. At Fort Zel’Karyn. Anytime you get really angry about something.” Karvik leaned toward Stavin. “Any time someone makes you really angry.”

    “I was growling at Shari?” he asked, looking up at Karvik with an expression of dread on his face.

    Karvik nodded slowly as he replied, “Yes.”

    Stavin sat forward and put his face in his hands. After about ten breaths he sat back. “I have to go apologize to Shari.”

    Karvik nodded, but he was grinning. “Yep. And you better be ready to say ‘Yes, Shari,’ a lot, because she’s not going to let you off easy.”

    Stavin got up and walked toward the carriage. Shari met him with her hands on her hips. “What?!”

    Stavin cringed. He knew that tone of voice. “Shari, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’ve been acting like this.”

    Sharindis glared at him for a moment, then stepped forward and cupped his face with both hands. “Stavin, I know you’ve been changed by the dragon magic. I know you’ve been under enormous pressures on this trip. But you are not like this. You are not cruel.” She stepped back and shook her head. “Something has changed you, made you into someone I almost don’t recognize. Someone I don’t like.”

    “Kar says I’ve been growling like a dragon.”

    “Yes, you have. You’ve growled at me. You’ve growled at him. You’ve even growled at the children a few times. You need to start thinking and not just reacting.”

    Stavin bowed his head in shame. He whispered, “Yes, Shari.”

    “Those innkeepers had every reason and right to invite us into town.”

    “Yes, Shari.”

    “You are going to task the cavalry and guards with clearing that town. You are going to get rid of as many of those bastards as possible in the next three days.”

    “Yes, Shari. Why three days?”

    “Because my moon starts in three days, and I want a bath!”

    Stavin shrank back, then said, “Yes, Shari.” She turned away from him and he beat a hasty retreat.

    Karvik was looking at him with an odd expression on his face. “I’ll get with Captain Zel’Corval in the morning and arrange sweeps of the city.”

    Stavin nodded. “And find out if there is a bath house. I can send Mohriah and her women in with Shari, backed by the cavalry women. You know, I forgot how important baths are to girls.”

    “Us, too. Especially in this heat.”

    Stavin shrugged one shoulder. “She said I need a bath, too.”

    “I heard.”

    “Do I?”

    “Yes. We all do. All other considerations aside, you know the reasons for camp hygiene as well as I do. Do you want a case of foot-rot? Or worse?”

    Stavin shook his head emphatically. “No. Have I spent so much time in the palace that I’m making greenling mistakes?” he asked, tilting his head to the side to look up at Karvik.

    Karvik was nodding slowly as he replied, “It’s been over three years, Stave. You got used to staying in royal inns on the way out. Traveling with the army, we all used the facilities when we were allowed. But Shari and the kids, and the rest of the women as well, need to keep cleaner than we do.”

    Stavin shook his head slowly as he muttered, “Basic camp hygiene and discipline, and I forgot it.” What else am I forgetting?


    Chapter 25

    THE MORNING BROUGHT SURPRISES. DELTAR BOASTED three public bath houses, and all it took was mentioning them to Shari to send her, the twins, the maids, and every woman from the guard and cavalry into town.

    Stavin watched them go with a sigh. “Where is my mind?” he asked the morning breeze.

    “Daddy?” Karlin asked.

    Stavin looked down at his son and shook his head. “Karlin, there are so many little things that I’ve been forgetting lately that I’m worried.”

    “Mommy’s mad at you.”

    “Now that, my son, I knew. When the women are done with the baths, we’ll take our turn. Mommy says I stink.”

    Karlin giggled. “She says we all need baths. She says this is worse than Kavinston in the winter, because it’s hot and we smell like our horses.”

    Stavin smiled at his son and bowed his head. “And she’s probably right.”

    The day continued with one watch section at a time cycling through the baths. Per Shari’s orders, the Royal Guard and cavalry were investigating the city, seeking the followers of Lebawan.

    Karvik reported to Shari and Stavin after the evening meal. “We’ve only found a few of the Cutter’s followers. Most of them seem to have died fighting the cavalry or tucked their tails and ran when the fighting was done.”

    Shari said, “Thank you, Kar. And what about the other thing I asked about?”

    Karvik bowed as Stavin turned toward Shari with a puzzled expression. Karvik said, “The Blue Heron Inn is considered the best by all of the Chosen I spoke to.”

    Shari nodded. “Very well. Stavin, we should move tomorrow after the morning meal. That will give the guards time to thoroughly check out the Blue Heron.”

    Stavin replied, “Yes, Shari.”

    Karvik bowed and turned away, managing to keep his mirth in check until he was three steps away. Then he started chuckling.

    Stavin shook his head. “Shari, I’m sorry I forgot how important baths are to women.”

    Shari scowled at him. “You’ve forgotten a lot of things lately, Stavin.”

    “I know. I just don’t know why.”

    Shari looked at him for a moment, then shook her head. “We, you and I, need to work on this, Stavin. Courtesy aside, you are a very dangerous man. You are dangerous because of your weapons prowess, and because of the authority you have as a prince and a Warmaster. Losing your temper could cost hundreds of lives.”

    Stavin sat staring at the ground for a moment, then nodded. “Kalin once told me pretty much the same thing. He said I had to consider everything I did and said in the Council because it could affect so many people.”

    Shari nodded slowly. “You need to step back and consider all of your options now.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Stavin, when Lord General Zel’Enred gets here, you should turn this mess over to him, and we should leave.”

    “Why!?” Stavin demanded loudly. Shari just looked at him for a moment, and he shook his head as he realized what he’d done. “I’m sorry. You’re right, of course, and I shouldn’t have reacted that way.”

    “You are seeing threats and challenges where none exist. It’s like--it’s like you’re jealously protecting everything.”

    Stavin looked at the ground between his feet and whispered, “Like a dragon guarding its territory.”

    Shari nodded and then took pity on him. “Stavi, you’ve been thrust into the center of so many fights, so many challenges, it’s not surprising that your ‘fight-or-flight’ reflex has locked in ‘fight-mode.’ We need to get you home, back to Twin Bridges or even Kavinston. We need to get you someplace safe. Someplace where you can be Stavin Kel’Aniston again, and not Warmaster Zel’Andral.”

    * * *

    The Blue Heron Inn was fit to be a royal inn. Built of yellow brick, it stood four stories tall and had a red tile roof. Glazed windows reflected the morning light, and a wide balcony circled the building at the level of each floor.

    Karvik and a diminutive woman met them at the foot of the stairs. “Prince Stavin, Princess Sharindis, please allow me to present Mistress Hannan Bel’Herral, Innkeeper of the Blue Heron Inn. Her master and mistress died opposing Lebawan’s priests and she took over.”

    The woman went to her knees and bowed her head deeply. “Your pardon, Prince Stavin, but I---” she paused and swallowed before she continued, “I swore to Lebawan to save myself.”

    Stavin was silent, so Shari took the lead. “You saved more than yourself, didn’t you?” she asked.

    “Yes, Princess Sharindis. My children, Sahra, Michan, and Jelan.”

    “I can find no fault in a woman who bows to a false master to save her children,” Shari replied. “For as long as we have existed as a race, women have done what we had to do to protect our children.” Shari looked at Stavin, then elbowed him in the ribs when he didn’t say anything.

    “Oh, y-yes, women must protect their families,” he stammered as he rubbed his ribs. He was looking at the woman with an odd expression.

    “Stavin?” Shari asked, leaving the question open.

    “It’s just that I’d forgotten how hard it must have been for the common folk of the kingdom,” he replied in a soft, confused tone. “We chased his army, but Zel’Draval turned the Priests of Lebawan loose on the people of Coravia like a pack of wolves on a flock of sheep.”

    “Yes, he did,” Shari agreed, then turned to the innkeeper. “Mistress Bel’Herral, show us to a suite. We will be staying here until Lord General Zel’Enred arrives.”

    “At once, Princess Sharindis,” she replied, then stood and bowed again before leading the way up the stairs. Mohriah Zel’Halvis and her women were right on Shari’s heels, but Stavin and Karvik remained outside.

    Karvik asked, “What are you thinking?”

    “I’m thinking that there was so much more to this than I thought. Moravad and chasing down Zel’Draval were just small, isolated parts of a much bigger event. It’s like looking at the center of a tapestry, thinking that’s all there is, and ignoring the rest of picture.” He looked at his hands and shook his head. “I held the fate of the entire kingdom in my hands, Kar.”

    “And you delivered it back into the hands of its rightful king, Stave. You did what you had to--”

    “It wasn’t enough!”

    “Yes, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, former King of Coravia, it was.” Karvik put both hands on his friend’s shoulders, forcing Stavin to look him in the eyes.

    “Stave, I don’t think anyone else could have done what you did. I’m certain no one else would have tried what you did in Aravad, and I’m just as certain that if they had they wouldn’t have succeeded. You captured Zel’Draval in Kavadia without triggering a Coravian/Kavadian war, or raids across the border. You need to stop obsessing over what you didn’t do, and start being satisfied with what you did.”

    “But so many people died!” Stavin cried as he pulled away from Karvik.

    “You can’t take the blame for that, Stave. You weren’t the one who killed them, or let them be killed. Most of what happened here,” Karvik waved one hand at Deltar, “happened before we even reached Moravad. You didn’t do this, and you couldn’t have stopped it.”

    Stavin shook his head and turned away. He was aware of Karvik and twenty other Royal Guardsmen following him, but he was used to that. His feet led him around the inn to the stables. He found Tru and automatically started currying her. He needed that simplicity, that sense of accomplishment: the simple act of doing a job with results he could see.

    Stavin turned away from Tru to find Major Zel’Astel standing beside Karvik. “Your Highness, there is a woman outside who claims to be a priestess of the Nurturer.”

    Stavin’s head tilted to the side as he said, “I thought they were all killed,” in a puzzled tone.

    The major bowed. “She claims she was away from the temple when the Cutter’s followers attacked. She’s very young.”

    “How young is very young, Warvin?”

    Major Zel’Astel smiled as he replied, “About fourteen.”

    “A novice?”

    “She claims she was just raised to Initiate,” the major replied with a grin. “Her robes are the right color for a very junior priestess.”

    Stavin nodded toward the doors and started out with his guards around him. Outside, surrounded by ten guardsmen, was the priestess. She was kneeling with her head bowed when Stavin stopped in front of her.

    “Welcome, Priestess,” he said, causing her to look up, then quickly look down again.

    “Your Highness honors me.”

    Stavin smiled. “Stand, Priestess. Until your superiors in the rest of the kingdom can send you help, you are the Shepherdess of Deltar. You need not kneel to anyone.” The girl looked up again, then stood. Stavin was surprised into exclaiming, “You’re as tall as Mark!”

    The priestess looked frightened and seemed to shrink in on herself. “Your Highness?”

    “My brother-in-law, Markan. You’ve got to be as tall as he is, or nearly so.”

    Karvik chuckled as he cocked his head to the side and grinned at the young woman. “I think you’re right, Your Highness. She’s got me by about two fingers.”

    Stavin shook his head and chuckled. Smiling at the young priestess, he bowed slightly. “How did you escape Lebawan’s attack?” he asked in a gentle tone.

    “I was home, east of town,” she gestured as Stavin nodded. “My sister was sick. When the news came and the Cutter’s priests attacked, I wanted to come back, but my father locked me in the cellar.” She looked at the ground, but from his vantage point Stavin could see how uneasily that action sat with her.

    “Smart man,” Karvik commented, making her glance at him.

    “Yes,” Stavin agreed, drawing her attention back to him. “Shepherdess, I invite you to be my guest for a time. I’ve seen what they did to Lady Sahren’s temple. It will take some time to make it fit to worship in again.”

    The priestess looked at the ground again and a tear dripped from her nose as she whispered, “I saw.”

    Stavin put one hand on her arm and turned her toward the inn. Once they were inside, Stavin signaled the innkeeper over. “This is--you know, I didn’t ask your name,” he said as he looked up at the young priestess.

    “My name is Valleran Fel’Kestel, Prince Stavin.”

    Stavin turned toward the innkeeper and nodded. “Provide the Shepherdess of Deltar a room at my expense.”

    The innkeeper looked startled, then bowed. “As you command, Prince Stavin. Come with me, Val. Let’s get you settled.”

    Stavin watched her lead the girl away, then looked up at Karvik and said, “I have an idea.”

    Karvik looked at his expression and moaned, “Oh, no.”


    Chapter 26

    THREE SPANS LATER STAVIN, KARVIK, AND twenty Evandian Royal Guardsmen were in the Temple of Lady Sahren. “They desecrated everything,” Stavin said as he looked around.

    “This is going to take a while,” Karvik replied as he assessed the situation. “I’ll start over here.”

    Stavin and his guardsmen worked through the rest of the day to clear the broken furniture, shattered statuary, and defiled holy objects from the building. In many places, they found large pools of dried blood caked on the floor. The bodies had been dragged outside by the followers of Lebawan and burned by the Lady’s tree, and the tree with them.

    Stavin led a tired, grim group back to the inn. He looked at Karvik and said, “It’s going to take a lot of effort to make that temple whole again.”

    * * *

    Stavin was sitting with his family, enjoying the evening meal, when Karvik walked over and stopped by his side. “The priestess wants to speak with you, Stave.”

    Stavin nodded. “Bring her over.” Karvik motioned over his shoulder and two guardswomen escorted the young woman to his table. Stavin stood and bowed slightly before asking, “How may we be of service, Shepherdess?”

    She bowed deeply before saying, “Your Highness, I heard what you did. You shouldn’t lower yourself to clean my Lady’s temple. That’s my task.”

    Stavin smiled. “I don’t consider it to be lowering myself, Shepherdess. We follow Lady Sahren in Evandia, and this is a service to our Lady that we can fulfill. Will you join us?” he said as he waved toward the table.

    Karlin immediately jumped up and bowed as he said, “I would be honored if you would take my chair, Shepherdess.” Rahlf took the initiative and removed Karlin’s plate and cup while Sindal went to fetch a fresh plate from the kitchen.

    In just a few breaths, Valleran Fel’Kestel found herself seated at Stavin’s right hand. Stavin bowed in his seat and said, “Shepherdess, may I present my wife, Princess Sharindis, our son, Prince Karlin, and our daughters, Princesses Sahren and Mahren.”

    Valleran looked at the young family, then bowed deeply in her chair. “I am honored to meet you all, Your Highnesses.”

    Shari returned the bow. “Stavin told me what he and the guardsmen have been doing. I think all of us will be going to the Lady’s temple tomorrow.”

    “Princess? The Temple won’t be ready for a long time. There so much was damaged or destroyed.”

    “Which is why we will be there, Shepherdess,” Shari answered with a slight smile. “The cavalry is being occupied by guarding the Cutter’s priests, but we and our people are in need of something to keep us busy. Since most of our guards are followers of Lady Sahren, we will do what we can to set Her temple to rights.”

    The young Shepherdess stared at her lap as tears trickled down her face. “Your Highness, I--” She broke down crying, and little Sahren went around the table to hug her.

    “It’s all right. Please don’t cry. Mommy and Daddy are keeping the bad men away.”

    “Princess?”

    “I’m Sahren. That’s Mahren,” she said as she pointed across the table.

    “Princess Sahren, I’m just so--I don’t know what to do!” she cried again, burying her face in her hands.

    “Let Mommy and Daddy do it. They know how to do everything. They’re Scribes.”

    Valleran wiped her eyes and bowed to Sahren. “Yes, your parents are known for their wisdom.”

    Stavin nodded. “We’ll do all we can to restore Lady Sahren’s temple, but there are a lot of things, holy objects and such, that will have to be provided by your Mother Temple in Moravad. When Lord General Zel’Enred gets here, I’ll ask him to send the request to Moravad with his report.”

    Valleran bowed deeply again and said, “Thank you, Prince Stavin.”

    Sindal returned with a fresh plate for the young priestess, and both Stavin and Shari encouraged her to eat.

    Karlin waited until she was finished before asking, “Shepherdess, how did you become a priestess?”

    She smiled shyly, then said, “One winter, when I was very young, I saw a vision of a lady in white by the river. When I ran to her, I found my big brother had fallen through the ice. I was able to get him out and back to the house because Lady Sahren showed me where he was. When I turned ten, I chose the priesthood as my vocation. I had just been raised from Novice to Initiate when--” She stopped speaking and bit her lips as a tear trickled down her face. “They were the best people I’ve ever known.”

    Stavin reached over and squeezed her hand. “You won’t be alone for long, Valleran. And we’ll stay with you until the temple is whole again. You don’t have to bear this burden alone.”

    Morning found all of Stavin’s party except the twenty members of the night-shift guard team at Lady Sahren’s temple.

    Shari was silent as she walked through, surveying the damage. When she walked out into the cloister and saw the charred stump of the Lady’s tree, she froze and said, “This first.”

    “Princess Shari?” Mohriah Zel’Halvis asked.

    “I remember reading that the temples were built around a living tree, usually a birch or aspen. Grab some strong backs and shovels. The remains of the original tree need to be removed. Then we’ll take our young Shepherdess out and find a new lady tree.”

    “As you command, Princess Shari. With your permission, I’ll approach the Lady Mayor about providing someone for the task. No offense to our guardsmen, but I really don’t think any of them are up to digging up a stump that size. And even if they were,” she chuckled, “they’d never forgive me for making them do it.”

    Shari chuckled as well before saying, “Very well, Mohriah, do as you think best.”

    It wasn’t long before the common folk of the town began stopping in to see what was happening. Most of them left after just a few moments, but a growing number of them began helping. The guards kept a close watch, but didn’t interfere.

    By mid day, the remains of the temple objects had been removed, and buckets of water had been poured over the stains on the floor. Shari caught Valleran’s arm as she passed.

    “Shepherdess, join us for the mid day meal. I think we all need a break from this.”

    The young woman bowed, but her expression was one of extreme sorrow. “How can I eat, Your Highness?” she whispered. “Everything I’ve known for the past four years is gone. My friends, my mentors, my teachers are all gone.”

    “You eat because you must,” Shari replied softly. “You eat to keep your strength up, to show those bastards that you might have been beaten, but you are not defeated. You eat to honor your Lady, so you can tend to Her flock as a nurturer.”

    Valleran broke down, collapsing into Shari’s arms and crying her heartache out while Shari stroked her back. Mohriah stepped toward them, but Shari raised a finger to stop her. This much she could and would do for the girl.

    After some time Valleran straightened and stepped back. “Forgive me, Princess Sharindis. I shouldn’t have done that.”

    Shari smiled softly. “There is nothing to forgive, Valleran. What you have gone through would reduce anyone to tears.”

    “But you’re a princess.”

    “I’m a mother, and you’re really not that much older than my son. It is the way of the Nurturer to offer what comfort you can when it’s needed.”

    Valleran sobbed again, but she was nodding. “Yes, Princess Sharindis, it is.” She wiped her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. “Thank you, Your Highness. I will serve my Lady. I won’t let the Cutter win.”

    Shari nodded and patted her arm. “Come eat now. We’ll be going into the forest after we eat to transplant a new Lady Tree. You know the rituals, don’t you?”

    “Yes, Princess Sharindis. Selecting the tree isn’t very complicated. And I know of a birch grove that isn’t too far away. That’s what our tree is--was.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “And will be again.”

    “That’s the spirit. Now go clean up before we eat.”

    After a good, hearty meal, the royal party borrowed a wagon from the inn and headed into the forest. Stavin, Karlin, and the guards rode their horses, but Shari, Valleran, and Sahren and Mahren rode in the wagon.

    The girls were excited and played in the back of the wagon, and quickly drew the young priestess into their game. Shari looked at Stavin and smiled. The twins were bringing Valleran back to the world of the living, one giggle at a time.

    It took nine spans to reach the grove, and Valleran climbed down from the wagon without looking away from the trees. “It should be a young tree,” she whispered, “no thicker than your arm.” She sounded like she was repeating something she’d been told a long time ago.

    As she’d predicted, it didn’t take long for her to select a tree. It was already two man-heights tall, but it was very slender. “This one seems about right,” she murmured.

    Stavin and Karvik were the first to start digging. After a span, two Royal Guardsmen took over. It continued that way as all of the guards, men and women alike, worked to dig out the tree with a good-sized ball of dirt around its roots. Sack-cloth was wrapped around the ball to keep it together, then the tree was freed from the ground and hefted out of the hole.

    Getting the tree into the wagon required a lot more effort than digging it up had, but soon the task was done. By now the twins were getting tired, so the ride back to town was much quieter.

    As they approached the town, the sound of an angry mob could be heard in the distance. Stavin looked at Karvik, then turned toward Karlin.

    “Stay with the wagon,” he ordered, and Karlin nodded in silence as he rode to his mother’s side. Stavin, Karvik, and twenty of the guardsmen rode forward at a gallop. What they saw when they cleared the trees stopped them.

    A large crowd was gathered outside the city, and a surprising array of weapons were evident. Pitchforks, mattocks, scythes, and axes were predominant, but they were by no means the only weapons. Flails and even kitchen knives were there, and Karvik immediately moved in front of Stavin.

    “You stay out of this, Stave,” he ordered, but Stavin wasn’t in the mood to obey.

    “No, Kar. If they want blood, I’ll spill theirs.” Stavin kicked Tru to a run and charged the mob as his Royal Guardsmen struggled to keep up.

    The people outside Deltar turned toward them, but whatever their purpose was, facing what amounted to a squadron of cavalry charging their rear caused them to break up in disarray. People streamed away at a dead run as the Evandian Royal Guards chased their prince.

    One group in the familiar robes of Lebawan’s priesthood stood their ground and Stavin pulled Tru to a stop facing them. “Who are you?” he demanded.

    “I am Shear Priest Jesvan,” the leader said as he sneered in reply. “Who are you to challenge me in Lebawan’s kingdom?”

    Stavin gave him a nasty grin. “I am Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, former King of Coravia. I’m the one who took Coravia back from the traitor Karvar Zel’Draval and put King Teravan Zel’Darvin back on his throne. Surrender or die.” Stavin looked at the city gates and saw Captain Zel’Corval and his troopers lining the walls. 

    Priest Jesvan shouted, “King Karvar Zel’Draval will conquer Evandia and remake the empire in Lebawan’s name!” He raised a pair of long, pointed shears and stepped toward Stavin. Then he fell forward into the dust with one of Karvik’s knives in his chest.

    Stavin turned and looked at Karvik. “Sixty-eight?”

    “Sixty-eight,” Karvik agreed.

    Stavin shook his head, then looked toward the stunned men still at the gate. Of the twelve, seven wore the robes of Lebawan’s priesthood. “You men have the choice of surrendering and being confined until you can be sent to Moravad for trial, or being killed here and now. You have three breaths to decide.”

    “You-You can’t do that!” one of the priests shouted as he stepped forward, then he fell on his face with a cavalryman’s throwing-ax in the back of his head. That was enough for the rest, and they threw their weapons to the ground, then knelt and put their hands behind their heads.

    Stavin nodded and looked at the gates and loudly ordered, “Captain Zel’Corval, take charge of the prisoners. Confine them in the temple with the rest of Lebawan’s filth.” Several of the priests started to object to Stavin’s comment, but the bodies by their knees silenced them.

    Stavin led the way back to the wagon. He stopped Tru beside it and spoke to Shari. “It was some of Lebawan’s priests and their followers who were out of town when we arrived. Most ran like cowards when we rode up, but a group of priests stayed by the gates. Shear Priest Jesvan died with one of Karvik’s knives in his chest and another died with a throwing ax in the back of his head. The rest are being put in their temple with the others.”

    “I know Jesvan Bel’Reldar,” Valleran whispered. “He and my father used to be friends.”

    “He is facing his god now, Valleran,” Stavin said in a gentle tone. “There is nothing to fear from him anymore.” Valleran nodded and turned away from Shari, but her shoulders continued to heave as she cried.

    Shari nodded to Stavin and they continued their trip. At the gate, there was just a patch of mud that marked the priests’ deaths. Shari drove the wagon to the Blue Heron and stopped it at the steps.

    “Come with me, Val. The guardsmen will take the tree to the temple.” She looked at Stavin and nodded, then turned away with Sahren and Mahren right behind her.

    Stavin climbed onto the wagon straight from Tru’s saddle. Karvik caught up her reins and tied them to his saddle horn. A glance between them set the wagon in motion.

    At the temple of the Nurturer, Stavin stopped the wagon and climbed down. “We need to make sure the old tree’s stump is gone. It looked pretty big.”

    Karvik nodded. “Let’s get the new tree out of the wagon and into the temple, then get some more water on its roots. I doubt we’ll be able to do much more than that today.”

    Stavin turned and looked at the young tree and nodded his approval. The guardsmen all joined in, pulling the root-ball to the back of the wagon and carefully sliding it down a plank to the ground. It was when everyone’s attention was on the tree that four men attacked Stavin.

    There was no warning. The men silently raced from the corner of the temple and grabbed Stavin, with the leader wrapping his arm around Stavin’s chest and pressing a knife to his throat. The leader shouted, “Leave off!” as Stavin struggled in his arms. “You’ll not bring the worship of that harlot back to Lebawan’s realm.”

    Stavin stopped struggling and planted both feet on the ground. This time even he heard himself growling, and so did the man holding him. When the attacker’s embrace loosened, Stavin shifted his hips to the side and swung his armored fist down and back into the man’s crotch.

    The man let go of Stavin and folded over in pain, but that just gave Stavin a better target. The armored backs of Stavin’s gauntlets crashed repeatedly into the man’s head.

    The other men stood frozen in their tracks by the sight of their leader, a Priest Inquisitor of Lebawan, being beaten down by a child-sized non-believer. And they died where they stood as twenty Evandian Royal Guardsmen fell on them to protect their prince.

    Karvik finally pulled Stavin back and got punched in the belly for the effort. Since he was in armor, it didn’t have much effect.

    “Damn it, Stave, it’s me!” he shouted and watched as Stavin fought to regain his composure.

    “Execute that fool,” he growled as he looked down at the priest.

    Karvik knelt and checked the man, then stood. “Too late. Your gauntlets shattered his skull.”

    Stavin’s growl intensified for a moment, then he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Very well. Haul that trash to Lebawan’s temple and dump it on the steps. Tell those fools inside that the next time I’m attacked, I’ll burn the temple down around their ears.”

    “Stave?”

    “Tell them, Kar. Make them believe it. Tell them before one of them makes a move on Shari or the kids.”

    Karvik froze for a moment, then nodded. “As you command.” Then he motioned toward the bodies and four men grabbed each of them and tossed them into the back of the wagon.

    Stavin looked at Karvik and said, “Take three men with you. The rest of us will ride back to the inn.”

    Karvik nodded and drove the wagon away, and Stavin turned toward the remaining guardsmen. “Let’s drag the tree into the courtyard for the night.”

    The guardsmen immediately began moving the tree, but ten of them took up guard positions, facing away from the temple. Stavin nodded his approval, then did what he could to help move the tree.

    Once they returned to the inn, Stavin ordered everyone to the bathing room while another watch section took up the guard duty.

    Once he was clean and properly dressed, he joined Shari in the common room. “We had more trouble with Lebawan’s priests.”

    “I heard,” Shari replied without looking at him. “You shouldn’t have had the bodies dumped on the temple steps, Stavin. You are antagonizing them for no reason.”

    “I have every reason, Shari. If they had come after you like that--” His voice took on an almost pleading tone. “My armor protects me. You don’t have that luxury. The children don’t, either. Lebawan’s priests have to believe I’ll kill them all if they continue attacking us.”

    Shari looked him in the eyes as she whispered, “You’re just making them hate us more.”

    Stavin shook his head. “They would condemn me for being small, and the rest of you for being my family. That’s their way. They don’t have to have a reason to hate us: we’re defective in their eyes, and condemned.”

    Shari closed her eyes and bowed her head. “Perhaps you are right, Stavin. Perhaps you are right. Or were. It doesn’t matter anymore. The deed is done. Is the tree in the temple?”

    “Yes, but it was a tight fit getting it through the back door and out into the cloister. It’s a good thing birch is so flexible at that size.” He sighed mightily. “The old tree must have been hundreds of years old.”

    “Val says over three hundred. As old as the temple.” Shari looked at him and shook her head. “The worship of Lebawan didn’t reach these lands until about two hundred years ago. Since then there has been an uneasy truce between them, backed by the laws of Coravia. Until Zel’Draval.”

    Stavin reached across the table and took both of her hands in his. “Shari, Karvar Zel’Draval is dead, and King Teravan is secure on his throne. Those fool priests have got to admit defeat--or die. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to be any gentler with them than they were with the people in the palace. Ellie estimated that seven hundred and thirty people of every Clan from Chosen to Common died at the hands of those priests.”

    Shari yanked her hands away from him as she shouted, “Those priests, not these! You can’t condemn every follower of Lebawan for the action of a few! That’s as bad as them condemning the whole family because of one member! We’re not them! We’re better than that! We’re smarter than that! It’s as wrong for us to do it as it was for them!” She slammed her chair over backwards and stamped away, across the room and up the stairs.

    Karvik waited until she had slammed the door to the suite before he righted her chair and sat in it. “She has a point.”

    Stavin put his head in his hands and sighed, “I know.”

    “So, what are you going to do about it?”

    Stavin asked, “How long have they been on bread and water?” without looking up.

    “Four days, since our second day here.”

    Stavin nodded as he finally looked at Karvik again. “Provide them--” He paused as an idea curved his lips with a nasty grin and made him chuckle. “Provide them Army Trail Rations.”

    Karvik gave him a stunned look. “Hard tack, jerked meat, and water? I can just imagine some Chosen priest eating that.”

    Stavin grinned, then started laughing for real. “Could be worse. How about our trail rations at the beginning of the expedition: beans, beans, and more beans.”

    Now Karvik laughed and pointed a finger at his prince. “That’s just plain mean. Especially in close quarters. I’ll pass the instructions to Captain Zel’Corval. He knows how many men are in there. You’ll have to authorize the purchase of extra supplies for the troops.”

    Stavin was nodding. “Fresh supplies for our troops. Have the old supplies provided to the priests.”

    Karvik slapped Stavin’s shoulder. “That’s more like my prince and friend.”

    Stavin grinned, then looked at the innkeeper. He held up two fingers, and just a moment later two tall glasses of dark beer were on the table in front of them. Karvik sipped and nodded. “Good beer. A little bitter, but we’ve had worse.” Karvik sat back and looked at the beer.

    Stavin took a sip and nodded. “I wonder why Shari is being so impatient with me?”

    Karvik shook his head. “She’s been overly patient for a long time, Stave.”

    “But why is she yelling at me now?”

    Karvik shook his head sadly. “Remember why she wanted a bath? Other than the way you smelled?”

    Stavin nodded. “Because she--” He broke off as a comically horrified expression crossed his face. “It’s been three days.”

    “Four.”

    Stavin shook his head. “This is bad.”

    Karvik grinned. “For you.”

     



    Chapter 27

    IT TOOK NINETEEN DAYS FOR LORD General Zel’Enred to arrive. During that time Stavin, Shari, and their children, along with the Royal Guards, worked to restore Lady Sahren’s temple. The people of Deltar, especially the Lady Mayor and her council, aided them by providing building materials, furnishings, and occasionally skilled labor such as stone masons.

    Lord General Nardan Zel’Enred was escorted into the temple of Lady Sahren the Nurturer and found Prince Stavin standing on the shoulders of a tall young Royal Guards major, attaching a string of beads to a set of hooks in the ceiling. “Just one more, Kar,” Stavin said without looking down.

    “All right, I’m moving forward,” the major replied as he carefully walked to the next beam while Stavin walked his hands across the ceiling to keep his balance.

    Stavin secured the beads to the hook, then said, “That’s it. Let me down.”

    Karvik reached up with both hands and Stavin grabbed them, then carefully knelt. Reaching down with one bare foot he hooked his toes into Karvik’s weapon’s harness. From there it was a short drop to the floor, and Stavin bowed to the general.

    “Welcome to Deltar, General Zel’Enred. You made good time getting here.”

    The general bowed deeply, but didn’t even try to hide his grin. “We were already on patrol and headed this way when your messengers reached us, Prince Stavin. I took the liberty of informing his majesty of the trouble here and your actions. He has already ordered all of the priests to Moravad for trial.”

    Stavin bowed slightly, then looked around. “And Lady Sahren’s temple is as whole as we can make it.”

    Shari joined them and put an arm around Stavin’s shoulders. “Lord General Zel’Enred, we came this way in order to visit you. And to see if you’d dug up anything interesting.” She chuckled at his expression.

    The general returned her chuckle and shook his head. “No, Princess Sharindis, nothing new, though it’s not from a lack of trying. It seems that every community has a scholar who wants to make the next big discovery.”

    Stavin smiled and hugged Shari’s waist with one arm. “We heard about someone trying to find Klamath and Modoc. That’s an expedition I’d love to be on.”

    “Indeed,” the general said, “and so would I. I almost retired in order to do just that, but my duty to King Teravan kept me in uniform. And then Zel’Draval--” He paused and shook his head slowly. “If you hadn’t acted as quickly as you did, I would have resigned my post and commission.”

    Stavin bowed slightly and replied, “A lot of the kingdom’s officers felt the same way. I only know of one general who openly followed Lebawan, but even he stayed loyal once he was sure King Teravan was in fact alive.”

    “Bertrand Zel’Ashlan,” Lord General Zel’Enred murmured. “I had about fifteen of the Cutter’s followers in my command, but none of them were above the rank of corporal. They made a fuss when Zel’Draval’s message came, but we put them in their place. There were no ‘inspections’ in my command other than the normal Army inspections.”

    Stavin grinned and said, “Good.”

    Shari smiled as well. “I believe our task here is done. General, we leave this mess in your capable hands. Captain Zel’Corval has his men guarding Lebawan’s temple, so we’ll let you make whatever arrangements you need to tonight, and we will be off tomorrow morning.”

    The general smiled and bowed deeply before saying, “As you command, Princess Sharindis.”

    The next morning Stavin and Shari watched as two hundred infantry troopers charged into Lebawan’s temple, dragging the priests and their followers out with their hands tied behind their backs.

    Stavin saw one man in the elaborate, if somewhat ratty, blue robes of a Priest Inquisitor. “Troopers, a moment please,” he said as he stepped forward.

    “Yes, Warmaster,” both women snapped in unison.

    Shifting his attention to the priest, he asked, “Are you Wandan?”

    The priest drew himself up to his full height and shouted, “I am Priest Inquisitor Wandan Del’Corvak, you defective little bastard! You will address me with the respect I am due.”

    General Zel’Enred signaled to his troopers and Priest Inquisitor Del’Corvak suddenly found himself kneeling at Stavin’s feet.

    Stavin shook his head and replied, “I am Dragonblessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Zel’Andral. Priest or not, you will address me with respect or I’ll gut you and leave you to die in the dirt.”

    “You can’t--” the priest began but Karvik’s fist interrupted, sending him flat on his back.

    Karvik bent over and pulled the fool back to his knees as he snarled, “You will address my prince with respect, or I’ll crush your skull.”

    “You can’t touch me! I’m a priest!”

    General Zel’Enred laughed before saying, “You are a deluded, murdering thief. King Teravan has ordered you and your followers to Moravad to stand trial. You are charged with theft, murder, and collusion of treason for supporting Karvar Zel’Draval in his attempt to take Coravia.”

    “No! The Zel’Darvin line is defective! High Priest Zel’Draval was within his rights and authority to condemn the defectives and seize their property.”

    This time it was Stavin’s foot that sent him over backwards into the dirt. “Prince Caldan was not defective. Nor was Queen Rowena. Their murder has sealed the fate of Lebawan in this kingdom.”

    “Indeed it has. By order of King Teravan, all priests who participated in the inspection and stoning of those who did not worship Lebawan are to be brought to Moravad for trial, and their temples seized.”

    Stavin was looking at the general with a surprised expression on his face, so the general explained. “That command came down seventeen days ago, Prince Stavin. It seems that the south-eastern part of the kingdom had a lot more, and worse, incidents than the north west. Whole towns were taken down there.”

    Stavin was nodding as he thought. “We heard rumors that they had stolen a lot of coin along with the properties. Be sure to search them carefully before you leave, and the temple as well. None of them will be returning, even if King Teravan doesn’t execute them.” He turned and looked the temple over carefully. “Maybe I’ll buy it and turn it into a warehouse.”

    The priest surged up from the ground shouting, “I’ll kill you!” as he moved toward Stavin.

    Lord General Zel’Enred’s dagger slammed home in his chest, stopping him well short of reaching Stavin. The general looked the dying man in the eye as he said, “You may not touch Senior Warmaster Zel’Andral.”

    Stavin bowed slightly to the general, then watched in silence as the other thirty-seven men who had been imprisoned in the temple were led by with their hands bound. Each reacted in some way to the sight of their leader lying dead in the street, but none made a fuss. None of them were loyal enough to him or Lebawan to join him.

     



    Chapter 28

    THE ROYAL PROCESSION CONTINUED THE NEXT morning. Shari made a point of introducing Valleran to the general, and General Zel’Enred had volunteered to pass the word to the Mother Temple in Moravad that she needed help reestablishing Lady Sahren’s temple.

    Shari stood in her stirrups and looked back at Deltar just before they entered the trees. She murmured, “I could have done without that.”

    “Without what, Mommy?” Karlin asked.

    “Without all the death and sorrow, darling,” she replied as she faced forward once again. “I really hoped we had left all of that behind us.”

    “Don’t worry, Shari,” Stavin said as she returned to her saddle. “We’re only twenty-six days from the border, and Nardan has already cleared this area.”

    They traveled for just three days before reaching the next town. Stavin didn’t have to be prompted this time and asked for an inn with a bathing room right away.

    They stayed the night, then left early the next morning. Stavin paid the innkeeper over his protests. He, like most of the people they had met along the way, felt that the honor of serving the man who had saved them from Lebawan was payment enough.

    As in the plains of Evandia, communities in this part of Coravia tended to be small towns surrounded by outlying farms, spaced about three days apart at the carriage’s pace. Stavin made it a point to stop at each town for the night and meet with the mayor and council at each stop.

    Their fourth stop was at a very large town. Stavin was at first confused, but then he saw the town’s name and the crossroads.

    “This is Ahram’s Holding, and that’s the road we took north on our first expedition! The road to Evandia is just two or three days north of here.”

    Shari said, “That’s good to know. I’m thoroughly sick of traveling.” She looked around, then said, “This looks like a good place to stop for a few days, Stavin. I need a rest.”

    Stavin bowed to her, then looked at Karvik. “You heard her, Kar. Let’s plan on three days.”

    Karvik nodded. “I’ll inform Captain Zel’Corval when we stop.”

    Karvik asked the first merchant he saw, “Where is the finest inn Ahram’s Holding has to offer?”

    The man gave him a suspicious look, then replied, “The Blue Dragon is the Chosen’s preferred inn. Who are you escorting?”

    “Prince Stavin of Evandia.”

    Karvik’s answer all but echoed through the area as dozens, then hundreds of people began repeating the news that Stavin Dragonblessed was in their town.

    The Blue Dragon Inn wasn’t very big or impressive from the outside, but the first sight of the common room stopped Stavin and Shari in their tracks. Shari was the first to recover enough to speak.

    “This is more opulent than the palace,” she whispered as she gazed at the fine furnishings and decorations.

    “Thank you,” a man’s voice said from their left. “Welcome to the Blue Dragon. I am Charrel Fel’Kistan, owner and innkeeper.” He bowed deeply to both Stavin and Shari.

    Karvik stepped forward and said, “This is His Highness, Dragon Blessed Senior Warmaster Prince Stavin Markan Karvan Do’Kalin Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, his wife, Princess Sharindis Uralian Sarlis Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral, and their children, Prince Karlin, Princess Sahren, and Princess Mahren.”

    The innkeeper dropped to his knees as soon as he heard Stavin’s name and bowed very low again, touching his forehead to the floor. “Your Highnesses, I am honored beyond my ability to express that you have chosen to honor my humble inn. My finest suite is yours.”

    Shari took the lead since Stavin was still gazing at the room. “We thank you for your welcome, Master Fel’Kistan. Our servants will be bringing in our bags in a moment. Please have someone show them where to put them. Our only immediate need is for some refreshments to wash down the road dust.”

    “At once, Your Highness. This way, please,” he replied as he rose to his feet and led the way to a finely inlaid table. “What may I bring you, Your Highnesses?”

    Shari nodded toward Stavin and said, “Beer for Prince Stavin, tea for the children, and I will have a glass of white wine.”

    “At once, Your Highness.”

    The drinks arrived in moments, and Karvik sampled each glass. Once he’d given the nod, Shari sipped her wine and hummed in appreciation when she tasted it. “This is a very fine vintage.”

    The innkeeper bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Highness. Lady Zel’Sorvan will be pleased to hear that you approve. The Zel’Sorvan estate is one of the finest vineyards and wineries in the kingdom.”

    Stavin gave Shari a puzzled look and asked, “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

    “Because it’s Marina’s favorite,” Shari answered with a soft smile. “She serves Zel’Sorvan wine at all of her parties. Glora loves it as well.”

    The innkeeper bowed. He didn’t have to be told who “Marina” was. “If Lady Zel’Sorvan is in town, would you care to meet her, Your Highnesses?”

    “Yes,” Shari answered, “but not until tomorrow. We are planning to stay for three days.”

    * * *

    The next morning, Stavin and Karvik didn’t hesitate to take Shari and the children to the caravansary and bazaar. The servants came along as well. They had each received a gold crown every ten days while serving King Teravan and Princess Ellissan, as well as an extra two sparks a day for mentoring the new royal servants.

    The Royal Guards weren’t hesitant either. King Teravan had issued four moons of pay to each of them for their service to Coravia, and Stavin had passed the word that anything they bought could be put in the baggage wagons for the trip back to Twin Bridges.

    Ahram’s Holding’s location, four days from the border crossing city of Fort Zel’Narlis, made it the major destocking and restocking point for caravans traveling through this portion of Coravia. Stavin remembered their first visit fondly.

    “We were too busy on our first visit to buy much of anything,” he said loudly enough to be heard over the din of the traders and locals. “The Zel’Vandar caravan restocked in just one day.”

    Shari shouted back, “If we have to take an extra day, I won’t object. I’ve never seen anything like this.” She was smiling and looking around in every direction.

    Stavin laughed as they walked into the crowd. It wasn’t long, however, before they were recognized. The noise subsided as men, women, and children backed away and bowed deeply as they passed.

    Stavin returned the bows at first, then just smiled and waved. Once the shock wore off the noise returned, but an island of relative quiet still traveled with them.

    The children were oblivious to everything except the extraordinary experience of going to a real caravansary. Shari cried out in delight when she saw a cloth merchant and led the way across the crowd.

    The merchant saw them coming and smiled in greeting. Then he realized who they were and dropped to his knees, bowing deeply as he said, “Your Highness, I am honored beyond my poor ability to express that you have chosen to patronize my humble stall.”

    Shari said, “Stand, good Master Trader. You have some wonderful cloth.”

    The man slowly stood, glancing at Stavin and the Royal Guards, then bowed deeply to Shari. “Thank you, Your Highness. What has caught your discerning eye?”

    Shari ran a finger across a bolt of red silk that was interwoven with a shimmer of gold. “This is magnificent,” she almost whispered.

    “Ah, Your Highness, that silk is from far Cornardia, across the eastern sea. They are truly extraordinary weavers in that far away land.”

    “Yes, they are,” she agreed. “What kingly ransom have you placed on this cloth?” She smiled at him, and he seemed to melt.

    “From you, Princess Sharindis, I will take no profit. This cloth cost me two and six for the bolt. I ask no more.”

    Shari looked at Stavin and raised an eyebrow. Stavin tilted his head to the side, then nodded. “About right,” was all he would say.

    Shari pulled her pouch from the belly of her bodice and laid out two gold Coravian crowns, and six silver. Then she smiled and placed a seventh silver crown with the rest. “In any Trade, good Master Trader, both sides should profit. Bundle the cloth carefully. It’s still a long way to Twin Bridges.”

    The cloth merchant bowed deeply, then gathered the coins before wrapping the bolt of silk in a span of sturdy white wool. He bowed again as he laid the bundle in front of Shari. “It has truly been an honor to serve you, Princess Sharindis.”

    Shari smiled slightly and nodded, then picked up her purchase and led the way deeper into the bazaar.

    The royal party meandered through the bazaar and caravansary. Stavin and Shari bought a few items here and there, concentrating on small gifts for their extended family.

    The children picked out small gifts for their friends--and sweets. Honeyed nuts of several varieties as well as a wide assortment of other confections were available, but their purchases were limited by their parents, which was a thoroughly unfair situation as far as they were concerned.

    The guards weren’t limiting themselves, though they only let one or two of their number be distracted at any one time. They had been in the caravansary for five spans before Karvik tapped Stavin’s shoulder and said, “Company.”

    Stavin followed the direction of Karvik’s gaze and his jaws clenched: A hand of armed and armored men were rudely pushing their way through the crowd toward them. Even from a distance Stavin recognized the badges of the Kel’Portan Guards.

    Karvik and five guardsmen stepped forward, forming a wall of steel and flesh between their prince and the Kel’Portan Guardsmen.

    “That’s close enough,” Karvik said loudly.

    “Stand aside, boy,” the leader said in a contemptuous tone as he continued to advance.

    Karvik’s sword hissed against his scabbard as he drew it. Beside him and behind him, every guard instantly copied his action. In the space between one breath and the next forty swords gleamed in the sun.

    Karvik glared at the now uncertain Kel’Portan guardsmen. “That is close enough,” he repeated.

    “You have no authority here, Evandian,” the leader said, but he didn’t sound quite so sure of himself.

    “I have all the authority I need.”

    The leader looked around, then back at Karvik. He shouted, “Do you know who I am?” as he hooked a thumb toward his badge.

    “I know what you are, Kel’Portan,” Karvik answered. “I’ve killed enough of you.”

    “Who are you? No effeminate Evandian can stand against a Kel’Portan Guard.”

    Karvik took a step forward and loudly replied, “I am Major Karvik Kel’Carin of the Evandian Royal Guard, Warleader Third of Kel’Kavin.”

    Now the Kel’Portans all looked nervous. “You still have no authority in Coravia,” the leader muttered.

    Karvik grinned. “Prince Stavin is next in line to the Coravian crown until Princess Ellissan reaches her majority. He gives me all the authority I need.”

    Now Stavin pushed his way to the front. “King Kalin outlawed the Kel’Portan Guards in Evandia after you aided the traitors in the Skykon Trade Town. I wonder what it would take to get King Teravan to outlaw you in Coravia?”

    The leader started to say something in return, but the other four grabbed him and hurried away as the crowd parted to give them an avenue of escape.

    Karvik chuckled and said, “I guess they didn’t like the idea.”

    Stavin laughed back, “Guess not.”

    * * *

    Stavin and Shari spent the rest of the day shopping. They had returned to the inn for a quiet evening before someone else approached.

    A tall young woman walked boldly up to the Royal Guards and said, “I would like to speak to Prince Stavin.”

    “Would you indeed?” one of the men asked. “Who should we say is calling?” he continued with a grin.

    “Master Trader Rahlina Kel’Vandar of the Zel’Vandar Trading House.”

    “Rahlina!” a voice shouted from inside the inn and a large figure rushed out and grabbed her in a tight hug for a moment before setting her down and stepping back. “It’s so good to see you again!”

    Rahlina looked up at the tall young man and her obvious wonder grew as she finally recognized him. “Karvik?”

    “Hi, Rahlina,” Karvik replied with a stupid grin. “What are you doing here?”

    Rahlina laughed. “We’re on the way home, Kar. We arrived this morning and heard Prince Stavin was in town, so I came over to pay my respects.”

    Karvik grinned even wider and said, “Come in. Stave is going to be delighted to see you, and I know Shari has wanted to meet you for years.”

    Rahlina let Karvik lead her into the common room, then to a private dining room. Stavin looked up when the door opened, then stood up so quickly his chair almost tipped over backwards, shouting “Rahlina!” as he ran over to hug her.

    Rahlina couldn’t bow or kneel, so she just kissed him on the forehead and said, “It’s wonderful to see you again, Prince Stavin.”

    “This is Shari,” Stavin said as he pulled her over to the table.

    Shari had stood as soon as she realized who Rahlina was. “I am pleased to meet you at last, Rahlina. I owe you for Stavin’s life.”

    Rahlina smiled and shook her head. “There is no debt, Princess Sharindis. Stavin had saved me and every member of our caravan more than once. It was my honor and duty to aid him when I could.”

    Karvik was still by the door and said, “Look at her arm, Stave.”

    Stavin did and chuckled. The armguard they had given her almost seven years ago now held a red stripe and four white. “Been busy, I see,” he chuckled.

    Rahlina grinned as she replied, “I requested and have received weapons training from the Council Enforcers every winter since that year, Prince Stavin. Our guards have objected a few times, but most of them know the story of that caravan and accept my rank among them.”

    Shari chuckled. “They better. Come, sit down and have a drink with us.”

    Rahlina bowed, then accepted the seat at Shari’s right. Shari said, “Rahlina Kel’Vandar, these are our children, Karlin, Sahren, and Mahren.” Rahlina bowed deeply to the children, then gave Stavin a questioning glance. 

    Stavin nodded. “Yes, Sahry is named for your nanna.” 

    Rahlina looked at the twins and smiled deeply. “Princess Sahren, it pleases me greatly that you share my Nanna Sahren’s name. She was a great woman, and I loved her very much.”

    Sahren giggled. “Daddy said your Nanna Sahren was a nurturer just like Lady Sahren.”

    “Yes, she was,” Stavin agreed. “She and Kethlan were why I decided to study Trade and become a trader.”

    “And save us all in the process,” Rahlina added.

    “That was duty,” Stavin replied. “I didn’t really become a Trader until after Valovad, when you started lecturing me.”

    Shari giggled. “Stavi thought he was done with being a student. Then you started teaching him things he’d never considered important before, and he was right back at the beginning. He spent a lot of time studying Trade that winter so he could honorably earn Third Master’s pay with the caravans the next summer. Then he wasn’t summoned for the expedition.” She smiled at Stavin as she continued. “He made up for it, though. Dad took eight veterans with them to Kahrant’s Pass and Stavin got our spring supplies for half the price we’d been paying. Then they went to Evandia and got in the middle of the conspiracy against King Kalin.”

    Rahlina nodded. “I heard the story he told Uncle Ahlic.” Turning to Stavin, she bowed her head and grinned. “I tried to see you when you passed through on your way to Evandia, but between Uncle Ahlic and the needs of my caravan, I just couldn’t find the time. And now, with the Favored Trader status you arranged, we spend a lot more time in Evandia.”

    “Expect to spend more time in Coravia as well,” Stavin said as his grin widened.

    Rahlina asked, “What did you do?” in almost exactly the same tone Shari habitually used, and Stavin and Shari both burst out laughing.

    Over the next three spans Stavin and Shari brought Rahlina up to date on the happenings in Coravia since their arrival.

    Rahlina sat in stunned silence for a moment, then whispered, “King Stavin,” in a soft tone. “But wait a moment,” she continued in a stronger voice, “they charged me the full five percent crossing into Coravia.”

    Stavin chuckled, and said, “It won’t go into effect until Mid-Winter. By then, all of the border crossings will have the official list of the Aravad Traders’ Council so no one else takes advantage of it.”

    Rahlina bowed in her seat, then stood and bowed again. “Prince Stavin, it has been wonderful to see you again, and to meet you and your children, Princess Sharindis, but I must return to my caravan.”

    Stavin stood and walked Rahlina to the door. “It’s been a pleasure to see you as well, Rahlina. If you stop in Twin Bridges, please come by and say hello.”

    Rahlina bowed again in the doorway. “I look forward to it, Prince Stavin.” Then she was gone, and Stavin turned back toward Shari.

    “It was good to see her again. She seems to be doing well.”

    “Yes,” Shari agreed, “and I finally got to meet her. You used to say her name in your dreams, Stavi. It was only the fact that they were obviously nightmares that kept you from getting bopped on the nose.”

    Stavin threw his head back and laughed, crowing, “You should have told her that!”


    Chapter 29

    THE NEXT DAY, JUST AFTER THEY had finished eating their morning meal, the innkeeper led a tall, elegantly dressed older woman to their table and bowed. “Your Highnesses, please allow me to present Lady Resala Zel’Sorvan, Lady of Zel’Sorvan, owner of the Zel’Sorvan winery.” He stepped back as he bowed toward their table.

    Lady Zel’Sorvan stepped forward and bowed as Stavin and Shari stood to greet her. “I am honored to meet you, Prince Stavin and Princess Sharindis. Charrel tells me that you and Princess Marina like my wine. I have two cases of assorted wines that I would like to present to you for your service to Coravia. Lebawan’s priest in this area seized a warehouse full of wine by condemning the poor souls who owned the warehouse.” She paused and shook her head. “I got most of my wine back, but I had known the Fel’Tarstan family for years.”

    Stavin bowed his head deeply. “If you would, please send that information to Moravad. If those priests aren’t already under arrest, they soon will be.”

    “They are, Prince Stavin,” she replied with a vicious grin. “My son is a major in the army, and he led the raid on Lebawan’s temple himself. The Priest Inquisitor who was in charge of that temple got a little banged up during his arrest, but he was alive when he left for trial in Moravad.”

    Stavin bowed to hide his grin. “That is good to know, Lady Resala. Will you join us?” he asked as he waved toward the table.

    She shook her head. “Forgive me, Prince Stavin, but I just stopped by to deliver the wine and my thanks in person. I really must be going.”

    Stavin bowed slightly. “Then accept our thanks for your welcome and your wine. And for the news that Lebawan’s followers have been properly dealt with.”

    The lady bowed deeply, then turned and left the inn. It wasn’t long, though, before someone else came to see them.

    The innkeeper led seven elegantly dressed people toward the royal family, only to be stopped by Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis. “That’s close enough. State your business.”

    “Stand aside,” the man in the lead commanded.

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis reacted to his tone and drew her sword, holding it horizontally in front of her. Behind her, three guardswomen and seven guardsmen followed her lead.

    “I said, that’s close enough.”

    The man looked confused, then snarled, “You low-born bitch, I’ll--”

    He didn’t get to finish his threat. Mohriah stepped forward and backhanded him off his feet, then stood over him with the point of her sword at his throat as he stared up at her from the floor.

    “I am the Lady of Zel’Halvis, Master Sergeant of the Evandian Royal Guard, and Colonel of the Coravian Royal Guard. You will address me with respect or face me in the circle.”

    The man was swallowing convulsively and staring in wide-eyed terror at the brightly gleaming length of razor-sharp steel in the woman’s hand. He babbled, “I-I-I am Mayor Bennett Zel’Wheldan. You can’t do this to me!”

    Mohriah looked down at him and asked, “Are you the Lord of Zel’Wheldan?”

    “N-No.”

    “Then you will address me with respect,” Mohriah said in a low, intense tone, “or face the consequences.”

    The mayor looked past her in desperation, but the glares from the royal family told him he wasn’t going to receive any help from that direction. He finally swallowed the last of his fear and indignation and bowed his head toward the sword.

    “I offer apologies for my intemperate choice of words, Lady Zel’Halvis.”

    Mohriah stepped back and sheathed her sword. “Stand,” she commanded, then watched as he slowly climbed his feet. Turning away, she bowed.

    “Prince Stavin, Mayor Zel’Wheldan desires an audience.”

    Stavin nodded. “Allow the lord mayor and his council through, Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis.”

    Mohriah bowed, then stepped aside to allow the men and women to pass, but a subtle hand signal caused a guardsman to join on each of them while Mohriah and her women moved to stand directly behind Stavin and Shari.

    The lord mayor glanced around, then looked at Stavin. “Prince Stavin, this is intolerable.”

    “What is that, Mayor Zel’Wheldan?” Shari asked.

    “Your guards, Princess Sharindis,” he answered. “They act as if we’re a threat to you. I’ll not be treated like this in my own town.”

    Stavin looked at him and shrugged. “The door is right behind you.”

    The lord mayor blinked in surprise. “W-What?”

    Stavin rose to his feet slowly. “Watch your manners with me, or I’ll let Lady Zel’Halvis take you out and remind you who you are addressing.”

    The mayor looked even more confused. “Your Highness--”

    “Exactly,” Stavin interrupted.

    The mayor looked confused for a moment, then realized what he’d done and bowed deeply. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Highness, for my lack of deference. I’m somewhat shaken by your guard’s attack.”

    “Lady Zel’Halvis was acting per her orders, not attacking you. It would be in your best interest to remember that the Royal Guards only answer to the royal family. As for your insult to her, it would also be good for you to know that the Zel’Halvis family is in the Evandian royal line. True, she’s about thirteenth in line to the throne, but she is in line.”

    The mayor swallowed hard, then turned and bowed to Mohriah before turning back toward Stavin again and bowing.

    “Prince Stavin, perhaps it would be best for us to leave. I seem to have made a bad first impression. Just let me say that we are honored by your visit, and offer our assistance in anything you might need.” He bowed deeply again, as did the councilors beside him.

    Stavin nodded. “Very well, Mayor Zel’Wheldan. You and your councilors may go.” He made a motion toward the door, and the councilors didn’t need any further prompting.

    Mohriah followed him with her eyes, but didn’t say anything until they were gone. Looking at Stavin, she bowed.

    “Sorry about that, Prince Stavin, but his tone and posture made me think a show of strength was called for.”

    Stavin nodded. “Probably right. He seemed a little full of himself. I’d like to go back to the caravansary and browse some more. Shari?”

    “Absolutely,” she replied with a wide smile.

    It took less than a span for them to get ready, and soon they were walking through the caravans, looking but seldom buying, and ended up at the Zel’Vandar caravan.

    Rahlina saw them coming and bowed deeply. “Prince Stavin, Princess Sharindis, welcome to my caravan. I don’t think you know anyone except Endar.”

    Stavin smiled deeply. “I remember Endar and his cooking very fondly, Rahlina. Did you come up through Evandia?”

    “Yes, but we’ve been trading with House Zel’Bearal over there. They came down from Reynadia.”

    Shari followed the direction of Rahlina’s gaze and nudged Stavin. Looking back at Rahlina she said, “We’ll be back,” and started walking, ignoring Stavin’s laugh.

    The Zel’Bearal caravan was crowded, but that didn’t bother Shari or Stavin. They browsed the wagons, admiring objects and sometimes buying. Stavin, of course, did most of the bargaining.

    After four spans Shari called a laughing halt to their shopping. “We’ll need another wagon if we keep this up!”

    Stavin laughed in return. “We can buy one if we have to,” he replied.

    They returned to the Zel’Vandar caravan in a fine mood. It didn’t last. Senior Sergeant Kel’Harvan, the leader of Rahlina’s guards, was facing off against the five Kel’Portan guards.

    “...and I say you are in my territory. You pay coin, or you pay blood.”

    Stavin barked, “Royal guards, seize them!” and twenty of his guardsmen rushed forward. None of them had to be told who to seize.

    The five Kel’Portans suddenly found themselves facing thirty-one armed, armored, and very annoyed opponents who were not going to back down. All five drew their swords, but Stavin’s voice froze everyone in their tracks.

    “Sheath your swords, or I’ll have you executed for attacking the royal family!”

    All five of the men looked his way, and the leader snarled, “You little---” as he stepped toward Stavin. It was his last mistake.

    Rahlina Kel’Vandar’s sword darted into the joint between his breast and back plates, spitting his heart and lungs from the side. The four remaining men saw their leader die and held their hands out, letting their swords fall to the ground.

    Shari looked at Rahlina and bowed. “Well done, Sergeant Kel’Vandar. Guardsmen, bind those four. We’ll deliver them to the mayor for disposal.”

    “You can’t do that,” one of the men shouted. “Mayor Zel’Wheldan will never--”

    “He will if he values his own hide above yours,” Shari snapped back. “When King Teravan finds out you threatened us, and especially our children, the Kel’Portan Guards will be as unwelcome here as you are in Evandia.”

    All four of the survivors were shaking their heads, trying to deny Shari’s assertion, but everyone knew it was true.

    Stavin looked at Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis and nodded. She bowed then ordered, “Sergeant Zel’Fordan, take four men and deliver these fools to the mayor along with Prince Stavin’s complaint against them. Make sure he understands exactly what happened here.”

    Sergeant Zel’Fordan bowed and said, “Yes, Master Sergeant,” then pointed at the four closest guardsmen and led off. The guardsmen and their prisoners followed in his wake.

    The shrilling of whistles heralded the arrival of the city guards, moments too late. “Halt where you are!” the leader shouted. “Halt in the name of the king!”

    Everyone just stood where they were and waited.

    The city guardsmen strode up to the scene and demanded, “Who murdered this man?” as he pointed toward the body.

    Master Sergeant Zel’Halvis replied, “He wasn’t murdered. He was killed for threatening Prince Stavin.”

    “Ha! What would Prince Stavin be doing at the caravansary?”

    Stavin and Shari stepped forward carrying the twins. Shari said, “We were shopping and visiting old friends,” as she smiled at Rahlina. “That ass and his accomplices accosted us yesterday, and today we found them accosting our friends, demanding that they pay for passage through their territory. Now take that trash to the mayor with our complaint.”

    The city guardsmen exchanged glances, then the leader cautiously asked, “Who are you, Lady?”

    Shari drew herself up to her full height and replied, “I am Princess Sharindis Uralian Sarlis Ne’Aniston Zel’Andral of Evandia, formerly Queen Sharindis of Coravia.”

    The men looked stunned for a moment, then went to their knees. “Your forgiveness, Your Highness. We will tend to this matter immediately.” When Shari nodded, they stood and gathered up the body, then hurried away.

    Shari turned toward Stavin and sighed, “I’ve had enough of this town. Let’s go home.”

     



    Chapter 30

    THE ROYAL PARTY LEFT EARLY THE next morning with the Zel’Vandar caravan on their heels. They traveled together for three days until the road that led into Evandia was reached. Then they parted company, waving all the while.

    It took just one day to reach the border crossing. Captain Zel’Corval, with Stavin’s permission, didn’t cross into Evandia. He bowed deeply to Stavin as he said his farewell.

    “Warmaster Zel’Andral, it has been an honor and a pleasure to serve under your command.”

    Stavin bowed his head. “I appreciate your assistance, Captain. Please deliver this letter to Lord General Kel’Eshen when you get home.” With that, Captain Zel’Corval led his troopers back toward the south, to Fort Kel’Justat and their homes.

    Stavin crossed into Evandia once again, and felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. They stayed at the same inn that they had stayed in on their way down from Kel’Kavin, and the innkeeper was beside himself seeing that the royal family was properly taken care of.

    It took thirteen additional days to reach Twin Bridges, and Stavin felt a familiar tightness in his throat when he saw East Bridge in the distance. They were home at last.

    Shari was clearing her throat and wiping her eyes as well. “It’s so good to be home,” she whispered. “So good to be home.”

    The people of East Bridge saw them coming, and the word spread like wildfire: Stavin and his family were back. The road was soon lined with people from every Clan, craning their necks to see the hero who’d given up the power and wealth of the Coravian crown so he could come home to them.

    The procession made it to the palace at long last and they dismissed the Royal Guards. All except Karvik.

    The children were so tired after all the excitement that even Karlin had to be carried, and Karvik picked him up while Shari and Stavin carried the girls. No one made any move to approach them until they reached their suite.

    King Kalin was waiting for them, but held his peace until the children were in bed.

    Stavin and Shari found Kalin, Mark and Marina waiting for them when they emerged from their suite.

    King Kalin spoke first, softly asking, “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused?”

    Stavin glanced at Shari, then replied, “No, Your Majesty.”

    “Stavin,” Marina said in a low tone, “you caused a Crisis of the Monarchy. When you became King of Coravia, you were still in line for the Evandian crown. If something had happened--”

    “The Council is in an uproar. Still,” Kalin interrupted. “Several of them are demanding that I disinherit you since Terry has made you a scion of Zel’Darvin and placed you in line behind Ellie for the Coravian crown.”

    “He’s ahead of Ellie right now,” Marina pointed out in a sour tone. Turning toward Stavin, she continued. “Until she turns twenty, you are Crown Prince of Coravia.”

    “It wasn’t my fault!” Stavin almost cried. “King Teravan was too badly hurt, and Ellie wasn’t old enough.”

    Now Kalin grinned. “I know,” he replied in a humorous tone. “Terry sent me a full report on what was done and why. But tomorrow you are both going to have to renew your oaths to Evandia. I can’t force you to renounce your status in Coravia, and destabilizing the Coravian monarchy wouldn’t do any of us any good. But I suggest you pray to Lady Sahren and the Gods Above that Ellie and Terry both have long lives.”

    Stavin and Shari were both looking uncertain, and Kalin finally relented. “All things considered, sending you to Coravia when I did was probably a stroke of good fortune for the entire continent. No one else could or would have done what you did, and we’d be facing Lebawan’s fanatics along our entire border if you hadn’t.”

    Kalin turned and walked in a circle around them. “When we found out what had happened, I had a proclamation circulated reminding Lebawan’s priests and followers that Lady Sahren’s worship is the official religion of Evandia, and warning them that I will be much harsher in my handling of them if they try something here. It’s my understanding that the High Priest was already planning on expanding his power base with Zel’Draval on the Coravian throne.” Now Kalin’s expression turned nasty. “He took passage on a ship bound for Cornardia right after the word came that you had executed Zel’Draval.”

    Marina was smiling much more serenely. “It has also resulted in Lebawan’s priests losing a lot of followers. There aren’t many people who want to be associated with a religion that is openly opposed by the king.”

    Stavin nodded and looked at Shari. “It’s a good thing we gave it back.”

    “Indeed it is,” Kalin agreed. “Dealing with my younger cousin as King of Coravia was bad enough when he ascended to the throne. Dealing with my son? That would have been a real mess.”

    Stavin grinned and said, “I would have let you win an occasional agreement, Dad. After all, I have much more experience bargaining than you do.”

    Marina broke out laughing, pointing at the perplexed expression on her father’s face. “He’s got a point, Daddy.”

    * * *

    The entire court was present the next morning when Stavin and Shari led the children before the king. They stood together, with Karlin in the middle and the twins next to their parents.

    “King Kalin,” Stavin said in a strong, clear voice, “here before the collected Chosen of Evandia, we swear our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor to Evandia and the Zel’Andral Dynasty.”

    King Kalin stood and Princess Marina stood at his side. Prince Markal stood at Marina’s right, just behind her shoulder.

    The king replied, “Stavin, Sharindis, Karlin, Sahren, and Maren Zel’Andral, we accept your fealty and oath to Evandia and the Zel’Andral Dynasty.” Then he sat, and the children scrambled up the dais to climb into his lap.
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    Bonus Story

     


    THE ROYAL FAMILY, INCLUDING DAHVIN, GLORA, and their children, gathered in the Royal Suite two moons after Stavin and Shari returned from Coravia. 

    “All right, Daddy,” Marina said as soon as everyone was present, “tell us the story about you and Uncle Dahral when you first joined the Army. I don’t think anyone but Dahvin and I know it.”

    Kalin chuckled as he looked at his family. “Well, we didn’t make the best first-impression on the general.”

     



    Kalin Zel’Andral, Lieutenant

    By Loren K. Jones

     


    “YOU KNOW YOU’RE IN TROUBLE, DON’T YOU?” the general asked in a severe tone. He was standing in front of his big wooden desk as he faced the miscreants, his craggy face looking as hard as granite. Each of them was in the blue and maroon officers’ uniform of the Evandian Regular Army, as was he, though their uniforms were as-yet unadorned while he wore thirty-seven years’ worth of honors on his breast.

    The six young officers remained at attention as they answered, “Sir, yes, sir,” more or less in unison.

    One handsome young man with finely-chiseled features under light-brown hair stepped forward and bowed before saying, “Lord General Zel’Faran, the responsibility was mine.”

    Another young officer stepped forward and said, “Prince Kalin, no! Sir, I was...”

    “That’s enough!” the general snapped, glaring at all six of the young men. “Your loyalty to one another is admirable, so when we sort this out you will all be punished together.” He focused on another of the lieutenants and ordered, “Lieutenant Zel’Bordal, explain.”

    Fortan Zel’Bordal stiffened further and began his story. He was a pale young man, and appeared to be more of a scholar than a warrior. He already had that squint the bookish tended to acquire. “Sir, we were on our way to join your command three days ago when we happened upon a burned wagon. When we investigated, we found four bodies just out of sight of the road. The man’s hands and feet were burned, but the women,” he paused as his complexion paled even further. “Sir, the woman and two little girls had been raped before their throats were cut.”

    “And,” the general prompted in a hard, uncompromising tone.

    “Yes, sir. We could see the trail the bandits had left, so we decided to chase them down. It didn’t take long. They were just ten spans up the track. When we surrounded them, one man attacked us. Lieutenant Zel’Fordal killed him immediately. The rest surrendered as soon as their leader was dead. We bound their hands and led them back toward the road. We met Sheriff Kel’Verdan by the wagon and reported everything to him. Then, with his permission, we continued on to report for duty, sir.”

    The general gave all of them a scathing glare as his expression soured even further. “There are several problems with that story, Lieutenant Zel’Bordal. First, you are not yet sworn to the Army so, in spite of your uniforms, you are not yet officers. Second, while you will all one day have the rights of high and low justice, you do not yet have those rights.” He paused as several of the young men looked at Prince Kalin. “No, not even he has that right until he completes his two years of service and becomes Heir-in-fact. The third, and possibly most annoying thing, is that you risked depriving the Army of your service.”

    The general looked over at the colonel by the door and shook his head. “We have already discussed this incident with Lord General Zel’Fordan, and through him with His Majesty. Punishing you for your actions would send the wrong message to the Army in general, as well as to the young Chosen who will be following you in years to come.” His glare kept the lieutenants frozen.

    Now the colonel stepped forward and looked at the men. Like the general, he was an older man, though his hair had turned white as snow rather than gray. “I am Colonel Zel’Freedan, the general’s Chief of Staff.” He looked at the list in his hands as he continued. “Lieutenant Gerryan Zel’Patrin, you will report to Captain Zel’Ival of the 16th Cavalry. Lieutenant Vertan Zel’Nevek, you will report to Major Zel’Markan of the 32nd Infantry. Lieutenant Bartal Zel’Teran, you will report to Captain Zel’Lamal of the 20th Scouts. Lieutenant Fortan Zel’Bordal, you will report to Captain Zel’Kerval of the 6th Archers. Lieutenants Dahral Zel’Fordal and Kalin Zel’Andral, you will both report to Major Zel’Carvan of the 8th Raiders.”

    Now the general took over again as he stepped forward to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the colonel. “Very well, young lords. Kneel.” He waited until all six young men were kneeling and looking up at him expectantly before continuing. “Sword salute!” He waited until all six young men held their swords at salute in front of their faces. “Do you swear on the sacred honor of your Clans to honorably complete two years of service in Evandia’s Army, excepting only injury or physical infirmity, to earn the right to own property and dispense justice in this kingdom?”

    As one they answered, “I do so swear.”

    The general nodded and said, “Stand Lieutenants. Affix your rank insignia and report to your commands. Dismissed.”

    All six newly minted lieutenants came to their feet and sheathed their swords, then snapped to attention before bowing and taking one step back. Only then did Dahral Zel’Fordal, being closest to the door, turn to lead the way out of the office.

    Colonel Zel’Freedan gave his general a sour look as the door closed. “I hope he’s no more spoiled than we’ve heard.”

    The general nodded. “I discussed that with General Zel’Fordan and King Ordan. That’s why I wanted him under Jeff. If he gets snippy, Jeff can show him the Evandian Sun. Being a Hero of the Kingdom counts when it was his father who awarded the medal.”

    “And the Zel’Fordal boy with him.”

    The general nodded. “And young Dahral at his side. I remember when young Ordan Zel’Andral and Severan Zel’Fordan served together at Fort Zel’Karal.” He turned and gave his chief-of-staff a pained grimace. “Let’s hope these two don’t get into as much trouble as they did.”

    * * *

    At the foot of the steps in front of the general’s office the young officers had come to a stop. Dahral Zel’Fordal said, “Prince Kalin, I...”

    Kalin shook his head. “I am no longer a prince, Lieutenant Zel’Fordal. That was set aside when I swore to the Army. We are equals here.” Kalin was looking at the ground and kicked at the dust in frustration as he shook his head. He pulled a lieutenant’s insignia from his pouch and carefully pinned it to the right breast of his uniform.

    Dahral nodded as he pinned on his insignia, but still had to try and apologize. “Still, I feel responsible for us getting on the general’s bad side before we even reported. I was the one who insisted it was our duty to chase down those bandits.” He glanced around and found that each of their companions had followed their example, and now wore the simple crossed swords of a lieutenant in the Evandian Regular Army.

    Kalin looked at Dahral and shook his head again, then sighed. “It didn’t take much insisting to get all of us to agree, especially after what they did to those little girls.” He looked at the other four lieutenants and got nods of agreement. “And when dad found out what had happened, there would have been no more questions.”

    Dahral nodded. “Maybe so. The stable of the 8th Raiders is over there.” He pointed toward a long building where a red pennant painted with a white number eight on it was blazoned across the front, above the doors. They gathered their horses and walked them across the fort as their companions split up and went to meet their commanders.

    The main doors of the stable were open and they were met as soon as they entered. “Gentlemen,” a major said as soon as they had fully entered the stable, “I am Major Jeffran Zel’Carvan, commanding officer of the 8th Raiders.”

    Dahral took the lead, coming to attention and bowing with Kalin just a blink behind him. “Sir, Dahral Zel’Fordal, Lieutenant, reporting for duty.”

    Kalin immediately added, “Sir, Kalin Zel’Andral, Lieutenant, reporting for duty.” 

    “Very good,” the major replied as he inspected his new officers. “You will place your mounts in the first stall to either side of the doors.” He looked at them expectantly and both young men snapped to attention and bowed before carrying out their orders.

    After they had both tended their mounts, they came together again in front of the major and stood at attention. The major remained silent as he inspected both horses. 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, shift your saddle to face the same direction as the others. Otherwise, well done, both of you.” Kalin quickly did as he was told, then reported back to the major. 

    “Very good. We place our saddles in that position to allow us to saddle our horses in a hurry if needs be. Now to introduce you to the reason there are two of you.” He led them through the stables to a door in the back, and into an office. A young lieutenant struggled to rise as they entered, and the major hurried over to help him stand. 

    “Lieutenants Zel’Fordal and Zel’Andral, allow me to present Lieutenant Thadian Zel’Corkal, recipient of the Evandian Order of Courage.” Both young men instantly snapped to attention, then bowed deeply. “Lieutenant Zel’Corkal and his junior, Lieutenant Zel’Terral, rode their horses into a flooded river to save a farm family that had been trapped by the rising water. They placed the family members on their horses, then tried to walk them back. All seven of the farmers reached safety, but Lieutenant Zel’Terral lost his footing on the crossing. Lieutenant Zel’Corkal went in after him. When we found them, Lieutenant Zel’Terral was dead, and Thadian was nearly so. His back will never be whole again, so he has decided to retire gracefully rather than ride a desk.”

    Lieutenant Zel’Corkal eased back down into the chair. “Those who shuffle and squint also serve--but it’d drive me insane in a short time. I have completed my full two years, so I can honorably go home.” His expression turned rueful. “Mom and dad have my future planned.”

    Major Zel’Carvan put one hand on Thad’s shoulder. “Once we have the official turnover, we’ll be making a long tour of the area. Until then, you young lords are dismissed to officers’ quarters. Have your room ready for inspection by final call. Dismissed!”

    Kalin and Dahral snapped back to attention and bowed to the major, then again to the lieutenant, before Dahral led the way out of the office. 

    They had only taken seven steps before Kalin said, “I remember reading the incident report about Thad and Lukan. What the major left out was that they made two trips across the river. They took the children first, at the parents’ insistence, and then went back for the parents. It was on the second trip that Lukan fell. Thad left the farmers with their horses and tried to rescue Lukan.”

    Dahral nodded. “And he received Evandia’s third-highest honor for it. But I’ll bet you a crown he’d give it back if it’d bring his friend back to life.” He picked up his travel-bag as Kalin retrieved his.

    Kalin shook his head. “No bet. I saw his eyes the same as you did. Where is officers’ quarters?” They both picked up their travel-bags by their stalls.

    “This way,” Dahral said as he turned to the right. “That three-story building straight ahead of us. We’ll be on the top floor.”

    “How do you know?” Kalin asked as his head tilted to the side. 

    “Evandia only has seven or eight designs for forts. My father’s last command was Fort Zel’Devran. Same design as this one.” He smiled at Kalin. “I know four of the designs by heart.”

    Kalin looked impressed, but didn’t say anything. They entered the officer’s quarters and were met by a lieutenant sitting behind a desk. “Names?” he asked in a bored tone. Each of them answered for himself. “Thirty-two A and thirty-two B.” He handed over two identical keys. “Top of the stairs, then left.” He went back to what he had been doing, which appeared to be a word game of some kind, and the two new officers headed toward their room.

    Kalin waited until they were in the room with the door closed before he said anything. Turning to face Dahral, he asked, “Is there a reason for that kind of insolence?”

    Dahral sighed and nodded. “Impressing upon us what lowly creatures we are now. Did you see the pip on his insignia?” When Kalin shrugged, he continued. “He’s completed his two years, but he’s staying. Quartermasters Corps is a slow-promotion position. Combat positions, like the Raiders, tend to make rank much faster. You and I will probably make captain before he does, in spite of the two-year deficit.”

    “So, he uses what little authority he has to make himself look more important?”

    “Precisely,” Dahral agreed as he looked at Kalin. “Would you prefer left, or right?”

    “Does it matter?” Kalin asked. The room contained two mirrored sets of furniture: bed, desk and chair, book shelf, wardrobe, and an armor stand.

    “No.”

    “Left, then. I usually got up on the right side of my bed at home.” Kalin said as he tossed his bag on the bed.

    “Fine by me. There isn’t any other difference.” Dahral busied himself putting away his clothes, and Kalin soon copied him.

    Kalin’s cousin Heran had provided him a map of where everything was supposed to go in the wardrobe. “Dahral, I have instructions on how to arrange the wardrobe, if you want to use them.”

    Dahral turned and smiled at his new friend. “Thank you, Kalin. Why don’t you inspect mine and I’ll inspect yours?” He smiled shyly. “I was in the Cadets for the last four years before I reported to Twin Bridges for assignment. This is how they taught us to arrange things.”

    Kalin gave him a wide-eyed look and took a step back. “But doesn’t that count toward your years of service?”

    Dahral nodded. “Four-to-one. That’s probably why we were both sent to the raiders. Technically, I am already in my second year. I am Thad’s replacement, you are Lukan’s.”

    “Then I should call you sir?” Kalin asked timidly.

    “Not unless the general tells you to. And certainly not when we’re alone.”

    Kalin nodded and looked at Dahral’s wardrobe. He wasn’t surprised to find it everything laid out exactly as it should be. “Perfect,” was all he said.

    “Yours as well. Any books must be on the shelf,” Dahral said as he went back to his side, “unless you are actively using it. If you have or acquire any mementos, they go on the top shelf or above your desk.”

    Kalin brought out a miniature portrait of his parents and placed it in the center of the top shelf of his bookshelf. “This is all I brought.” As he looked at his mom and dad, he struggled not to be home-sick.

    Dahral laughed. Kalin turned around to find a similar portrait on Dahral’s shelf. Kalin’s grin matched Dahral’s as he said, “So much for being grown-ups.”

    There was a knock at the door, and Kalin, as the junior officer no matter what the technicality, opened it and came to attention. Major Zel’Carvan walked in, a senior sergeant a step behind.

    “Is your room ready for inspection?” the major asked in a neutral tone.

    Dahral and Kalin answered, “Sir, yes, sir,” together.

    The major spent a long time inspecting their wardrobes. He paused for a moment when he reached the portrait of the king and queen, then looked at Kalin.

    “You have both done well. This is Sergeant Bel’Neven. He’s been with the raiders longer than I have, so pay attention to what he tells you. Our schedule has been moved up a bit. A small town called Harney Point has been raided by what are presumed to be Farindian bandits. At least that’s what the report said. Zel’Fordal, you’ll have half the command with the good sergeant as your second. Zel’Andral will be my second. Mess dress uniform at the evening meal tonight. Field uniform at the morning meal tomorrow. We leave at the third span, and won’t be back until we’ve put an end to these bandits.” With that he led the sergeant out of the room.

    Kalin closed the door softly and turned toward Dahral. “What do you think of that?”

    “I think we’d better get dressed. Mess dress isn’t normal for the first evening meal with the command. Something else is going on.”

    The evening meal was intimidating, even for Kalin. He found himself hovering close to Dahral as they circulated through the room. The other four new lieutenants soon joined them. Dahral maneuvered them to the end of the table, and everyone sat when a glass bell rang at the general’s end of the room. 

    Lord General Zel’Faran had remained standing, and addressed his officers as soon as every eye was on him. 

    “Gentlemen, the village of Harney Point has been slaughtered. The information we have is that every man, woman, and child was put to the sword by raiders. The tracks into and out of town lead north, toward Farindia. The 8th Raiders and 20th Scouts will take to the field in the morning. The 16th Cavalry, 6th Archers, and 32nd Infantry will escort the command staff. We will go to and occupy Harney Point unless we are needed to reinforce the Raiders and Scouts.”

    The general paused, then squared his shoulders. “This was supposed to happen day after tomorrow, but that can’t be helped. Thadian Zel’Corkal, step forward.”

    Dahral elbowed Kalin as he stood, and the two of them reached Thadian’s side at the same time, working together to help their fellow officer to his feet, and bracketing him as he faced the general, then taking one step back and coming to attention.

    The general gave his two new men an approving glance, then focused on Thad. “Lieutenant Thadian Zel’Corkal, recipient of the Evandian Order of Honor, the family of Lieutenant Zel’Terral could not make it here in time. Therefore, the king asks that you accept the same honor in the name of Lieutenant Lukan Zel’Terral, to be delivered to his parents when they arrive.”

    Thad clenched his jaws tightly closed as he nodded, then said, “I am honored to accept in Lukan’s name, Lord General Zel’Faran.” Thad bowed, and Dahral and Kalin bowed behind him, then they helped him stand upright again.

    The general displayed the ribbon and medal to the gathered officer, then carefully hung it around Thadian’s neck, beside his medal. The room was dead silent until Colonel Zel’Freedan led a cheer that rattled the windows.

    Thadian remained at attention through it all, then let Kalin and Dahral help him back to his seat. Once he was in his place, Dahral led Kalin back to their seats. 

    The bell rang and the stewards began serving, starting with the higher-ranking officers of course. A captain that neither of them had met spoke softly and said, “Well done, both of you.”

    Dahral bowed in his seat, and Kalin was just a blink behind him. Fortal Zel’Bordal said, “Gentlemen, this is Captain Victan Zel’Kerval of the 6th Archers. Captain, these young gentlemen are Lieutenant Dahral Zel’Fordal and Lieutenant Kalin Zel’Andral.”

    The captain bowed his head slightly. “I am aware of who they are, Fortan. I dare say they are probably the best-known lieutenants who have ever reported here.” He looked at all the young lieutenants before continuing. “I hope you are all ready for what’s coming. This will most likely be a long and bloody campaign. Some of you may not return.”

    The conversation around the table was muted for a few moments, but the invincibility of youth soon had the young lieutenants again discussing their assignments excitedly.

    Major Zel’Carvan caught Dahral and Kalin before they left the mess. “Sleep as much as you can. This is going to be a long campaign. We will meet in the stables as soon as we eat in the morning. Be sure your room is ready for inspection before you leave. Dismissed.” Both young men snapped to attention as the major turned away.

    Dahral took the lead when they reached their room. “Put your dress uniform away carefully, and get your field uniform out, then straighten your wardrobe again. Just because we’re not here doesn’t mean there won’t be a surprise inspection.”

    “They’ll inspect our room while we’re in the field?”

    Dahral nodded. “There will be thirty or forty men from the Support Battalion left behind as caretakers while we’re away.” He shook his head and gave Kalin a sad look. “And if you have anything valuable, put it in your pouch or saddlebags. Not all our soldiers are trustworthy, and most of them think we’re all spoiled rich brats who deserve to be robbed.”

    Kalin looked at him with a stunned expression for a moment, then grew angry. “Those dishonorable...”

    Dahral nodded, then said, “There aren’t many of them, but a few rotten apples can spoil a whole barrel. You, being a prince, will be a particular target. You’re rich, so they think you can afford to lose a few crowns.”

    Kalin shook his head and sighed. “I have two gold, five silver, and seven sparks left of the five gold crowns I started with. Dad wouldn’t allow me any more than that.”

    Dahral smiled and shrugged. “Same sad story for me. Take it with you all the same. Who knows, we may go somewhere that we can get some good non-Army-regulation food.”

    Kalin looked puzzled. “I think the food has been pretty good.”

    “So far, in the fort,” Dahral said over his shoulder. “In the field, you’ll quickly learn to hate beans and boiled grains.”

    They both bathed, then went to bed. Kalin couldn’t sleep. We’re going into the field! I’m finally going to get to do something other than sit and nod my agreement, like it mattered to anyone.

    Morning was announced by someone pounding on their door and shouting, “Four spans to first light, sirs!”

    Kalin muttered, “Oh, Gods Below,” as he swung his legs out of bed.

    Dahral chuckled, and said, “Enjoy it while it lasts. Tomorrow you’ll be waking up to a bugle call. That’s an experience you’ll never forget.”

    Kalin just grumbled as he got dressed.

    The pair checked their room thoroughly before they left. Each carried his travel-bag and valuables. Even in the field they had to remain clean-shaven and neat.

    Breakfast was disappointing. Runny scrambled eggs, soggy bacon, and oat porridge was unceremoniously plopped on their plates. Dahral led the way to a pair of vacant seats and said, “Eat quick.”

    Kalin did as suggested, but still couldn’t match the speed at which Dahral was shoveling food into his mouth. Still, he was finished before Major Zel’Carvan stopped behind them and said, “On me, Lieutenants,” before walking toward the door.

    Dahral and Kalin were just a step behind him when he reached the bottom step of the officer’s mess. He spoke without looking back.

    “Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, you will lead the second company with Sergeant Bel’Neven as your second. Lieutenant Zel’Andral, you’re with me and the first company. We’ll be splitting up once we reach the road to Harney Point. Miserable little cart track doesn’t even have a name. When we split, Captain Zel’Lamal and his junior lieutenant will join you with ten of their men and take charge of the second company while his senior lieutenant will bring the other ten with us. Questions?”

    They both said, “No, sir.”

    “Good,” the major continued. “Supply has provided us two saddlebags full of trail rations, but save them until we have to eat them. There is a cook-wagon that will be accompanying us until we reach Harney Point.” Now he looked back at Dahral and shrugged. “You’ll have to make do once we split up.”

    Dahral smiled as he headed for his horse, as did Kalin. All down the central aisle of the stable, their men were seeing to their own horses and gear. Kalin saw to his horse quickly, then came to attention holding the stallion’s bridle.

    Major Zel’Carvan walked his horse to the center of the stables and explained their orders to their troopers. “We’ll be staying together for about two days. When we split up, Captain Zel’Lamal will have command of the second company, but you’ll still answer to Lieutenant Zel’Fordal for day-to-day matters.”

    A thunderous shout of, “Yes, Sir!” filled the stable, and the major led the way out into the parade ground. They walked their horses through the fort and formed up on the road. The twenty-three men of the 20th Scouts were already assembled, and Captain Zel’Lamal walked over to greet them with a bow.

    “Major Zel’Carvan, we are ready to proceed at your convenience.”

    The major bowed in his saddle before saying, “Very well, Captain. Take the lead and deploy your men as you deem appropriate.”

    “Sir!” the captain replied before turning away and ordering, “Scouts, it’s time to earn our pay. First squad, south of the road. Second squad, north of the road.” He paused for a moment as he mounted his horse, then shouted, “Move out!”

    The scouts started moving together, then ten men led by a lieutenant headed away to the south while ten more, led by Lieutenant Zel’Teran, headed north.

    Major Zel’Carvan started forward, and his men automatically followed his lead. The Raiders formed into a column of twos behind their officers without all the shouting the Scout’s officers used. They had only been riding for about half a span when the major glanced over each shoulder, then pointed to the ground to either side of him. Kalin and Dahral immediately came to his side.

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, do you know Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan?”

    Kalin answered, “We’ve been introduced, but that was our only contact, sir. I know his father is on Dad’s Council.”

    The major stared at him for a moment, then shook his head. “I’ve never heard the King’s Council referred to like that. It’s just as well that Zel’Dorvan is going to be under my command. I’ve already seen that Revan has a hard time controlling him. Kalin, be careful around him. He’s a senior lieutenant, for all that means, and he likes to exert what little authority he has.”

    Kalin shook his head slowly. “I know the type, sir. Small mind, small power, big ego.” He dared to grin at the major. “There are a lot of them in the palace.”

    “Then you know what to watch out for. Dahral, don’t you know Revan Zel’Lamal from before?” He looked at Dahral and revived a nod.

    “Yes, sir. He served his first two years at Fort Kel’Veral. I was there for all four years as a cadet, and we went on several patrols together. Those were my second and third years, sir.”

    “Good,” the major replied with a sharp nod. “And you already know Lieutenant Zel’Teran.”

    Now it was Dahral’s turn to grin. “Yes, Sir. Bartal traveled with us for ten days on our way to Fort Zel’Hardan. I’ve already provided him with a few sword lessons.”

    “Serious?”

    Dahral shrugged. “Serious as far as him asking for some extra instruction, sir. Of the six of us, Lieutenant Zel’Andral was the only one I had any difficulty defeating.”

    The major looked at Kalin and raised an eyebrow. Kalin looked embarrassed and explained, “I’ve been receiving sword, ax, lance, and bow instruction from and with the Royal Guards since I turned ten, sir. And Dahral can still take me three of four bouts.”

    The major nodded. “I was informed of your education before you arrived. Both of you.” He glanced at Dahral to make sure he was paying attention. “We are probably going to go into Farindia after these bastards. We don’t expect you to come back covered in glory, but we do expect you to come back. Remember that. Revenge for Harney Point isn’t worth either of your lives.”

    Kalin and Dahral exchanged a glance before replying, “Yes, sir.”

    The major ordered, “Return to formation,” and both lieutenants dropped back to lead their companies. After two days of riding together, the force reached the road to Harney Point. There was even a sign-post that said so. Kalin shook his head as he considered the road: It was just ruts in the soil, with grass thick between and beside them. 

    Major Zel’Carvan and Captain Zel’Lamal clasped forearms briefly, then the major led his people north while the captain continued straight east toward the other end of Harney Point’s loop road. 

    Major Zel’Carvan said, “Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan, send two men out east and west of the road and lead the rest of your men ahead. If you find anyone, report back to me immediately. Take no other action.”

    “My orders are to kill anyone we catch,” the lieutenant almost snarled. 

    “No, they are not,” the major replied in a low, intense tone. “Until we cross into Farindia, anyone you encounter is probably going to be an Evandian civilian. You will take no actions except reporting back to me or I’ll have your own men arrest you. Is that understood, Lieutenant?”

    Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan was obviously fighting to control his temper for a moment before he managed to say, “Sir, yes, sir,” and turn away. His orders were delivered in an angry shout before he and his men rode away.

    “And so it begins,” the major muttered. “Raiders, move out.” The major led off with Kalin beside him. Behind them the raiders formed into a column of twos following their officers.

    It took a long day of riding to reach the remains of Harney Point. The report they had received hadn’t mentioned that the town had been burned. There were a few people moving around the ruins and Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan led his men forward at a gallop as soon as he saw them. His shouted order of, “Swords! No quarter!” was countered by the Raider’s bugler sounding recall. All of the scouts except their lieutenant immediately reined in their mounts. 

    The lieutenant vaulted from his horse with his bared sword, but found himself alone. He turned and shouted, “What are you cowards doing?! Looters are to be executed!”

    “As you were, Lieutenant!” the major shouted. “Sheathe your sword and stand down!”

    “I have my orders!”

    A tall woman walked over and said, “You will sheathe your sword and stand down, young man, or you’ll be in irons.”

    “I don’t take orders from looters, you slut,” the lieutenant growled as he took a menacing step toward her. Kalin rode between them and swung down from his saddle, sword in hand, facing off against the lieutenant.

    “Sheathe your sword, Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan,” he all but growled.

    Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan attacked immediately, shouting, “You insolent bastard! I am your superior officer!”

    Kalin struck like lightning, his sword snaking out to drive the lieutenant’s sword out of his hand. “Stand down, you arrogant ass,” Kalin snapped. “Magistrate Darianis Zel’Fordan is the senior kingdom official in this province of Evandia.”

    “Arrest him!” the lieutenant screamed at his men. “Arrest him for insubordination and attacking a superior officer!”

    The major rode forward and dismounted, then looked at his subordinates. “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, how is it that you recognize the magistrate?”

    Kalin had a surprised look on his face for an instant, then he grinned. “She’s dad’s big sister, sir. I’ve known her for as long as I’ve been alive.” He turned around and said, “Aunt Dara, this is Major Jeffran Zel’Carvan of the 8th Raiders.”

    The major bowed deeply. “I am honored to meet you, Magistrate Zel’Fordan.”

    The magistrate nodded and waved a hand at Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan. “I have neither the time nor the patience to deal with him now. Harney Point lost fifty-three people. With the exception of my three Sheriffs, these are the survivors. We’ve already seen to the remains of our people. A search of the area shows the bandits came from and returned to Farindia.”

    “We will begin the chase in the morning, Magistrate Zel’Fordan.”

    The magistrate took Kalin by the arm and said, “Come with me, Kal.” Then she led him away while the major focused on Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan. 

    “Why did you disobey my orders, Lieutenant?”

    “Sir, our orders, your orders, are to eradicate these bandits!”

    “No, lieutenant, they are not. Not unless the general gives us that order, and the only way he will do that is if the king orders him to. I don’t know where you got these ideas, but I will repeat that if you encounter anyone, you will take no action except to report back to me. Is that understood?”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “Good. Now, as to the matter of you attacking the magistrate, if she doesn’t take any action against you, neither will I. However, I think you can rest assured that the king will.”

    “I was obeying--”

    “No you weren’t!” the major shouted. “Revan and I received the same orders at the same time. Our orders are to secure the area and render any assistance we can to our people. One more word out of you and you’ll be escorted back to Fort Zel’Hardan under guard. Set your camp outside the town gates. Have a standard camp listing ready in two spans. Dismissed!” Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan snapped to attention and bowed, then turned away. He’d taken just three steps before he started bellowing orders at his men.

    Kalin led the magistrate into their camp several spans later. All three of the sheriffs accompanied them. The senior, a short, stout man with just a few dark hairs left on his balding head, bowed to the major and his subordinates followed his lead. 

    Magistrate Zel’Fordan said, “Major Zel’Carvan, several of the survivors are huntsmen who know the area. They said the trail leads into Farindia. We cannot cross the border without orders from the king. Is your general bringing his message book with him?”

    The major immediately bowed as he replied, “I believe so, Magistrate Zel’Fordan.”

    “I hope so. The king needs to be informed how bad this raid really was. The report I received was that there had been a raid and some people killed and their supplies taken.”

    “The report we received was that everyone had been killed, but didn’t mention the fire,” the major replied. “Will you accept our hospitality? It’s not the best quality, but two of my troopers are competent cooks.”

    The magistrate nodded and let Kalin lead her over to their fire. He gave her his camp chair, then served her before taking a plate of food for himself. Not having another chair, he chose to eat standing up.

    Kalin asked, “Aunt Dara, do you think we’re going to be sent into Farindia after these bandits?”

    She nodded. “I’m sure Ordan will insist once he hears how bad it really is.”

    “Prince Kalin,” one of the junior sheriffs said, “the tracks indicate a force of approximately thirty riders attacked here. That’s not something local villagers can handle. If they attack again, another village will be destroyed.”

    “So, we’re going north,” Major Zel’Carvan said. He looked at Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan intently for a moment, then continued. “We will move as a unit, with the scouts in formation. No outriders.” The lieutenant bristled, but managed to keep his mouth shut.

    It was early the next day that the second company of the Raiders arrived. Captain Zel’Lamal led his people through the town at a walk until he reached Major Zel’Carvan’s camp. He dismounted and bowed to the major automatically.

    “I didn’t think it was this bad,” he muttered.

    “No one did,” Magistrate Zel’Fordan said as she joined them. Major Zel’Carvan quickly introduced everyone. 

    “I cannot order you into Farindia on my authority alone,” she continued, “but I will request that you make a patrol in force along their trail. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

    The major and captain bowed, as did all four lieutenants. No one would call their expressions pleasant as they turned away and started issuing orders to their men.

    “We’ll keep the company together for this,” Major Zel’Carvan said as he saddled his horse.”

    “And let Captain Zel’Lamal deal with Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan,” Kalin muttered softly.

    The major heard him anyway and shook his head. “None of that, Kalin. He actually is your superior, and you will not be insubordinate to him.” Now the major’s expression turned nasty. “Let me deal with him.”

    “Yes, sir,” Kalin and Dahral answered together. Soon the 8th Raiders, all one-hundred-three of them, were searching the bandits’ trail. The company’s non-commissioned officers were riding out to the sides, but the faint trail they were following was confined to a narrow path. Soon, well before mid-day, they reached a signpost that marked the border with Farindia. 

    “We go no farther,” the major decreed. “Divide the company. Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, take your troops west. Make a big show for anyone you see, but do not cross the border. We’ll go east and do the same. Be back at Harney Point before sundown.”

    Dahral bowed, then turned his horse to the west. Behind him Sergeant Bel’Neven led the troopers in a single file behind their officer. 

    The major nodded to Kalin and led the way east. They had been riding for ten spans when they heard shouting from ahead of them. Without a word, the major drew his sword and kicked his horse into a gallop. They emerged into a clearing to find the Scouts attacking a farmstead.

    Several people were down, but one man was using a mattock to defend himself as Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan attacked him. 

    Major Zel’Carvan rode forward shouting, “Hold! Scouts, withdraw and sheathe your swords!”

    The troopers obeyed, but Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan continued to fight the farmer. Kalin kicked his stallion into a gallop and rode the lieutenant down, delivering a kick to the side of the man’s head that dropped him in his tracks.

    Kalin wheeled his horse around and looked at the farmer as he asked, “What kingdom do you call home?”

    “Evandia!” the farmer shouted. “Why are Evandian troops attacking us?”

    “Why indeed?” the major asked as he rode over and stopped. 

    Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan was struggling to his feet as he shouted, “Arrest him! He assaulted a superior officer! Again!”

    “No,” the major said in an angry tone, “he stopped you from murdering an Evandian citizen.”

    “They are bandits!” 

    “Troopers, disarm and arrest the lieutenant. The rest of you render what aid you can to the injured.” The major pointed at Kalin and said, “Take ten of our men and report to Harney Point. Hopefully the general has arrived. If not, inform the magistrate.”

    Kalin snapped to attention and bowed, then mounted his horse. He looked at a corporal and nodded. The corporal called out nine names, then Kalin led them directly south. Behind them he could hear the major organizing the scene.

    It took twelve spans to reach the road, and another six to reach Harney Point. He found the general and his staff in conference with the magistrate and sheriffs.

    Stopping at the command center’s tent-flap, he came to attention and said, “Lord General Zel’Faran, there has been an incident.”

    “What happened, Kal?” Magistrate Zel’Fordan asked, drawing puzzled looks from the general and colonel.

    Kalin maintained the formally of the situation as he said, “Magistrate Zel’Fordan, Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan led ten scouts in an attack on an Evandian farmstead.”

    “Gods Below,” the magistrate growled, startling the officers. “Is that the same fool who attacked me?”

    “Yes, Ma’am.”

    She turned to look at the general and spoke in a honey-sweet purr as she said, “Lord General Zel’Faran, you will bring that young officer to the king’s attention. For all of his misdeeds.” The magistrate stood and walked past Kalin. For his part, Kalin remained at attention until the general spoke.

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, why did the magistrate call you Kal?”

    Kalin remained at attention as he replied, “She is my Aunt Darianis, sir. My father’s big sister.”

    The colonel said, “His father isn’t powerful enough to shield him from the king. And I think our good king is going to find that jackass’ actions more than sufficient cause for dismissal.”

    The general looked over at Kalin and said, “You didn’t hear that.”

    “Hear what, sir?”

    The general shared a grin with the colonel and said, “Good man. Dismissed.” Kalin bowed deeply, took one step backwards, then did an about-face and walked away.

    Major Zel’Carvan led his men and the scouts into Harney Point after sundown. He reported to the general as soon as he arrived, leaving his horse to his men.

    “Sir, Major Zel’Carvan of the 8th Raiders to report,” he announced at the command tent.

    “Enter and report, Major,” the general replied, standing to receive his officer.

    The major took two steps into the tent and came to attention. “Sir, I regret to report that Lieutenant Renval Zel’Dorvan led his men on an attack against an Evandian farmstead, resulting in the deaths of two women and the injury of a young man and two children. I brought them here and my men are taking them to our Healers.” He paused and shook his head. “I don’t think the young man will survive, Sir.”

    Now Colonel Zel’Freedan said, “Bring Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan forward.” The major turned and looked behind him, and two of his men brought the struggling lieutenant forward. 

    Colonel Zel’Freedan picked up a piece of parchment and read, “Lieutenant Renval Zel’Dorvan, Evandian Regular Army, you are charged with the murder of Evandian civilians, and attacking Lady Magistrate Darianis Betran Shalina Ne’Andral Zel’Fordan. You are hereby ordered bound over for trial before a general courts martial, to be held in Twin Bridges.”

    “My father will not allow this attempt to besmirch my honor,” the lieutenant said as he snarled at the general. “When he hears of this, it will be you who gets court martialed.”

    Now Magistrate Zel’Fordan stepped forward. “Neither I nor my brother will allow you to weasel out of this, you toad. Your father has already been dismissed from the King’s Council because of your actions.” She smiled at the expression of shocked outrage on the lieutenant’s face. “Your family has been banished from Twin Bridges because of their actions to shield you from responsibility for your previous misdeeds. But don’t worry. Your future will be short. You’ll be tried, convicted, then executed for assaulting two members of the royal family.”

    “Two!?” he shouted as he struggled to break free.

    “When Kalin tried to protect me, you attacked him with your sword. He is, after all, Evandia’s Heir Presumptive.”

    “No! He’s a junior officer! He should be tried for assaulting me! I’m his superior officer! I was following orders! We’re supposed to be eradicating bandits!”

    Major Zel’Carvan said, “No, Lieutenant. You were given orders to report only. You were given specific orders not to attack anyone, yet twice you did so, and both times illegally.”

    “I’m within my rights!”

    “You have not received the rights of high or low justice,” Magistrate Zel’Fordan said softly. “And now you never will.”

    “I’m a Chosen Lord!”

    “Ordan can fix that,” Magistrate Zel’Fordan murmured. “The king has the power to strip your Clan of their Chosen status.” 

    “He couldn’t--”

    “He could. You seem to have forgotten that your Clan was just recently elevated. Your family traces back less than two hundred years, and it was my ancestor King Gestan who elevated your ancestor after the Farindian revolt, and awarded your estate. What the king has given, the king can take away.” She smiled at the stunned expression on his face.

    The general said, “Remove the prisoner and keep him tied to something. We’ll send him to Twin Bridges when we’re through here.” The two soldiers who had brought him into the tent escorted the much-subdued lieutenant out.

    The magistrate shook her head as he left. “Ordan won’t strip them of their status just based on this incident. He will have him executed for killing the civilians.”

    The general and colonel exchanged glances, then the general said, “We should speak to that farmer.”

    The farmer was standing outside the Healer’s tent, and turned to face them when they arrived. He bowed deeply, then glared at the general. 

    “Why did your men attack us, General? Why?” he demanded, but there was a hint of pleading in his tone as well.

    General Zel’Faran looked at the ground for a moment, so Magistrate Zel’Fordan answered instead. “The officer in charge thought he was exacting revenge against the Farindians for the attack here.”

    “But we’re Evandians, lady. We have nothing to do with that butcher Bel’Varan.”

    That caught everyone’s attention. “You know who he is?” the general demanded.

    “Everyone does, Sir. He’s a warlord up in Farindia. He demands tribute from everyone on both sides of the border.” He paused and looked around. “I guess Mayor Bel’Caras tried to stand up to him. He said he was going to.”

    Magistrate Zel’Fordan looked behind her and spotted Kalin and Dahral. She said, “Kal, step over here,” and he immediately obeyed. 

    Kalin came to attention and bowed. “At your service, Magistrate Zel’Fordan.”

    The farmer’s expression became pensive when he heard her name and title, and he bowed very deeply, but didn’t dare address her. The magistrate smiled slightly and asked, “Do you recognize this young man?” she asked.

    “I do, Lady Magistrate. He was the officer who faced off against that other officer.” He turned to Kalin and bowed deeply again. “I give you my thanks, Lord Lieutenant.”

    Magistrate Zel’Fordan said, “This is Lieutenant Kalin Zel’Andral.” At the mention of his name, the farmer dropped to his knees.

    Kalin quickly stepped forward and grasped the man’s shoulders with both hands. “Stand, goodman. You needn’t kneel. Especially not under these circumstances.”

    “But you’re a prince. The heir.”

    Kalin shrugged one shoulder. “Not yet, goodman. Not until I complete my two years.”

    Magistrate Zel’Fordan said, “I brought him over to meet you so you can rest assured that Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan will not get away with attacking you. Only the queen has more influence with the king than Kal does.”

    The farmer was looking frightened as he timidly asked, “Lady, why do you call the prince Kal?”

    Kalin explained who the magistrate was. “Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan has already been bound over for trial, and his father has been dismissed from the king’s council.”

    “You are safe,” the general said as he looked the man in the eye. 

    “What does it matter, sir? They killed my wife and her sister. My son may die. They even attacked my grandchildren.” He sobbed once and whispered, “What does it matter?”

    The general shook his head and murmured, “Colonel, I want every one of those men before me in one span.”

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, do you know their names?” the colonel demanded.

    Kalin came to attention and said, “Sir, no, sir. But I think Major Zel’Carvan and Sergeant Bel’Neven do, sir.”

    “Find out who they are and use whatever force is necessary to bring them to the command tent.” Kalin bowed and turned away, marching to Dahral’s side. 

    “You heard that?” he asked. When Dahral nodded, he continued. “We have to see the major first.” Major Zel’Carvan was in his tent, writing his report about the incident, when the lieutenants arrived. 

    “Sir, Lieutenants Zel’Fordal and Zel’Andral to report,” Dahral announced

    “Enter,” the major said in an absentminded tone. “What do you have to report?” Kalin explained their errand. “Yes, I know who all of them are. Come with me.”

    The major led Kalin toward the Scout camp, signaling Dahral and Sergeant Bel’Neven to follow them. Captain Zel’Lamal met them with a look of stubborn determination on his face. 

    “Come for the rest?” he asked.

    “Yes. The general wants to question them.”

    The captain looked behind him and made a gesture. Ten men marched forward and came to a stop behind him without saying a word. The Raiders came forward and bracketed them, then all of them marched to the command tent.

    “Major Zel’Carvan and Captain Zel’Lamal reporting as ordered, sir,” the major announced.

    The general looked up and said, “Bring those men in here, Major.”

    The major and captain escorted the scouts into the tent while Kalin and Dahral stopped the Raiders outside.

    “I know you men were just following orders. What I don’t know is, why? Attacking that farmstead was illegal, even if it had been a Farindian farmstead.” The general looked at the men and shook his head. “You heard the orders Major Zel’Carvan gave Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan. Sergeant, you’ve spent seventeen years in the Army. Why did you obey the order to attack?”

    The sergeant had been clenching his jaw closed, but now he bowed and said, “Sir, with all due respect, Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan’s father is on the King’s Council. No one dares challenge him because of our fear of his father, sir.”

    “What order was given, Sergeant?” Colonel Zel’Freedan asked.

    “Attack, no quarter, sir.”

    “That is the same order he gave when he saw the survivors here, sir,” Major Zel’Carvan said from the side.

    “Beggin’ the general’s pardon, sir,” a very young private said as he stepped forward and bowed. “Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan said he was takin’ over the Scouts, sir. He said it was our duty to kill everyone who attacked Harney Point, and the Gods Below take the cowards who wouldn’t join him. Sir.”

    Lord General Zel’Faran shook his head as he looked at the boy. “It is the height of cowardice to attack unarmed women and children, private. It is treason for Evandian troops to attack Evandian citizens except on the king’s direct orders. Renval Zel’Dorvan is being charged with murder. His father has been dismissed from the king’s council. I have received orders to send all ten of you with that disgrace of a lieutenant to Twin Bridges. I don’t think any of you will be executed, but I also doubt that any of you will be allowed to remain in uniform.”

    “But we was just follown’ orders!” the private cried. From the expression on his face, he appeared to be on the verge of crying for real.

    Colonel Zel’Freedan shook his head as he said, “You were told the difference between legal and illegal orders during your indoctrination.”

    “No, sir, we wasn’t.”

    Captain Zel’Lamal shook his head. “Sir, we took to the field before we could formally indoctrinate our new soldiers. In his case, he really didn’t know he could have refused that order.”

    Lieutenant Zel’Terral had followed his captain to the command tent, but remained silent until now. Stepping to the tent flap he said, “Sir, Lieutenant Bartal Zel’Terral begs the general’s permission to speak.” At the general’s nod, he continued. “Sir, I was assigned to share a room with Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan. He spoke at length about his desire to leave a legacy of death behind him when he left the Army. He equates killing with glory, sir. I also heard him threaten to kill any of our men who refused to obey him when it came time to slaughter the bandits, sir.” He glanced at his captain and shook his head. “Even Captain Zel’Lamal and I had reason to fear his ego and blood-lust, sir.

    “You and the captain will be going to Twin Bridges as well to testify on behalf of your men. In fact, you’ll all leave in the morning. Major Zel’Carvan, take the rest of the scouts to augment your force.”

    All of the officers said, “Yes, sir,” then left the tent. 

    The next morning twelve scouts escorted Renval Zel’Dorvan out of camp. He was bound to his horse hand and foot, and he’d so annoyed his captors that he’d been gagged as well. His horse was being led by the youngest private. He really didn’t need to speak: the look of fury on his face said quite enough.

    The general spoke to the raiders once the prisoner was gone. “Men, his Majesty has ordered us into Farindia to track down and kill the butcher responsible for the raid on Harney Point. Captain Zel’Ival will lead the 16th Cavalry in support of the 8th Raiders. In light of the tragedy yesterday, I will remind you all that you are not to attack civilians or non-combatants. Only the men who raided Harney Point are to be attacked, and quarter is to be given to any who surrender.”

    A thunderous shout of, “Yes, Sir!” echoed off the ruined walls of Harney Point, then Major Zel’Carvan and Captain Zel’Ival led their four hundred and fourteen men north. 

    The troop reached the Farindian border just a few spans after mid-day, and Major Zel’Carvan paused to address his men. 

    “Everyone stay alert. It is an almost sure thing that we are going to be attacked as soon as we cross the border.”

    The force crossed the border at a high state of alertness. Everyone’s senses were straining to detect any sign of an attack. Every eye was focused on the surroundings. Every ear strained to detect the slightest sound.

    Nothing happened.

    After ten spans, they reached a deserted village. The place was neat and orderly, but no people or livestock could be seen. The major ordered, “Touch nothing,” and the men obeyed.

    As night fell the force made camp. Once the sentries were set the major held officers’ call. “Someone knows we’re coming,” he announced.

    Captain Zel’Ival nodded his agreement. “That village was only recently deserted.”

    “How could you tell, sir?” Lieutenant Zel’Beltan, the senior cavalry lieutenant, asked.

    His captain looked at him and said, “All of the doors and shutters were tightly closed. There were no limbs under the trees, and no weeds in the gardens. Those people have only been gone a few days. Maybe just one.”

    “But how could they have known?” Lieutenant Zel’Patrin asked. “And why run away before we even got here?”

    Lieutenant Zel’Beltan snarled, “Because of that arrogant ass Zel’Dorvan.” He looked at his junior officer and shook his head. “Those people somehow found out about him attacking that farmstead and evacuated before we even headed this way.”

    Major Zel’Carvan nodded. “Quite probably, which means we may be on a fool’s errand. The man they call Bel’Varan may be long gone by now.” He sighed and shook his head. “That village may have even been his home.”

    The next morning the major and captain decided to continue north and make a big show of things to discourage any further raids. The best map they had showed an old Farindian Army fort just a day’s ride ahead.

    The fortress of Kel’Merkal was a distinct and unpleasant surprise. Tall stone walls still surrounded the buildings, though the gates that stood tightly closed were of recently-milled timbers. Many men could be seen manning the walls, and more were joining them by the moment. 

    Dahral looked at Kalin and said, “I think this is the right place.” Kalin simply nodded his agreement.

    “We are seeking the bandit Bel’Varan!” Major Zel’Carvan shouted. The only answer was a single arrow that fell a dozen paces short of the force. “As you wish! But any more raids into Evandian territory will be met with overwhelming force. You may have rebuilt your fort, but our Battle Magi can level it. Don’t make it worth the effort.” With that he rode his horse around his men and headed back south.

    That night in camp Lieutenant Zel’Patrin asked, “Is that it? Aren’t we even going to try?”

    Dahral looked at him and said, “No. That was an Imperial era fort, even if the gates are new. All we could accomplish by attacking them would have been to sacrifice our men. None of us would have made it to, much less over, those walls. We don’t even have our own archers with us.”

    “But the king’s command--”

    “Was to kill Bel’Varan,” Kalin said. “It was not to waste four hundred lives attacking that fortress. The general may lead the whole force north when we report what we found, but I doubt the king would think it was worth the cost.” 

    “But--”

    “We may be coming back, but I doubt it,” Captain Zel’Ival said as he joined the discussion. “I think it is more likely that a holding force will be stationed at Harney Point--if it isn’t just abandoned entirely. According to the general, over three quarters of the people died. There really aren’t that many farmsteads in the area. Rather than try and save the town, the people may be offered land farther into Evandia and let this area go back to being wild.”

    Everyone looked at Kalin for an answer. He shrugged and said, “He might let it go. It’s going to take a huge investment to rebuild, starting with clearing away the ruins. And there will always be bad memories associated with the name Harney Point, sort of like they are with Gorvanavad.” Most of the men who heard that name made gestures to protect against evil. “You see? Even though it was destroyed hundreds of years ago, people are still put off by the name.”

    It took two days to return to Harney Point. Major Zel’Carvan made his report while his men saw to their horses. The decision was made in Twin Bridges and delivered via message book the next day: attack.

    “That’s a surprise,” Kalin muttered under his breath.

    “Yes, it is,” Dahral agreed just as softly.

    The entire force, all but twenty of Fort Zel’Hardan’s twelve hundred and sixty-three soldier compliment, set out toward the Farindian fortress of Kel’Merkal. It was to be a long march. The trail that the mounted troops covered in two days took six days for the foot-troops. When they had at last reached the fortress, the general deployed his troops.

    “Archers, ten flights. Begin,” he commanded, and his two hundred archers sent two thousand arrows into the fortress. 

    Before the defenders could regroup, Adept Battlemage Fel’Corvis hit the gates with everything he had. The gates exploded, sending the remains spinning through the inner fort. 

    Now the screams of women and children could be heard coming from the fort. The general ordered the infantry forward with the instructions, “Capture, do not kill unless you must.”

    Three hundred infantrymen charged through what was left of the gates with a roar of anger. Inside they found dozens of dead and injured men and women in the courtyard. Screams were heard in the inner court and keep, and those screams drew them forward. 

    The people inside were mostly women and children who offered little resistance as they were herded out of the fortress. Lord General Zel’Faran had all of the survivors brought together so he could address them. 

    “We are after the man who calls himself Bel’Varan.”

    “He’s dead! You murdered him!” a woman screamed. “He was reinforcing the gates when you destroyed them.”

    The general nodded. “Let this stand as a warning to anyone else who thinks raiding Evandia and slaughtering a whole town is acceptable. The Evandian army will exact retribution for such acts.” He looked at Colonel Zel’Freedan and said, “Sound recall. It’s time to go home.”

    At the colonel’s order, the buglers began recalling the troops. Some of the captives, not understanding the bugle tones, began wailing, thinking they were going to be slaughtered, but the troops all just marched away. 

    The Raiders brought up the rear, and Kalin struggled with what had happened. He looked at Dahral and asked, “Is that it? Are we just going to take their word that Bel’Varan is dead?”

    Dahral shook his head. “We don’t have a Truth-Seer with us, Kal. We have to take their word about it. And honestly, if he isn’t, he probably will be soon. He brought the wrath of the Army down on them. We didn’t get a count of how many we killed, but I’ll bet he’s blamed for every one of those deaths.”

    Kalin shook his head. “I hate to admit it, but I’m glad we didn’t have to go in.”

    “I am as well, Kal,” Dahral murmured. “Even if they had been armed, they were civilians, not soldiers. And only a few of them were the bandits we were after. I’d bet half of those people were from that abandoned village.”

    Kalin nodded, but remained silent until they camped for the night. Even then, he only spoke when he had to. Major Zel’Carvan noticed how quiet he was being and took him aside.

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, is there something bothering you?”

    Kalin nodded. “Yes, sir.”

    “Would you care to talk about it?”

    Kalin nodded again. “I can’t help but wonder if we accomplished anything up here in Farindia. Did we really kill the bandits we were after, or did we kill someone else while they escaped?”

    The major thought for a moment, then sighed and shook his head. “Good questions, but not your concern. Not for two more years, at least. When you officially become Prince Lieutenant Zel’Andral, Heir to Evandia, then you’ll need to worry about things like that. For now, let the general worry about what we accomplished. I assure you, he is.”

    The major paused again. “We showed that we have the resolve to exact retribution for raids like that one. We showed that we won’t let it go unchallenged. We showed the people around that so-called warlord that they may have to pay for his misdeeds.”

    Kalin nodded and said, “Yes, sir.” But he still looked unsure.

    Now the major put a friendly hand on Kalin’s shoulder. “Kalin, you are by definition a special case. For any other first-year lieutenant, I’d tell you to tend to your own duty and leave such thoughts to the general and king. But your father is the king, and one day you will be. So, we’ll compromise: ask me questions like this, not the general. We’ll talk it out, but leave the decisions to the king and generals. That’s the price they pay for the fancy offices and big tents. And don’t think for a moment that it isn’t a heavy price.”

    Kalin said, “Yes, sir,” but his tone was still subdued.

    The major slapped his shoulder and walked away. Dahral was at his side a moment later. Kalin explained what had been said without prompting. At the end, Dahral nodded.

    “That’s good advice. I’d follow it. You’ve been in uniform less than a moon, with twenty-five to go. They’ll give you a little more slack than the rest of us, but just a little.” 

    Kalin nodded and headed toward his tent. “Lieutenant Zel’Kordil says to worry about lieutenant-sized problems and leave the bigger problems to the higher-ups.”

    “Who?”

    “Marlav Zel’Kordil. Royal Guard. He’s two years older than me, and a sixth son, but he’s already an officer in the Royal Guard. Brilliant tactician, and excellent swordsman. He spent a lot of time whacking me in the ribs to convince me to pay attention to my lessons.”

    Dahral grinned. “Seems to have worked.”

    “Yes. But it’s the lessons in tactics that are bothering me now.”

    “How so?”

    Kalin looked around as he spoke. “We’re exposed here. I’m worried that we’re too open to attack. I know the general has ordered extra sentries, but I want to order our men to be more cautious.”

    Dahral shrugged. “So, we do. There’s no such thing as being too prepared. What do you have in mind?”

    “I want to have our men sleep dressed and armed.”

    Dahral nodded. “We don’t need the major’s permission for that. We should let them take their boots off if they want to. I can’t sleep with my boots on.”

    The lieutenants made their way among their men, giving their orders softly. The entire 8th Raiders went to bed with their uniforms on and weapons close at hand. It was well after mid-night when Kalin’s inner caution proved wise.

    A scream from a wounded sentry was their only warning. Kalin was out of his tent fully clothed and armed in an instant. More than half of the Raiders were with him, and the rest were not bothering to tie their boots before grabbing their swords. 

    A roar from the rest of the troops attested to other commands having taken similar precautions. Whatever the attackers had thought to find, it certainly wasn’t what they found. Fully five hundred troops raced into the fray, striking down the attackers without mercy.

    In the end, there were twenty-three dead attackers, but only three men of the four-man sentry team had been lost. 

    Lord General Zel’Faran made his way through the battle field by torch-light to speak to his men.

    “Well done, all of you. You men who slept prepared are to be commended for your initiative.”

    A young archer, one of only six women in the entire command, stepped forward and bowed. “Your pardon, General, sir, but we were ordered to sleep prepared by our lieutenants.” She looked at Fortan Zel’Bordal and nodded. “They deserve any praise for us being ready.”

    The general looked at his officers and could pick out which lieutenants had given those orders by their expressions: his newest officers. Turning to look at his senior staff, he grinned. 

    “I think such initiative deserves recognition, don’t you? And I don’t ever want to know who came up with it first. I think it is fitting that all of them share the credit equally.”

    Colonel Zel’Freedan nodded. “Yes, sir. The proper notation will be made in their records.”

    Arandar rose much too late. No one managed to get back to sleep after the adrenaline rush of battle. The morning meal was consumed in near total silence by the exhausted troops. As they broke camp, word was passed to all commands that they were going to return to Evandia before they camped again. That drew some moans and groans from the infantry, but nothing serious. Such was life in the Army.

    As fate, and a bit of luck, would have it, they crossed the border well before the end of the day, and the general called a halt as soon as the Raiders, who had been given the dubious honor of rear-guard, crossed into Evandia. 

    Kalin and Dahral were both drooping in their saddles by the time they stopped. The order, “Set camp. Standard camp listing in two spans,” had them seeing to their men before reporting to the major.

    “Sir, camp is set per regulations, sir!” Dahral snapped with Kalin standing half a step behind him.

    “Well done, both of you. Now get some sleep before you fall down.” The major grinned at his men. “Same precautions you took last night. Yes, we all know it was your idea. But next time inform me. Felt like a fool being so late to the fight. I noticed that all of your friends managed to survive. That is the best result we could have asked for.”

    Both lieutenants came to attention and said, “Yes, sir,” before bowing and going to their tents. 

    First light was announced by the bugler. Kalin briefly considered murdering the man, but decided he shouldn’t. That wouldn’t be appropriate at all. He managed to stand upright and was surprised to find himself fully dressed. Even his boots were still laced up. I must have been more exhausted than I thought.

    He managed not to stumble as he walked out of his tent by concentrating on just putting one foot in front of the other all the way to the mess tent. Kava was ready, and he helped himself before the stewards could reach him. Dahral joined him moments later.

    “Did you sleep in your uniform again?” he asked as he sat down. Kalin simply nodded. “I did as well.”

    Kalin sipped his kava and asked, “Did you remember to take your boots off?”

    “Yes.”

    Kalin looked at his friend and grinned. “I didn’t even untie mine.” Dahral chuckled, but the stewards were bringing them plates of food, so there was no more time for conversation. 

    Colonel Zel’Freedan chuckled as he joined them. “There’s nothing like skipping a meal to build an appetite for the next one.” 

    Dahral said, “Yes, sir,” while Kalin sat at attention.

    “Oh, go ahead and eat, men. We’ll be at least twelve days on the march home. The general will announce it later, but we’re going to make an effort to reassure the people of the countryside that they are protected. You two will probably be riding out with your entire command in a show of force. The 16th Cavalry will as well.”

    The entire command moved along the Harney Point road, but didn’t return to the town. There was no need. 

    The 8th Raiders and 16th Cavalry were making wide sweeps to both sides of the road. Their instructions were to assure anyone they encountered that the Army was looking out for any trouble. Not everyone took that news well: the story of Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan’s attack had already made the rounds.

    At long last, they arrived back at Fort Zel’Hardan. Major Zel’Carvan ordered his men to dismount, then led them to their stable at a walk. They were greeted by a pleasant surprise: someone had cleaned and stocked the stalls with fresh hay and water.

    “See to your horses, men, then report to quarters. The general sent a rider ahead at first light so we should all have fresh, hot water to bathe with. Dismissed!”

    Dahral and Kalin walked to the officers’ quarters side-by-side and fetched fresh uniforms, then returned to the ground floor bathing room to find all but one of the tubs in use. 

    Dahral waved at the tub and said, “Go ahead, Kalin.”

    Kalin climbed into the tub gratefully, then said, “Climb in, Dahral. There’s plenty of room.” Dahral and the other officers stared at him like he’d grown horns. Kalin laughed and asked, “What, don’t you think I shared with my brother? At least you aren’t going to try and duck me under water when I’m not ready.”

    Dahral took a breath, then nodded and climbed in. Like Kalin, he’d shared baths with his brothers all his life. He was startled when Kalin scrubbed his back without prompting, but returned the courtesy cautiously. Kalin was, after all, a prince. Other officers, including Captain Zel’Ival and some captains they had only met briefly, soon joined them.

    Once they were clean and properly dressed, they were directed to the officers’ mess. When everyone was present, Lord General Zel’Faran, in full dress kit, addressed them. 

    “Officers of Fort Zel’Hardan, I have been asked to convey the king’s gratitude to all of you. Your attention to your duty has become an inspiration to the Army as a whole. Five of you deserve special recognition. Lieutenant Fortan Zel’Bordal, Lieutenant Gerryan Zel’Patrin, Lieutenant Vertan Zel’Nevek, Lieutenant Dahral Zel’Fordal, and Lieutenant Kalin Zel’Andral, front and center.” The general looked at a place on the floor directly in front of him and the five young officers hurriedly obeyed his order, snapping to attention side-by-side.

    The general looked at each of them before continuing. “You five young officers, all in your first year, saw a deficiency in my planning, and took steps to remedy it. On your own initiative, you ordered a portion of your commands to sleep ready for an attack. When that attack came, you led your troops in the defense of our command, resulting in the loss of just three sentries. For that, young lords, I thank you.” The general came to attention and bowed deeply. All five of the young lieutenants returned that bow just as deeply. When they were all standing at attention again, Colonel Zel’Freedan led a cheer that rattled the windows. Then the party began.

    * * *

    The entire command was celebrating. Of the twelve hundred troops in the command, only the twenty-person holding force remained on duty through the night. 

    First light found the troops of Fort Zel’Hardan queasy, but mostly functional. Kalin and Dahral had limited their consumption of wine and were in relatively good shape. They had been awakened by the usual bugle call, but found themselves two of only five officers at the morning meal.

    Colonel Zel’Freedan walked over to them and grinned. “I see you two were wise enough to stop drinking early.”

    Dahral smiled and bowed. “Yes, sir. Grandpa let me get drunk when I was ten and spent the whole day demonstrating why it was a bad idea. I never get drunk if I have to be alive the next day.”

    The colonel shifted his attention to Kalin, and tilted his head to the side. Kalin shrugged and said, “I get wretched hangovers, so I limit myself to just two or three glasses of wine, sir.”

    The colonel shrugged. “Same sad story for me,” he murmured. “See to your duties, but take mercy on your fellows. After the ceremony, not even the general is fit for duty today.”

    After they had eaten, Dahral led the way to their stables. No one was there. Dahral muttered, “This won’t do,” and went to check his horse. Kalin followed his example. 

    Dahral looked over and said, “I’m going to see to my men’s mounts.”

    Kalin looked over, came to attention, and bowed before moving on to the next stall. Both of them came from horse-loving families, so they knew what to do. Neither of their families had let them grow up without knowing how much hard work went into maintaining their horses. Now those early lesson, though seldom practiced, came forth.

    They had seen to all but thirteen of the company’s horses when Major Zel’Carvan entered the stable. “Well done, both of you.” He winced and rubbed his temples. “I know better. I’ll see to Varis, you two continue as you were.”

    Only two horses remained when thirty of their men stumbled to a halt as they came into the stable. They were openly amazed that their lieutenants, one of them a prince, had tended their horses. Kalin and Dahral saw to the last two horses while the major spoke to their men.

    “That is the difference between good officers and what most of the Army has to put up with.”

    With the last horses seen to, Kalin asked, “Is it time for the mid day meal yet?”

    Dahral nodded and replied, “Yes, but we both have to bathe first and put on fresh uniforms. I smell like a stable-hand, and so do you.” They both laughed as they left the stable. The look on their troops’ faces was just too funny to resist.

    Sergeant Bel’Neven walked over to his major and bowed. “Did you order that, sir?”

    “Nope,” the major said as he grinned at his men. 

    “Then why’d they do it, sir?” another of the men asked.

    “Because those two, as highly born as they are, are true leaders. They could have just seen to their own horses and left the rest, but that’s not the kind of men they are. They took care of your horses because you were recovering from the celebration. That, men, is a level of camaraderie that few officers feel toward their troops.”

    The troops spent a moment considering that tidbit of information, then headed for the enlisted mess. At least, those who could stomach the idea of food did.

    * * *

    Word reached the fort a moon later concerning the fate of Renval Zel’Dorvan. The general had the entire command assemble in the exercise field for the announcement. “You all know what Lieutenant Zel’Dorvan did. I have received an official communication from Lord General Zel’Fordan. Renval Zel’Dorvan was tried and convicted of willful disobedience of a direct order. He was tried and convicted of murdering Evandian civilians. He was tried and convicted of attacking members of the Evandian Royal Family. He was strangled with pig gut immediately after his trial.” The general let his troops react for a moment before continuing. 

    “At the urging of his,” he paused and glanced to the side, “councilors, the king did not convict any of the others who were sent to Twin Bridges. They have all been sent to other commands to finish their service, so we’ll be getting new Scouts and officers to train replacement troops.”

    The general turned away and Colonel Zel’Freedan bellowed, “Dismissed.”

    As they walked away Dahral asked, “Why did the general pause and look at you when he said councilors, Kalin.”

    “I sent a message to dad explaining what happened. No one but that ass deserved to be punished for his actions. He was uncontrollable.”

    Dahral looked at his friend and grinned. “Mostly.”

    * * *

    Life in Fort Zel’Hardan calmed down for a while. The normal day-to-day tasks of the Army kept everyone busy. Dahral and Kalin were pressed into service as sword instructors for their fellow officers. Even some of their enlisted men requested extra training, and neither of them ever said no. And of course, the Army being the Army, there was physical training.

    One day, Major Zel’Carvan met them near the officer’s quarters with a huge grin on his face. “Are you two ready?” he asked as Arandar peeked over the trees.

    “For what, sir?” Kalin asked. The major just grinned wider and led the way out of the fort. Kalin saw what the major was grinning about immediately. 

    “Gel Hal?” he asked in a breathy tone.

    The major laughed and said, “It’s better exercise than calisthenics, and a lot more fun!” Then he ran off to join a team, and Dahral and Kalin followed his lead. 

    Gel Hal was a kick-ball game with four ten-man teams on a square field, with a goal in each corner. The idea was to score ten points in an opposing team’s goal. That team dropped out while the rest continued until only one team remained. Colored ribbons tied to each player’s right arm defined the teams, and ribbons of the same colors marked the goals. 

    Dahral got the last red ribbon and Kalin got the first green. The players all ran to their goals, and waited until a referee placed the ball in the center of the field. He ran to the side, then blew a horn to start the match. 

    Five fields were in use, so there were two hundred soldiers playing at any one time. Once a game was over, the players turned in their ribbons and rested as they waited for a turn on another team.

    A mid day meal consisting of bread, sliced sausage, and cheese washed down with beer came and went quickly. By the end of the day Kalin had played on six teams while Dahral had played on five. Both of them, along with everyone else, was exhausted but in high spirits. The bathing room echoed with laughter as the soldiers washed away the sweat and dust of their exercise. 

    Kalin found himself drooping at the evening meal, and went to bed earlier than Dahral, but not by much. The fort schedule had them in the field the next day, riding circuit around the area. 

    The troops fell into the routine of the Army. Moons passed as training cycled through sword, bow, lance, ax, horse, and physical. Officers and senior non-commissioned officers also received training in tactics and logistics. 

    Every tenth day was a day of rest in Evandia, even in the Army, and Kalin chose to spend his time writing a letter home. He had two pages done when Dahral slammed through their door. 

    “Kal, we’ve been summoned to an all officer meeting with the general,” he said as he quickly changed into a clean uniform. 

    Kalin followed his example without knowing why. That was life in the Army: don’t ask why, just do it. They hurried to the officer’s mess and took their places. Once everyone was present, the general gave them their orders. 

    “Gentlemen, King Ordan has ordered us to reinforce the border defenses. The harvest is still a moon away but there have already been raids. We will be dispersing along the border, with a force stationed at each village. How many will depend on the size of the community.”

    Colonel Zel’Freedan stepped forward now and swept the room with a glare. “Each of you will be placed in command of a small force. None of you will have more than a hundred men under your command. Some will have significantly less. The minimum force we will leave is fifty soldiers and one officer.”

    The general spoke again now. “We’ll be mixing your units up a bit, but every detachment will have infantry, archers, cavalry, and raiders. And cooks. Probably just one. You’ll have to assign men to help out with the mess. We leave in three days.”

    Colonel Zel’Freedan took charge again and snapped, “Dismissed!”

    Dahral and Kalin hurried back to their room. Kalin said, “This should be interesting.”

    Dahral didn’t turn around as he replied, “You know there is an ancient curse about living in interesting times, don’t you?”

    Kalin laughed. “It’s one of dad’s favorites.”

    The entire compliment of Fort Zel’Hardan headed north west, following the trade road that skirted the Farindian border. Small towns were sprinkled along the road everywhere sufficient land and water could be found to grow crops.

    Dahral had been left in charge of a hundred troops in a large town. It was three towns later that Kalin’s turn came. The general met with him when they arrived. 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, you’ll have fifty soldiers under your command. Do you have any special requests?”

    “Sir, if I may, I would like all six of the female archers placed with me, sir.”

    Colonel Zel’Freedan looked at him with a suspicious expression on his face, but simply asked, “Why?”

    “Family history, sir. Great-Grandma Shalina was Lieutenant of Archers during her time with the Army, sir. I’ve heard talk,” he paused and bit his lips, then continued, “Sir, I’ve heard talk among the junior officers that any women they are assigned will be cook’s assistants the whole time we’re out, sir. I have more respect for women warriors than that.”

    The general and colonel shared a glance, then the general nodded. “Considering who you’re descended from, you’d better. Very well, Lieutenant Zel’Andral, you’ll get all six female archers. We’ll take two of your infantrymen back. That leaves you with twenty-three infantry, six archers, ten cavalry, ten raiders, one cook, and you.”

    Kalin came to attention and bowed. “We will protect Nestat Ford, sir.”

    The general gave him a grin, then took the lead as the rest of their men prepared to continue on. Orders were being passed to all of the senior officers as to the disposition of their troops. 

    In the end, Kalin was left with his people and a supply wagon as the rest marched away. They weren’t left alone long.

    “You there,” a tall, emaciated man in elegant clothing said as he strode up to the soldiers. “I’m Lord Serdal Zel’Densan. You’ll be taking orders from me now.”

    Kalin simply said, “No.”

    “What?! You insolent pup! I am Lord Mayor here!” the man shouted.

    Kalin shook his head. “You are simply mayor, not lord mayor. We were briefed on who you were before we arrived. Even if you were a lord mayor, my troops and I would not be under your command.”

    The sputtering mayor screamed, “Who in the five hells do you think you are?”

    “Lieutenant Kalin Zel’Andral.” The mayor stood shocked still, until Kalin spoke again. Looks like a fish out of water now. “We will set camp on the north side of the river. We have a good supply of food, but occasionally we’ll be buying more. That will be all, Mayor Zel’Densan.” The mayor sputtered, then abruptly turned and strode away.

    One of the Raiders asked, “Do you think that’s why you were left here, sir?”

    Kalin nodded and said, “I’d put gold on that bet, Del’Carten. All right, people, north end of the bridge, east and west of the road. Archers, set your tents west of the road. Infantry, west. Raiders and Cavalry, east. Horses behind our tents. The cook wagon and tent, west. I will also be east. Stay back from the road, and dig a ditch for drainage in case it rains. And stay back from the river for the same reason.”

    Everyone answered, “Yes, sir,” and headed across the bridge. Camp was set neatly, and if it took more than the regulation two spans, no one mentioned it. Kalin set up his own tent, and settled his stallion right behind it. 

    Their cook turned out to be as new to the army as Kalin, and more than a little bit overwhelmed. Kalin made his way to the cook wagon, and the poor man almost collapsed.

    “Oh, sir, please don’t be angry,” the man pleaded. “It’ll be spans before I have anything ready.”

    Kalin smiled and said, “As you were, private. What is your name?”

    “Private Emilat Del’Frelan, Prince Kalin, sir.”

    “Calm down, Private Del’Frelan. Just calm down. Major Fel’Varin gave you instructions. Do you remember them?”

    “Yes, sir. I wrote them down.” He scrabbled in his pouch for a slip of parchment. “First make kava. Then start bread. Then start stew or beans. Then--”

    “Very good,” Kalin interrupted. “Just do what the major told you to do and you’ll be fine. I came to ask if you need any help?”

    The private looked startled, then bowed. “I could use a hand with cleanup after the meal, sir.”

    Kalin nodded. “I’ll get you two helpers. Is that enough?”

    The cook nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

    Kalin inspected the camp and nodded approvingly as he walked. The troopers were all in one-man tents to make them look like a bigger force. He was puzzled by a rope around six tents and stopped to stare at it. An infantryman answered his unasked question.

    “Women’s country. No men allowed without permission. Not even you, sir.”

    Kalin froze for a moment, then nodded. I know about that. Why was I surprised?

    One of the archers came out and said, “Sir, Archers’ camp is ready for inspection, sir.”

    Kalin nodded and said, “Very well, Corporal Fel’Havel. You and your archers are going to be stationed with cavalry in forward observation points. You’ll be our early warning scouts. If you see anything, shoot three signal-arrows and then ride pillion back to camp.”

    The corporal looked surprised for an instant, then bowed. She looked behind her to find the other five women watching. “You lost that bet, Bana,” she said with a laugh.

    “What bet?” Kalin asked.

    “That we were all going to be in the mess tent until we go home, sir,” another woman answered. 

    “No, the infantrymen who are staying in camp as the reserve will be rotating through that duty. There are several advantages to having you women on this assignment.” He smiled at the looks the women were giving him. “You are all past your two years except Private Kel’Narvan. None of you has been a discipline problem. And all of you are lighter than any but the youngest male archers. Having you riding pillion behind the cavalrymen will be no burden for their horses.”

    “So, we weren’t dropped on you, sir?” the corporal asked in a cautious tone.

    Kalin smiled. “No, I requested you. Queen Shalina Zel’Andral, my great-grandmother, was a lieutenant of archers during her service. It’s been almost two hundred years since the time of Mary Death, but my family still honors women warriors.” All six women and a large percentage of the men nearby were nodding their understanding. 

    Morning found Kalin giving his troops their orders. “Archers, you know your assignment. You have fire arrows for when it’s dark, and whistlers for when it’s light. Just try not to set any crops on fire. Raiders and the remaining Cavalry, split into two seven-man teams and make a long circuit around the area. Infantry, you’ll remain in camp in case we’re presented with attackers that want to cross the river. And I need two men to help with the dishes after we eat.” That drew some laughter from the troops, but all Kalin could do was grin.

    Kalin watched his troops disperse with an outwardly calm demeanor that hid his inner disquiet. He took a deep breath and went to his tent. It was there that the mayor and four old men found him.

    Mayor Zel’Densan stopped outside Kalin’s tent and demanded, “Come out here at once, lieutenant.” When Kalin was facing them, the mayor spoke again. “What proof do you have that you are Prince Kalin?”

    Before Kalin could think of an answer another of the men spoke. “I encountered Prince Kalin several years ago. I found him to be a charming boy. I don’t believe you’re him at all.”

    “No, not at all,” another of the men said.

    Kalin looked at the man who had spoken last. It took him a moment to recognize the man, then he got angry and said, “Leristan Zel’Tomal, you arrogant old ass.” He took a step toward the man as his hands balled into fists. “My mother had you escorted out of the palace because you insulted her taste in tapestries.” Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him.

    “Why-Why-Why that’s not true!” the man all but cried.

    “It is” Kalin replied softly. “Mom is still mad about it. That’s why you’ve been specifically banned from palace functions for the past three years.” Kalin moved closer and growled, “Those tapestried you didn’t like were made by mom’s family, dating back to the time of Emperor Kestal Zel’Garvan. Her many-times great-grandfather.”

    “Now see here!” the mayor all but shouted. “We are the Nestat Ford council. You report to us.”

    Kalin looked at him and his eyes narrowed further. “No. Last year, you ordered the lieutenant stationed here to use his troops to build new gardens and out buildings for your pathetic little city hall. Dad put out a proclamation that troops are for your defense, not your personal construction projects.”

    “We received no such proclamation!” the mayor shouted.

    Kalin nodded. “Prove it.”

    The mayor sputtered, then said, “I should challenge you!”

    Now Kalin’s smile turned nasty. “Royal Protections. Challenging me would be an act of treason. But only your family will suffer. I’ll kill you where you stand.”

    The rest of the councilors grabbed the mayor and hauled him toward the bridge. One of them shouted, “He issued no challenge! He only said he should. There was no treason!”

    A towering presence loomed up beside Kalin. “Do you want us to do anything, sir?” his senior infantryman asked. 

    Kalin looked toward him and found himself looking at the man’s shoulder. Looking up at his face he said, “No. As funny as it would be to have you throw them into the river, dad wouldn’t like it. Unless he was here to see it. Then he’d laugh himself sick.”

    The corporal chuckled and walked away while Kalin went back into his tent. Everyone had always told him that the hardest part was the waiting.

    Three moons passed with no action. The day finally arrived when the general led the rest of their force back down the road. They had received a rider the day before, so the entire command melded back into their home commands without making a fuss. 

    “Anything happen, Lieutenant Zel’Andral?” Colonel Zel’Freedan asked.

    “No, sir. There was some confusion with the mayor about who was in charge and our purpose here, but we straightened it out.”

    “I read your reports. I think you should have tossed him into the river. But, then, I’ve never been impressed by mayors.”

    “The idea was discussed, Sir, but dad would have only thought it was funny if he was here to see it.”

    The colonel grinned and said, “Probably a good thing you didn’t, then. Return to the Raiders.”

    Kalin fell in beside Major Zel’Carvan and made the same report. The major nodded when he reached the end. “No trouble. Good. Dahral had a bit more excitement.”

    “Sir?”

    “They fought off a raid. He’s all right. I’ll let him tell you about it himself.” The major paused to laugh. “He’d never forgive me if I ruined his story.”

    It took three days to return to the town where Dahral had been left. It looked as neat and orderly as it had at the beginning of the expedition. They had been on the road again for six spans before Dahral joined them. He was quiet, and appeared sad. Dark circles shadowed both eyes. 

    “I heard you had some excitement,” Kalin said as soon as Dahral finished talking to the major.

    “Some,” Dahral agreed in a subdued tone. “Ten men attacked us twenty-one days ago, late at night. I had five, five-man guard stations posted around us.” He paused and shook his head. “They charged straight at us. They came in loud and stupid, like they thought we were just villagers. That night the archers and infantry were on watch. Not one of the attackers made it closer than ten paces from us.”

    “You sound glum,” Kalin observed.

    “Kal, I hope you never have to listen to a man who has been shot in the gut with a long bow scream until he dies. I had to relieve Archer Del’Benan from duty for ten days. I should have let him take a second shot to show the man some mercy, but I didn’t. I wanted to conserve our arrows.”

    “Sounds like you needed a relief yourself.”

    Dahral nodded, but didn’t say anything else. By the time they reached Fort Zel’Hardan he had resumed his usual demeanor, but Kalin still caught him gazing sadly out into the distance.

    Winter was a time of inaction for Evandia’s northern commands. This was the season when training took up an ever-increasing portion of their days. 

    Kalin and Dahral found themselves being trained in both large-force and mounted skirmisher tactics. While all officers were expected to learn everything they could, these two were getting a more intense education. Kalin would be king one day, and Dahral was probably going to be a general. The staff at Fort Zel’Hardan owed it to the rest of the Army to train them right.

    That isn’t to say they never had free time. There wasn’t a town close by, but there was an inn just up the road. A place to get food and beer, and, for some soldiers, more intimate forms of relaxation. 

    Dahral came back to their room in a towering rage after one visit to the tavern. “Those fools!” he shouted.

    “Dahral? What happened?”

    “Two infantrymen started fighting over that blonde serving girl. They broke the inn up pretty bad. And one another as well. I was the only officer there, so I had to break it up.” He shook his head as he paced around in a circle. “Kal, the general has made the inn off-limits.” He turned and looked at Kalin. “No one can go out there now.”

    Kalin put his head in his hands and muttered, “Perfect. My turn to get out of here is in two days.” He looked at Dahral and asked, “Where am I supposed to go?”

    It turned out there was someplace else to go that Kalin enjoyed more than the inn: hunting. He overheard two of his men talking about it a few days later and approached them. 

    “Excuse me, men.” Both men snapped to attention immediately. “At ease, at ease. I heard you talking about hunting and wondered if I might come along.”

    The men exchanged a glance, then the senior trooper said, “We’d be pleased to have you along, Lieutenant Zel’Andral.”

    Kalin nodded and said, “Thank you.”

    Two days later ten of them, including two female archers, left the fort with instructions to be back the next day. Kalin chose not to lead. One of the men had been hunting this area every winter for ten years and knew where to go.

    They headed north from the fort, toward Farindia, but they weren’t all that concerned. Even Farindian bandits forted up at times like these. Kalin found himself paired up with Private Kel’Narvan. She was tall, and had what was kindly called “strong” features. Her given name turned out to be Willow. His reaction to learning that earned him a very nasty glare. 

    “You’re lucky you’re a lieutenant, sir,” she muttered. 

    Kalin gasped out, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” as he laughed. He regained his composure and explained, “I have a friend in the royal guard named Willow Zel’Grildan. He’s a lot meaner than you.”

    “He?” she asked in a soft, disbelieving tone.

    Kalin squeaked, “‘Yep!”

    “Gods Below, the horrible things parents call their kids,” she muttered. “Does he get teased?”

    “That’s why he’s so mean.”

    She glared at him, then faced resolutely forward. For his part, he kept his mirth firmly in check--for the most part. The group finally reached a meadow and the corporal signaled everyone to dismount. 

    Gathering everyone close, he whispered, “This is a good spot. The deer are bedded down right now. We’ll have to wait a bit before they start feeding again.” Everyone nodded, then split up in ones and twos to find cover and wait. 

    Somewhat to his surprise, Kalin found Willow right beside him. He didn’t say anything about it. Everything else aside, he knew she was a better shot than he was. The pair hunkered in under an evergreen tree and got as comfortable as they could.

    Spans crawled by. Kalin was squatting on his heels in a light doze when a hand grasped his arm. He was instantly awake, and followed the direction of her pointing finger. 

    Six deer were making their way into the meadow, pawing at the snow to get at the grass beneath. Kalin and Willow each drew an arrow and aimed at an animal, then waited. 

    The thwack! of a bowstring was the signal for all of them to shoot, and for an instant it sounded like a child running a stick along a picket fence. One doe broke straight toward them. Kalin had a second arrow on his string and was drawing it when Willow shot from beside him. Her arrow hit the frightened doe in the mouth and burst out through its brain. 

    Kalin smiled at Willow and went to check the doe he’d shot. It had dropped in its tracks: his arrow had pierced the animal’s spine just ahead of its shoulders. 

    Three deer were down, and the rest of the troopers were chasing down the wounded while Kalin inspected his kill. 

    “Good shot, sir,” the corporal said as he walked up.

    Kalin turned and bowed, then shrugged. “Except I was aiming at her heart.”

    The corporal laughed. “First rule of hunting, sir: if at first you don’t succeed, try again. Second rule of hunting: if at first you do succeed, say you meant to do that.”

    Kalin laughed as well and bent over to cut the animal’s throat to bleed it out. Behind him he saw Willow doing the same thing.

    Willow held up a bloodied arrow and asked, “Whose arrow is this?”

    “They are all standard Army issue. It really doesn’t matter,” the corporal replied.

    Willow shrugged and continued field-dressing her kill. Soon all of the troops returned with the rest of the deer. 

    “Six deer will hardly make a snack for the entire fort,” the corporal said as he looked at Kalin. Kalin’s nod was all it took to send the group in search of other game. 

    * * *

    They were not the only hunters in the area. An Ocellen was out, hunting to feed her year-old kittens. She came upon the gut-piles from three deer and gorged to her stomach’s contentment, but there was little to bring back. Blood-trails told of more meat, and she followed the tracks of horses. That meant men, but they didn’t frighten her. 

    The troopers had stopped to eat when the scream of a cat shattered their calm. Willow’s horse bucked and bolted, leaving her sitting unarmed in the snow. Kalin rolled out of his saddle and drew his sword.

    Kalin got between Willow and the cat and took a ready stance. Then he saw what it was and straightened, then sheathed his sword. “I recognize your kind. I don’t want to fight you.” Not that a sword would do much good against your magic.

    The cat gave him a bored look, then licked its paw. 

    Kalin saw that the cat was a nursing mother and made an educated guess as to why she was there. “May I offer you a doe to feed your kits?” he asked, and now the great cat looked interested. Kalin bowed, and went to his horse. He untied the rope holding his deer behind his saddle and dropped it in the snow, then dragged it over to the Ocellen. 

    The cat stood as he approached, and he prayed to Lady Sahren that he was doing the right thing. I’d hate to be killed for trying to be nice. Stopping, he bowed deeply and said, “Please accept this as a token of friendship.”

    The Ocellen came forward and used her head to push Kalin aside in what could be a rough caress, then grabbed the doe in her massive jaws and carried it away. 

    Kalin watched her go, then walked back to the rest of the hunting party. “Bet you’ve never seen a live Ocellen before.”

    “Are you insane?” Willow whisper-shouted as she stood glaring at him in an aggressive pose.

    “Yes.”

    Willow glared at him in silence for a moment, then asked, “What now?” in a normal, if slightly exasperated, tone.

    Kalin looked at her and grinned. “Well, until we can catch your horse, it looks like you’re riding pillion behind me.”

    All of the troopers were looking at them as Kalin mounted and then helped Willow up behind him. 

    “Corporal Bel’Terran, I think we should head back toward the fort. Private Kel’Narvan’s horse headed that way. And I don’t want to encounter another Ocellen. She was just a nursing mother looking for food. I don’t want to meet the father.” Everyone nodded, and the corporal led the way. 

    As both moons were now hidden by low clouds, they stopped when it became dangerous to keep riding. Each had brought a one-man tent--but Willow’s was with her horse. Kalin’s tent was bigger than enlisted issue, so he gave it to Willow and the other female archer and took the archer’s small tent.

    One of the raiders who was along for the hunt said, “You’re a disappointment, sir. I’d have bet that you’d take that archer into your tent for the night.”

    Kalin looked at the man and said, “I wouldn’t dare, Del’Incar. Military regulations aside, do you have any idea what my mom would do to me if--no when she found out? I can hardly ask a girl back home where she’s from without a rumor starting that we’re betrothed.”

    Private Del’Incar shook his head and muttered, “There are worse fates, sir.”

    They reached Fort Zel’Hardan before the middle of the next day. Willow’s borrowed mount had made it back the day before. Everyone delivered their deer to the supply officer, then went to their barracks.

    Kalin hadn’t even finished bathing when Dahral burst in asking, “An Archer?”

    Kalin looked at his expression and asked, “What are you talking about?”

    “Everyone’s saying you bedded down with an Archer out there.”

    Kalin began reciting every curse-word he knew as he finished his bath. He was dressed when Major Zel’Carvan came for him. 

    “You’d better have a damn good story for the general, or your brother is going to be the next king because you’re going to be kicked out of the Army.”

    Kalin stuttered and stammered, but didn’t manage to say anything coherent as the major grabbed his arm and forcibly hauled him to his feet. What in the five hells is going on? 

    “Sir, Major Zel’Carvan reporting with Lieutenant Zel’Andral as ordered.”

    The general slowly rose to his feet and just glared at Kalin for a moment. His eyebrows looked like thunder-clouds looming over his eyes, foretelling a tempest in the future.

    “Lieutenant Zel’Andral, it has been reported that during your hunting trip you engaged in illegal sexual activities with Archer Willow Kel’Narvan. It is a breach of the Army Code of Conduct for an officer to fraternize with an enlisted soldier. It is a breach of Army Ethics to use your rank to coerce an enlisted soldier to comply with your desires. It is a breach of the Code of the Chosen for you, as a member of a Royal Clan to engage in such conduct with a member of a lesser Clan without the approval of the King. How do you plead?”

    Kalin kept his back as straight as an arrow as he replied, “Sir, I plead innocent of all of these charges.”

    “So why is it being reported that Archer Kel’Narvan spent the night in your tent? Is that a lie?”

    “Sir, no, Sir. Archer Kel’Narvan’s tent was lost with her horse, so I had Archer Fel’Delery trade with me. Archer Fel’Delery and Archer Kel’Narvan shared my tent since it was larger, and I used Archer Fel’Delery’s tent, Sir.”

    The door opened and Captain Zel’Kerval entered with a very concerned-looking Willow Kel’Narvan. “Sir, Captain Zel’Kerval reports with Archer Private Kel’Narvan as ordered, Sir.”

    The general looked at the woman and his expression softened. “Private, you are not in trouble. We just need some information. Can you answer some questions for us?”

    Willow remained at attention as she answered, “Sir, yes, Sir.”

    The general took a deep breath as if to calm himself, then asked, “Private Kel’Narvan, did you have sexual relations with Lieutenant Zel’Andral during your hunting trip?”

    Willow looked puzzled, then said, “Sir, no, sir.” Everyone except Kalin looked surprised by her answer. 

    “Did you spend the night with Lieutenant Zel’Andral in his tent?”

    “Sir, no, Sir.”

    Now the general was looking confused. “Did you spend the night in his tent at all?”

    “Sir, yes, Sir. With Private Bana Fel’Delery. The lieutenant gave us his tent because it was big enough for two while he took her tent. Begging the general’s pardon, Sir, but I have already heard these rumors. They are lies.”

    “So, the lieutenant didn’t pressure you into having sex with him?”

    “Sir, no, Sir.”

    The general pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment. “Did you have sex with him at all?”

    Now Willow looked almost amused. “Sir, that would never happen. I am exclusively Le’ah.”

    Now the general put his head in both hands and said, “You two are dismissed.” He waited until Kalin and Willow had left before saying, “Find out why I just spent a span acting like an ass and embarrassing myself and two of my people. And when you find out who started that rumor, send him home. I don’t even want to know who he is. Dismissed.”

    * * *

    Outside, Kalin was looking at Willow. “I am going to kick Del’Incar’s stones off.”

    “No, Sir. He’s mine,” she snarled back, then they both strode toward the Raider’s stable. There was a large group of Raiders gathered near the back.

    Willow bellowed, “Del’Incar!” and the man looked up. As soon as he saw who it was, he bolted for the back of the stable. He didn’t make it. Two other troopers grabbed and held him while Kalin and Willow walked the length of the stable.

    Willow almost shouted, “I turned you down, so decided to take revenge by starting rumors about me and the lieutenant? You stinky little turd!”

    Sergeant Bel’Neven stepped out in front of Kalin and said, “Sir, you need to not be here.”

    “Sergeant, I--”

    “No, Sir. You really need to be elsewhere.” 

    Kalin looked the sergeant in the eye, then turned and walked away. He was in his room several spans later when Dahral caught up with him.

    “Pity about Trooper Del’Incar.”

    “Pity?”

    Dahral nodded and sat down. “Yes. Apparently, he got kicked by his horse. He went right through the gate on his stall. The Healers say he’ll be all right eventually, but he’s being sent home. He’s past his two years, so it’s no problem. It’ll take a year or two for him to heal up all the way.”

    Kalin nodded and said, “Pity.” But my hands are clean. Damn it.

    Winter passed quietly. Training was mostly restricted to classroom instruction on everything from tactics to camp hygiene. Dahral and Kalin spent a lot of time working on the sword skills of their troopers. All of the Raiders were required to be proficient at sword, bow, and javelin, afoot and from horseback.

    The area that held the Gel’Hal fields during the warm moons was turned into a target field. The troops had cleared a wide path along one side, in front of the targets. The Raiders were joined by the rebuilt Scouts and most of the officers. The Cavalry had their own targets to practice against with their heavy lances.

    “Men,” Major Zel’Carvan said loudly, “most of you know the drill. Ten arrows at the gallop, then five lances.” He gestured toward the line of targets. “On me!” he finally shouted and led the way at a gallop. Behind him his troopers showed their skill. 

    Kalin was third in line, behind Dahral. He gripped the stallion with his knees and shot at all ten targets. He didn’t hit any center rings, but he did hit every target. Then he switched to the lance, and his aim improved. Every lance struck close to the center of the target, and three of five stuck in the center ring.

    The major rode in a large circle and ended where he had begun. He was nodding in satisfaction as he checked the targets. One hundred and three arrows had been shot at each target, and while there was a scattering of arrows in the dirt around each target, they were few. The arrows weren’t marked, so only the men who missed knew who they belonged to. 

    The exception to that was the officers. The arrows of the officers were marked with yellow bands of paint below the fletching. One for the major, two for Dahral, and three for Kalin. As they rode along the route, Sergeant Bel’Neven retrieved the officers’ arrows and shouted the score, one through five. Unsurprisingly, the major won, and Dahral came in second. Then the score for the lances was announced. Kalin beat the major by one point. 

    Major Zel’Carvan looked at his young officers and said, “Excellent! Well done, both of you.”

    That praise was the high point of the winter for both of them.

    * * *

    “Did we look that green?” Kalin asked Dahral as they looked across the fort. Four young men and one young woman in pristine new lieutenant’s uniforms waited on the porch outside the general’s office. 

    Dahral grunted. “Probably.”

    They turned and went into the Raiders’ stable to await their orders. Major Zel’Carvan met them there. “Gentlemen, I am pleased to tell you that Dahral is past his two-year requirement and may now add a pip to his insignia. I am even more pleased to announce that his request to stay with the Raiders has been approved, so I am keeping both of you.” He paused to smile widely at his men. 

    “We are being sent out along the border in five days. We’ll be receiving twenty new troopers, so you’ll each receive ten of them. I’ve already given Sergeant Bel’Neven the new rosters.”

    “Yes, Sir!”

    The major turned away and Kalin turned toward Dahral again before offering his hand. “Congratulations, Dahral.”

    Dahral clasped Kalin by the forearm in a clasp of equals. “Thank you, Kal. Here comes Bel’Neven with our greens.”

    The two lieutenants were waiting at attention when Sergeant Bel’Neven marched up to them and came to attention. “Sirs, our new troopers are ready for inspection, Sirs.”

    Dahral said, “Very well, Sergeant. Let’s see what we have.” Dahral led with Kalin a step behind him. As he faced each man he demanded, “Name!” each man gave his name and Sergeant Bel’Neven read off a stable assignment. 

    Dahral finished by introducing Kalin. “My junior lieutenant is Kalin Zel’Andral.” Several of the men reacted to Kalin’s name, and Dahral snapped, “Attention! Yes, that Kalin Zel’Andral. In years to come you will be able to say you served directly under the king. But for now, you will be indoctrinated by the good sergeant and introduced to your mounts.” Turning, he said, “Sergeant, take charge.”

    “Sir, yes, Sir!” the sergeant nearly shouted. Then he turned to the men and did shout. “You will do what you are told, when you are told, and how you are told. The reason why is because that’s the Army way. Each of you is being assigned a mentor.” He raised his right hand and waved the men forward. “These men know what they are doing. You don’t! Obey them and you will be fine. Disobey them and you will be mine. Cadre, take charge.”

    Dahral and Kalin stepped back and went to the Raiders’ office. Major Zel’Carvan met them there. 

    “He enjoys that too much,” the major said with a chuckle. “We will be heading west along the border. The 16th Cavalry will be going east. These maps are our guide.” He pointed at the border on the maps. “The purpose of this expedition is a show of strength. It is more to reassure our people than fight the Farindians. Unless we get lucky.”

    “Yes, Sir,” Dahral said as he traced the line on the map. “Doesn’t look like very rough territory.”

    “It isn’t,” the major replied. “This is all for show. There have been some complaints in Twin Bridges that the Army isn’t doing enough to keep our people safe.”

    Kalin grumbled, “Bet it’s the same people who complain about how much the Army costs.”

    Dahral nodded. “They want a smaller Army, but then complain when we aren’t everywhere at once. Dad had to listen to that horse crap all the time.”

    “Mine as well,” Kalin murmured. “And from the King’s Council, who are supposed to know better.”

    “The winter was fairly mild, so we haven’t had any real trouble with bandits. Not in our sector, at least. Now look concerned as you leave. Make the new men worry.”

    Both lieutenants schooled their features into scowls and marched through the stables, past the troopers and off to the officers’ quarters.

    Five days later they rode out and traveled north toward Farindia. Major Zel’Carvan gave his orders once they split off from the cavalry. 

    “Keep the force together, but spread out a little. Keep two lengths between you and the man in front of you. You men mentoring the new troopers, stay beside your trainee. Lieutenant Zel’Andral, take the rear guard.”

    Kalin didn’t like the assignment, but he didn’t say anything about it. Such was Army life. He took the very last position in the second company next to one of the new men.

    The man looked sideways at him and whispered, “It is good to see you again, Your Highness.”

    “Have we met?”

    “Yes, Your Highness. It’s me, Frel Del’Corvan.”

    Kalin gaped at the boy. “Frel? Gods Above, you must have grown two hands taller over the winter.”

    “Near enough, Your Highness.”

    “Lieutenant here, Frel. Regulations. It’s good to see you, in any case. Now watch the surroundings. We don’t expect trouble, but that’s when it usually pops up.”

    Frel stiffened in his saddle and said, “Yes, Sir.”

    The ride was long and tedious, but at least there was no dust. The Raiders spent twenty-seven days on the border before turning south and picking up the road again. From there it was just thirteen days back to Fort Zel’Hardan.

    Kalin had bent regulations a little by letting his men know that he knew Frel from home. That helped the man a little. The troopers had come to like their lieutenant as well as respect him. 

    Their return to the fort was just the beginning of their activity for the summer. Kalin and Dahral were once again pressed into service as sword instructors. 

    One of the new lieutenants, Malkin Zel’Faril, was openly contemptuous of swords. “A real man uses a real weapon, like my ax,” he declared when he was sent for some sword instruction. 

    Kalin bristled, but it was Dahral who said, “In the circle, lieutenant.”

    Dahral had a practice sword in his hand as the younger man joined him with a practice ax. “Standard drill. Begin.” 

    Malkin brought his ax to ready, but Dahral moved like lightning. His practice sword was a blur as he proceeded to smack the fool a hand of times. Malkin fell backwards out of the circle clutching his arm and ribs.

    “You can’t do that to me! I challenge you!”

    “As you were, Lieutenant!” Captain Zel’Markan shouted. He’d come over to see how his young lieutenant fared against the Raiders officers.

    “Sir, he--”

    “I said as you were!” the captain bellowed.

    “I am Malkin Zel’Faril, eldest son of Hardal Zel’Faril, Lord of Zel’Faril!”

    “And he,” the captain shouted, “is a senior lieutenant as well as being the eldest son and Heir by Right of Lord General Dahlvan Zel’Fordal. You were sent here to learn sword. I specifically ordered you to leave your ax behind.” 

    The angry young lieutenant stood with his legs spread, flexing his hands around a non-existent weapon until his eyes fell on Kalin. “You--”

    Major Zel’Carvan growled, “Don’t even think about starting anything with him,” as he walked forward. 

    “I am--”

    “Nothing,” the major interrupted. “You are a first-year lieutenant with less than two moons in uniform. Lieutenant Zel’Andral is a second-year lieutenant as well as being the first-born son of King Ordan.” 

    Shifting his attention to Captain Zel’Markan he said, “You need to teach this one the basics. He knows too little to make him worth my men’s time.”

    To the obvious shock of the angry young lieutenant, his captain came to attention and said, “Yes, Sir.” Turning to face the lieutenant, he pointed out of the stable and said, “Lieutenant Zel’Faril, return to the Infantry Squad room and await my arrival.” 

    The lieutenant snapped to attention, bowed slightly to his commanding officer, and stamped out of the stable. 

    Captain Zel’Markan sighed, then shook his head and muttered, “This is going to be a long summer.” Then he followed his junior officer.

    The summer flew by for Kalin. Before he knew it, they were once again headed out to reinforce the border for the harvest.

    This time, Kalin was left with one hundred soldiers under his command in the city of Zel’Kardan. It was one of the largest cities in this part of Evandia, as well as being the family seat of the Zel’Kardan lands.

    The general introduced him to the Lady of Zel’Kardan. “This is the officer we have chosen to protect your city, Lady Neralan.”

    Lady Neralan smiled and said, “Hello, scamp.” 

    The general was openly surprised by her greeting and even more shocked by his.

    Kalin said, “Hi, Lady Nera,” with a laugh as he stepped forward to hug the woman.

    “Lieutenant?” the general asked in a bewildered tone.

    “Lady Neralan is a friend of my mom’s, Sir. We’ve known each other as long as I’ve can remember.” Turning back to the lady he asked, “Where is Lord Wellin?”

    “He died in his sleep last winter, Kal.” Kalin looked sad as she continued. “He’d been sick for a while. It was peaceful.”

    “He was a good man. And a good friend.”

    The general nodded and said, “I leave you to your duty, Lieutenant Zel’Andral.”

    Kalin came to attention and bowed deeply. “Yes, Sir.” He watched the general leave in silence, then turned back toward the lady. 

    “We’ll set camp on the north side of the bridge. Would east or west be better?”

    “West. Most of the people who have settled that side of the river are east of the road. Only one cranky old couple have their mill to the west. Convinced Wellin to give him the land.” She shrugged. “He does mill a lot of the grain on that side of the river, and avoids the toll to bring it over here.”

    Kalin bowed and said, “West it is. I’ll be back when I can.”

    “Take your time, Kal. You have a lot of responsibility to your men.”

    Kalin went and gathered his troops. He smiled when he saw that all of the female archers were once again under his command, as well as three female cavalry troopers.

    “All right, troops,” he said loudly, “we set camp on the far side of the river, west of the bridge. Standard camp layout.”

    The unit moved together and crossed the bridge in good order. The bridge guardian gave them a sour look, but didn’t say anything. That was Evandian law: the Army didn’t pay tolls.

    The west side of the road proved to be high ground, and the camp was set well within the regulation two spans. Kalin made his tour and stopped at the rope around the women’s tents. A tall, broad shouldered young woman came out and said, “Sir, women’s country is ready for inspection, Sir.”

    Kalin said, “Very well,” and stepped forward. He checked the tent spacing and nodded his approval. “Well done,” was his only comment as he again crossed the rope.

    Kalin made his way to the cook tent and was met with a cup of fresh kava. The cook smiled as he handed it over, then said, “Cook tent and wagon ready for inspection, Sir.”

    Kalin sipped his kava and nodded. “They left two of you?” he asked when he saw a young woman in an apron.

    The man, a corporal, nodded. “Her first year, Sir. Worked in her parents’ inn her whole life. Brother died, so she’s doing her service so the inn can stay in the family. I think you will be pleased by her cooking.”

    “Well enough, Corporal. Is her tent with the other women?”

    “No, Sir. She’s here with me and the wagon.”

    Kalin shook his head. “Have her set up in women’s country.”

    “Sir, that’s not--”

    “I’ve already been through one misunderstanding. There will not be a misunderstanding on my watch. Understood?”

    The corporal eyed him carefully and said, “Sir, understood, Sir.”

    “Carry on, Corporal.” Kalin nodded once and walked away.

    That night a woman’s voice whispered, “Need to talk, Sir,” from outside his tent, and he wasn’t surprised to find Willow waiting in the shadows.

    He joined her in the darkness and nodded. She said, “Good instinct on the cook, Sir. Corporal Bel’Jerral already had their bedrolls set up together.”

    “Did he violate her?”

    “No, not yet, but he apparently made it clear that it was going to be part of her education on Army life.” Her voice had a burr to it that set Kalin’s neck-hairs on end.

    “She seems a little shy of me, so keep your eyes on her. Any trouble or suspicion of trouble, let me know. And let me handle it.” He wagged a finger at her. “No castrating our cook.”

    “You’re no fun,” she groused, but he could see her teeth through her grin.

    “Good night, Willow.”

    Kalin set the same kind of watches as he had the year before. Archers and Cavalry paired up and spread out. He had enough people that he set two heavy patrols sweeping the area. 

    The mill was a fair distance from their camp, but Kalin still made a point of checking with the miller and his wife. But only once.

    “What do you want?” the man demanded before Kalin had even dismounted.

    “I am in command of this detachment and came over to check on you and make sure you are safe.” He carefully didn’t mention his name. It made people nervous.

    “No matter to me, soldier boy. You just keep them ruffians outa my fields. Bunch last year cost me a hand of bushels with what they trampled.”

    Kalin nodded and replied, “We will make every effort to stay out of your crops, goodman.” With that, he rode away and never looked back. He was afraid of what he might see.

    The season remained calm until after the harvest. Kalin and his people helped bring in the sheaves of wheat and barley. It was a novelty for him. It was old hat to most of his people. They laughed and told stories of their childhoods on their parents’ farms.

    It wasn’t much later that a whistler-arrow screamed through the sky from the north. Kalin had his people out, ready to repulse an attack, when a single wagon rolled down the road with a ridden horse beside it.

    Kalin rode out to meet them. Cavalry Private Bel’Serdal rode alone beside the wagon and addressed Kalin as soon as he was close.

    “Sir, these folks say they want to trade for some grain.”

    Kalin nodded and said, “Very well. Return to your post.” Looking at the old man driving the wagon, he nodded. “Follow me.”

    Kalin led the wagon on the road to the mill. The old man came out again and sneered as Kalin and the wagon stopped.

    The man on the wagon said, “We would like to trade for some grain, if you please.”

    “And why would I trade with you filthy Farindians?” the miller demanded.

    “Won’t you even discuss it?” the younger man on the wagon asked. “We have good furs and home-crafts to offer.” 

    “No.”

    Kalin rode over and looked in the wagon. There were indeed a lot of furs, and the old man turned and flipped them back to reveal a wide variety of carved wooden objects. 

    Looking at the miller he asked, “What do you want for fifty bags of grain?”

    “For them? Hah! A hundred gold crowns.” 

    An assortment of troopers had followed along to see what was happening, and now a towering infantry private stamped forward. 

    “You will address Lieutenant Zel’Andral with respect,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice, “or I’ll teach you some manners.”

    At the mention of Kalin’s name the Farindians became very nervous, but the miller became even more belligerent. 

    “So, you’re that one. Heard about you. You’re not heir yet. Just another spoiled Chosen fop.”

    Now Kalin dismounted and climbed the steps up to the mill porch. “Watch your mouth, old man.”

    “Ha! You don’t dare do anything. All I have to do is complain to the lady about you and you’ll never sit on the throne.”

    Now Kalin smiled, but it was not a pleasant thing to see. “Lady Nera is my mom’s friend. But I don’t need her for this. You will provide me with fifty bags of grain. Army price.”

    “You can’t do that!”

    “Are you refusing to sell to the Army?” Kalin asked with a grin, and the old man went white as milk. It was a serious crime to refuse to sell to the Army. It would cost him his mill. 

    “Army price is one gold crown for twenty-five bags of grain,” he said with obvious effort.

    Kalin nodded, then looked behind him. “I’ll trade fifty bags of grain for the goods you brought. Fair?”

    “Full fair, Prince Lieutenant, Sir,” the old man agreed. 

    Kalin nodded and said, “Just unload the wagon here, then come around to the back.” Looking at the miller he said, “Fifty sacks of grain, and they better be full sacks. Now.”

    Kalin followed the miller while his men helped unload the wagon. Soon, the miller was standing back as a line of infantrymen passed sacks man-to-man and loaded the wagon in minimal time. Less than four spans after they arrived, the two Farindians were traveling north again.

    “What should we do with your stuff, Sir?” an infantryman asked.

    “Stuff?”

    “Yes, Sir. The stuff you bought from that old man?”

    Kalin looked thunderstruck for a moment, then whispered, “Gods Below, I didn’t think of that.”

    His men laughed at him for a moment, then they put the carved goods in the furs, then four men carried each of the furs back to their camp and put them by Kalin’s tent.

    He was standing there staring blankly at his “purchase,” when Willow came to his side. 

    “What are you going to do with all of this, Sir?” she asked and waved a hand at the assortment in front of them.

    Kalin looked bewildered as he said, “I have no idea, Willow. I was angrier at the miller than anything else. I mean, it’s not like I can put it in my room.” He looked at his purchase and shook his head. “The only thing I want to keep is that bear skin. And that will be a gift for Mom and Dad.”

    Willow stepped forward and pulled the fur up. “It’s very soft. They did a good job. I’m sure your parents will love it. But what about the rest?”

    “Want anything?” he asked.

    “We already fell off that cliff, Lieutenant. If you are going to offer it up, offer it to everyone.” Then she smiled impishly and picked up a carved falcon. “But I will take first pick.”

    Kalin laughed, the raised his voice and said, “If anyone wants any of this stuff, you are welcome to it.” He took the bear skin into his tent, then walked to the cook tent and grabbed some bread and kava. 

    The young cook came to his side and asked, “Is there anything you need, Sir?”

    “No. There’s a bunch of stuff outside my tent. Go see if you want any of it.”

    The girl looked frightened and glanced over her shoulder, then bowed and left. Moments later the corporal came out and muttered, “Where did that lazy slut go?”

    “Corporal,” Kalin said in a near growl, “watch your mouth.” The corporal seemed startled when he saw Kalin. “She is following my orders.”

    “Sir, she, um--”

    “Be very careful, corporal, or you may make private again real fast. Understood?”

    “Sir, you see--”

    “I see very well. You have a little power over that young woman and think you can use it to get what you want. Let me disabuse you of that notion. She, like you, are under my command. I am giving you a direct order: leave her alone. Failure to obey that order is punishable by Courts Martial. Do you understand me, Corporal?”

    “S-Sir, yes, Sir.”

    Kalin finished his kava in one gulp and left the tent. He didn’t start chuckling until he was well away.

    It was the next day when Lady Neralan came to their camp. She was escorted directly to Kalin. An infantryman announced her, and Kalin came to his feet, then bowed. “How may I be of service, Lady Nera?”

    “What did you do to old Barton?” she demanded in an exasperated tone. 

    “Who?”

    “Barton Bel’Dertan. The miller,” she said, waving her hand toward the west. “He came to me complaining that you had robbed him.”

    Kalin started sniggering, then chortling, then laughing loudly and slapping his leg. Lady Neralan watched him with a bemused expression on her face until he finally calmed down.

    “Lady Nera,” he gasped, then explained what he’d done. “Those bags of grain may well prevent a raid. Well worth two crowns by my way of thinking.”

    “He’s claiming you gave away Army grain.”

    Kalin shook his head. “Army price, my gold. If feeding those people saves even one of my troopers, it is worth twice the price. Besides, look at this.” He lifted the bear hide. “How much do you think this is worth?”

    She fingered the soft hide and nodded. “Six, maybe seven silver.”

    “They had a whole wagon load of furs and carved items. This is all I kept, and it’s for Mom and Dad.” 

    “Where did the rest go?”

    Kalin shrugged. “I let my troopers have it all except that hide. Lady Nera, those people are just trying to survive. If they can do work like this, I think they deserve to.”

    “Agreed,” she said with a sharp nod. “I have to agree, Kal. How much longer do you think you will be here?”

    “Not long. We were already back at the fort this time last year.”

    “Very well. Love to your parents. And to you, scamp.” She hugged him and headed back to her city. 

    The general arrived three days later. “Any trouble, Lieutenant Zel’Andral?”

    “No, Sir! The only Farindians we saw came to trade.”

    “Yes, we heard about that. Apparently, your father was injured just after he heard about it.”

    Kalin was instantly concerned. “Injured? How bad? Is he all right, Sir?” he demanded, suddenly a little boy again, terrified that something bad happened to his dad.

    “Yes, Lieutenant, he’s fine. As I understand it, he was laughing so hard he fell out of his chair and hit his elbow on the floor.” 

    Kalin was both embarrassed and relieved. “Yes, that sounds like dad.”

    The force picked up Dahral at the city of Milton. He was somber, and Kalin waited until they were alone to ask why. Dahral shook his head sadly. 

    “It was bad, Kal.”

    “Farindians?”

    “No. Evandians. The worst kind of Chosen you can imagine.”

    Kalin sat forward and said, “Tell me.”

    “It started out as a pretty standard assignment.”

    * * *

    “Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, I am leaving you in charge of Milton,” Lord General Zel’Faran said as he faced Dahral.

    Dahral was already stiffly at attention, so he simply answered, “Yes, Sir!”

    The general nodded. “We are leaving young Kenelan Zel’Corval with you as well. His father is an ax man, and that is all he’s taught the boy. See if you can get him up to at least proficient with the sword while you are here.”

    “I will do my best, Sir,” Dahral replied, then bowed. The general returned the bow and walked back to the column while Dahral turned to face his men. 

    “Lieutenant Zel’Corval, take charge of the foot troops and support staff.” He grinned because he had been given a cook sergeant and two privates. “Set camp on the north-west side of the bridge. I will take the mounted troops to the north-east side. All right, people, you all heard me. Cross the bridge and set camp.”

    The troops marched across the bridge with the supply wagon bringing up the rear. Dahral quietly directed his mounted troops to set a long camp and put the picket line between the tents and the river for protection. 

    Dahral crossed the road to where Lieutenant Zel’Corval was shouting orders. He walked up behind the younger man and said, “Lieutenant, a word, if you please.”

    “What!” the lieutenant shouted as he turned around. His face was flushed and he was panting for some reason.

    Dahral suppressed the urge to backhand him off his feet. Instead he said, “Lieutenant Zel’Corval, I thought the orders we received were clear. We are to set a long camp with the men in individual tents to make us appear to be a larger force. Reset your camp to be a long camp.”

    “I am setting camp per the infantry manual, Lieutenant. And watch your tone with me. I am Kenelan Randahl Derval Zel’Corval, Heir of Zel’Corval, and don’t you forget it.”

    Dahral snarled, “You are not heir yet, you insolent pup. Not until you honorably complete your two years. I, however, am Heir by Right of Zel’Fordal, seventeenth in line to the crown of Evandia, and your commanding officer. You will follow the orders you have been given, or your brother will be the heir of Zel’Corval because you will not be eligible to hold your lands. Do I make myself clear, Junior Lieutenant Zel’Corval?”

    Kenelan stood shocked still. No one had ever stood up to him like that. No one had ever been higher in the Chosen hierarchy, yet Dahral Zel’Fordal was. He was a peer of the crown. A member of the highest strata of their society. All he could do was say, “Yes, Sir,” before turning around to start screaming at his infantry and archers to reset their camp. 

    Dahral just shook his head as he walked back across the road. He muttered, “Fool,” as he made his way to his tent. Soon, within the two-span time frame that was commonly demanded, Kenelan stopped outside the tent and loudly reported, “Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, Infantry and Archers’ camp is ready for inspection.”

    Dahral stood and straightened his uniform before walking out to face his subordinate. “Very good, Lieutenant Zel’Corval. Lead on.” The two crossed the road and Dahral saw what he expected: a perfectly ordered long camp.

    “Very good, Lieutenant. Do you know if the cooks have made kava yet?”

    “Sir, yes, Sir.” He paused for a moment before adding, “They are camped around the wagon and didn’t have to reposition with the rest.”

    They went to the cook tent and Dahral led Kenelan to the big urns rather than waiting to be served. “Don’t disturb the cooks if you don’t have to. Makes for late meals,” Dahral explained. “Our men will tolerate a lot, but not late meals.”

    Kenelan growled, “They will tolerate whatever we tell them to tolerate.”

    “No,” Dahral replied softly. “These men, our men, will not. Our men deserve and will receive our respect, from the good Sergeant Kel’Berdan to young Private Del’Estan. Our lives depend on these men. If there is an attack, the safety of Milton and its people will depend on them. There is no one who isn’t vital to our mission. And the mission is everything.”

    “We are Chosen lords,” Kenelan replied softly. 

    “We are lieutenants, just one step more valuable than mules in the eyes of the Army. Our only real value lies in how well we can lead our men in the defense of Evandia. That is all we are here for. Those men may die under our leadership. If that happens, don’t expect a medal. Expect to stand in front of the general to explain why you let his men die. Why you, Lieutenant, allowed men you were sent to lead, die.”

    “But that is what they are here for!” he exclaimed, but he kept his voice soft.

    “No. They are here to kill for Evandia. If they die for Evandia, it is our fault. Our failure. No matter how highly born we are, they matter more than we do.”

    Kenelan glared at Dahral for a moment, then muttered, “What about the prince?”

    Dahral shook his head. “Lieutenant Zel’Andral is no more important than you or I. He’s not even the crown prince yet. He won’t be the Heir by Right until next spring when he has completed his two years. Ask around and you’ll find that the men who were assigned to Kalin before say they served with him, not under him. That is a very important distinction. Kalin Zel’Andral is more highly born than any of us, but he tends his own mount. He sets his own tent. When things go wrong, he fights for his men. When things go right, he gives his men the credit. He understands that these men, these troopers, are Evandia’s real defense.”

    Kenelan muttered, “But I thought--”

    “No. We are shepherds over a pack of wolves. We have to understand that those wolves can turn on us as well as the enemy. It may be as simple as causing a fuss in town. It may be as serious as killing a civilian. Either way, it reflects badly on us. Both of us.” 

    Lieutenant Zel’Corval looked at his kava and stood up. He took one step, then turned around and retrieved his cup, then put it in the wash tub before walking out of the tent. Dahral just smiled.

    The town of Milton was larger than most, and the name was descriptive. Five grist mills and two lumber mills sat on the banks of the Zel’Jevid River with their water-wheels in the current to power their operation. All of the mills were on the south bank, for safety. Still, there was a lot of farmland on the north side of the river, and that concerned Dahral. 

    Milton was large enough, with nearly five thousand souls calling it home, to rate a full Lord Mayor. It was on their second day that Lady Mayor Renalla Zel’Pestar and her council made her appearance.

    “You there!” she shouted at the first officer she saw. “Who is your commanding officer and where can he be found?”

    Dahral looked at her and bowed slightly. “I am Lieutenant Zel’Fordal. I command this force.”

    “You will use a properly respectful tone when you address me!”

    Dahral lifted an eyebrow. “Who are you?” he asked.

    “I am Lady Mayor Renalla Zel’Pestar! Bow when you speak to me!”

    Now Dahral stalked forward. “I am Lieutenant Dahral Zel’Fordal. I was warned about you. Dad said to say hello.”

    The lady went white for an instant, then red as rage twisted her features. “You’re Dahlvan’s boy?!”

    “One of them. The eldest.”

    “You are still just a lieutenant! A nothing. You are--”

    Dahral brought his hand up to tap the pip on his insignia. “I have completed my two years, and am well into my third,” Dahral interrupted. “I am Heir by Right of Zel’Fordal, and seventeenth in line to the throne. It is you, Lady Mayor Zel’Pestar, who will address me with respect, or I will lodge a formal complaint against you.”

    The lady sputtered in outrage, and one of the men stepped in. “You are here to protect us. What preparations have you made? What force do you command? You were to report to us on your arrival, yet here it is, two days later, and nothing!”

    “I am not required to report to you until the third day. I heard about the incident you manufactured against Captain Zel’Ival last year. Now hear me: we are here to protect Milton. That means all of Milton, and not just your estates. We will not be moving to protect just you.”

    “You will do as you are told!” one of the other councilmen shouted.

    “No.”

    “What?!” the lady mayor screamed. “You cannot defy us! We are the Milton City Council! You will obey us or I’ll send a complaint to--” she fumbled to a stop as she realized who she was really talking to. He was a Peer. 

    Dahral grinned. “You may have grown up with my dad, but that doesn’t give you any influence with him. And if you’re thinking of complaining to the king, go ahead. Dad and King Ordan are close friends. His reaction should be amusing.”

    The lady mayor finally screamed in rage and stamped away, her council following her.

    Dahral sensed a presence behind him and turned to find his Cavalry sergeant behind him. “She’s the one who tried to get the captain busted, Sir?”

    “None of that, Fel’Bentar. Dad and King Ordan didn’t let it go anywhere. Kal and I both provided letters of support.”

    The sergeant was glaring at the council as they walked away. “What’s her problem with us? We’re here to protect her city.”

    “Well, there are two answers to that. One: this isn’t her city. She’s just lady mayor. Two, and the biggest: she thought she was going to be my mom.”

    “What?” the sergeant blurted. “Begging your pardon, Lieutenant, but what do you mean?”

    “She grew up in the town of Fort Zel’Iftar. Dad was an Army brat, like us. She decided that she was going to marry dad and become a peer and be in line for the throne. Dad says she’s a tramp. He married mom in a simple ceremony that wasn’t announced.” He grinned at the sergeant. “When their marriage was finally announced, her father challenged dad.”

    “Bad choice,” the sergeant murmured then chuckled.

    “Very bad. Dad was too young, so Grandpa Andalin stepped in.”

    “Lord General Andalin Zel’Fordal?” the sergeant asked in a reverent tone.

    Dahral chuckled now. “Yep. I understand it ended quickly when grandpa cut her father’s sword-hand off. He lived, but the whole family was disgraced.”

    “So how did she get to be Lady Mayor here, Sir?”

    “Young woman, old man,” Dahral explained with a shrug. “She has a stepson who is older than her. Milton belongs to the Zel’Fordan family. Her husband was a cousin serving as Lord Mayor, so when he died she petitioned to be allowed to take over. Dad told Lord Zel’Fordan that it was a mistake but--” He held his hands up flat at shoulder level. 

    “Understood, Sir. Fortunate that you were left here.”

    Dahral chuckled. “I think I am her punishment for trying to get Dennin Zel’Ival expelled from the Army. She can’t pull that stuff with me.”

    The sergeant grinned and slapped Dahral’s shoulder before walking away.

    After the first ten days, Dahral started sword training. His first, and most reluctant student, was Kenelan Zel’Corval. “Enter the circle, Lieutenant.”

    Kenelan entered the practice circle with a practice battle-ax in his hands. Dahral shook his head and murmured, “Swords, Lieutenant.”

    Kenelan’s natural cockiness made him sneer and say, “Real men use real weapons.”

    Dahral just sighed and bowed. Kenelan didn’t. One of the troopers counted, “Three, two, one, begin!”

    Dahral struck like a rattlesnake, smacking Kenelan’s arms repeatedly until the boy dropped his weapon and backed out of the circle. 

    “Foul! You can’t intentionally strike the arms and hands!” Kenelan cried as he cradled his injured arms against his body. 

    Dahral nodded. “In tournament sparring, under tournament rules, you are correct. This is combat training. In combat, there are no rules. There is what works, and what leaves you dead. Rack your ax. You have four days to recover before we continue your education.” 

    Kenelan tried, but his hands wouldn’t work. One of the youngest infantrymen came forward and picked up the ax, murmuring, “Come with me, Sir,” as he led his young lieutenant away.

    “I think you really made him mad when you didn’t bow, Sir,” the private said as he led his lieutenant to his tent.

    “Zel’Corval bows to no one.”

    “Begging your pardon, Sir, but you’re in the Army now. Everyone bows to someone. In the circle, it doesn’t matter who your opponent is, you bow. Lieutenant Zel’Fordal even bows to me. It’s just how it is, Sir.” They entered the tent and the private had Kenelan sit on his cot. “Let me take a look at your arm, Sir.”

    Kenelan allowed the boy to unlace the sleeves of his tunic and roll them back. “Looks like you’re just bruised, Sir. Mom is a Healer. Not like the Healer Adepts. Just stuff like this.” He poured some water in the basin and wrapped cold cloths around the bruises. “The cold will help.”

    “What is your name?” Kenelan asked tentatively.

    “Casen Del’Newvan, Sir.”

    “Thank you, Casen.”

    “You are welcome, Sir.” With that he left Kenelan to consider what he’d said. What everyone had said. It was a lot to consider.

    After the first round of training, even Dahral needed some relief. “Oh, Gods Below, my arms ache,” he muttered as he sat with Kenelan at the wobbly little “Officers’ Table” in the mess tent. 

    “We all hurt, Sir,” Kenelan muttered. 

    “Do we have any of that heating salve in our supplies?” Dahral asked as he sipped his kava.

    “Not that I know of.”

    “Gods Below,” Dahral muttered again. “Do you feel like joining me on a ride through town? I remember seeing the sign for an herbalist as we came in. He must have some. Or can make some.”

    Kenelan nodded. “I’ll have our horses saddled.”

    “We saddle our own horses. Remember?”

    Kenelan nodded, then muttered, “I don’t think I can lift my saddle.”

    Dahral nodded, then gulped down the last of his kava. “Let’s go,” was all he said as he stood. Kenelan was right beside him. 

    They worked together to saddle Kenelan’s horse, then Dahral’s. Much to his chagrin, Dahral actually needed Kenelan’s help. They rode together across the bridge and into town. 

    Milton was a nice, orderly town. Cobblestone streets ran through to the center of town. The houses were primarily wood over stone, with cedar shingle roofs. Thatch was only to be seen on outbuildings. 

    At the cottage with the Herbalist’s sign, they both dismounted and tied their horses. They walked through the gate and through a garden of herbs and flowers to the door. Dahral didn’t get a chance to knock before it opened.

    “Has there been trouble?” a handsome woman in her middle years asked.

    Dahral smiled. “No, good madam. Are you the herbalist?”

    “I am.”

    Dahral bowed. “We are seeking heating salve. I’m afraid I got too ambitious with our training.”

    The woman nodded. “I have six jars. Is that enough?”

    “How large are the jars?” Kenelan asked.

    She turned away and returned with a medium-sized jar. “Will this do, young lord?”

    Dahral nodded and asked, “How much for all six?”

    “Six gold crowns.”

    “Six!” Kenelan sputtered. “That’s--”

    Dahral held up his hand, but winced when he did. “It’s all right, Lieutenant Zel’Corval. I’ll pay that. When will you be able to provide us more. There are a hundred of us.”

    “It will take several days, Lord. Amarissan might have more on hand.”

    “Who?”

    “She has a cottage on the far end of town. The shutters haven’t been repainted in a long time, but they have the remnants of herbs on them.” She pointed up the road and Dahral nodded. 

    “Do you have something we can carry these in?” Kenelan asked. 

    The herbalist looked at him, then turned away for a moment. When she turned back she had a woven straw basket in her hands. She handed it over without a word and Dahral placed all six jars in it. 

    Dahral bowed to the herbalist, as did Kenelan a moment later, then they returned to their horses. Dahral hooked the handles of the basket on his saddle-horn, then mounted. A glance at the cabin showed no sign of the woman.

    “That was rude,” Kenelan complained.

    “Lady Renalla’s influence,” Dahral replied. “She doesn’t like us, so her people don’t like us.”

    “It isn’t right.”

    The ride turned out to be all the way across town and then some. Dahral finally pointed at a ramshackle little cottage and said, “That looks like it.”

    The little house was run-down and shabby. Weeds grew in the yard rather than the usual garden. Dahral led the way through a gate that almost came off in his hand and up to the house. He knocked on the door, and was about to knock a second time when it finally opened.

    “How may I be of service, lords?” a woman asked, though she kept back from the door and turned half away from the men. 

    “We are seeking heating ointment,” Dahral replied. “The herbalist on the other side of town said you might have some.” 

    The woman bobbed in what might be called a bow and turned away. When she returned, she had four jars in her hands that were identical to the ones they had already purchased. “I have but four, Lord.” She still kept her face down, not looking at them. 

    “That will do. What price have you placed on them?”

    “Five silver crowns each, Lord.”

    Kenelan blurted, “That’s half what the herbalist asked!”

    “Melana is my cousin. She buys from me out of pity, then sells to others.”

    “Pity?” Kenelan asked, and the woman finally looked up. The left side of her face was beautiful, but there was a puckered burn scar running down the right side. “Lady, what happened?” he asked as he took a step back.

    “My husband was jealous because men smiled at me, so he drew a red-hot poker down my face.”

    “Where is he?” Kenelan asked in a low, angry tone. 

    “Dead. When my brother saw what my husband had done, he ran the same poker through his chest. Then the magistrate had my brother beheaded as a murderer.”

    Dahral sighed and said, “We would like all four jars,” and laid two gold crowns on the rail. He picked up the jars and put them in the sack with the others. As he turned he saw Kenelan put two more crowns beside the others.

    “Lord?” the woman asked in a bewildered tone. 

    “We paid your cousin a crown each. I’ll not cheat you of your just due.”

    The woman caught her breath in what sounded like a sob, then picked up the coins and went into her house.

    Dahral led the way back to their horses. “That was a noble thing to do, Ken.”

    They rode back to camp in silence.

    Two days later the salve had done its job, and all but one jar was empty. “Dahral, I want to take the jars back to her. Save her from having to buy more.”

    “Got to you, didn’t she?”

    Kenelan nodded and sighed. “I can’t stop thinking about her. What her husband did.”

    “It bothers you that much?”

    Again, Kenelan nodded. “How could he do that to his wife?”

    Now it was Dahral’s turn to sigh. “I saw this at my dad’s forts sometimes. Some men consider their wives to be property. She was actually pretty lucky. In a lot of instances like that the wife ends up dead.”

    “Will you go with me?”

    Dahral nodded and put down his quill and closed his ink. “Any excuse to get out of writing reports is a good excuse to get out of writing reports.” They both laughed, then went and got their horses.

    They had almost reached Amarissan’s cottage when they heard a man shout, “I’ll kill you, hag!” then there was a woman’s scream.

    Kenelan kicked his horse into a gallop, and Dahral was only a length behind him.

    They could both see a man in Amarissan’s yard standing over someone. They had just reached the gate when he kicked and there was another scream. Kenelan was out of his saddle and over the gate in a moment. He ran full speed into the man, knocking him away from Amarissan. The man started to get up, but Kenelan was on him in an instant. 

    He never saw the knife, just felt it slam into his chest.

    Dahral had stopped to check Amarissan, but bounded to his feet when Kenelan fell. The man turned toward him with the bloody knife in his hand, and Dahral drove his sword through his mouth, severing his brain-stem. Then he fell to his knees beside Kenelan.

    “Is she all right?” he asked.

    “Yes. Ken, I don’t--” He stopped speaking when Kenelan went limp and stopped breathing.

    “You there! Stand and surrender! You’re under arrest for murder!”

    Dahral rose to his feet and snapped, “That fool killed a Chosen Lord.”

    Two men came forward with swords in their hands. “The Magistrate don’t care about that soldier-boy. He’ll behead you--”

    Dahral’s sword blurred as he disarmed both of the men. “We arrived to find that man attacking the lady. When Lieutenant Zel’Corval interfered, he stabbed him. When he turned on me, I fed him my sword.” He turned and looked at Amarissan. “Are you all right?”

    “I am. He was my brother-in-law. He comes by sometimes and--takes what he wants. Now the Magistrate will make my life even more miserable.”

    “Why?”

    “He’s my other brother-in-law.”

    Dahral focused on the two men who had attacked him and snarled. “Pick that piece of shit up and take me to the magistrate.”

    It was a long walk to the center of the city. A crowd was building around them, and Dahral wasn’t surprised to see Lady Mayor Zel’Pestar on the porch of the city hall. One of the men with her shouted, “Maral!” and ran down to embrace the dead man. 

    The magistrate looked at Dahral and shouted, “You are condemned! You murdered my brother!”

    “Lieutenant Zel’Fordal, you’ve gone too far!” the Lady mayor screamed. “Seize him!”

    Ten men started toward Dahral, but froze in their tracks when the entire Army detachment forced their way into the city square. 

    Dahral raised his voice and said, “This man murdered Lieutenant Kenelan Randahl Derval Zel’Corval, Heir Presumptive of Zel’Corval. As is my right, under the Code of the Chosen, I condemned and executed him.”

    “You won’t get away with this!” the man beside the mayor shouted.

    While everyone’s attention was on the mayor and her council, the magistrate grabbed a knife and rushed toward Dahral’s back. Ten arrows hit him before he’d taken six steps. The mayor and council stood shocked still. Dahral looked around, then focused on Lady Renalla.

    “Your little power games are over. My report of this incident will include a message to Uncle Severan suggesting that you be replaced.”

    “Uncle Severan!?”

    Dahral smiled evilly. “Lord Severan Zel’Fordan married my Aunt Jerrisa. Dad’s little sister. You remember her, don’t you? She certainly remembers you. And not fondly.”

    Lady Renalla was shaking her head as if to deny Dahral’s assertion, but soon turned and fled. No one followed her. 

    Dahral looked at the rest of the councilors and said, “Have your people clean up this mess.” Then he turned and walked away, through his men, who turned and formed ranks behind him. 

    At their camp, he was puzzled to see his horse and Kenelan’s as well. Soldiers pointed toward the mess tent and he found Amarissan sitting quietly, being kept company by the young cook. She looked up when he entered, and quickly stood.

    “Lord Lieutenant--” she began, but Dahral shook his head. 

    “You needn’t be formal here. You told my men what happened, didn’t you?”

    Amarissan nodded. “I had to. The magistrate--”

    “He’s dead,” Dahral interrupted. “You have nothing to fear from him anymore.”

    “Dead? But the mayor--”

    “I doubt you’ll hear anything from her again either.” Amarissan looked bewildered, so he explained who owned Milton. 

    “How can this be? My husband’s family was so powerful.” 

    “Who is left?” Dahral asked.

    “The Zel’Keravis family was just the boys and their wives. Lissandis and Marindan didn’t have things much easier than I did. Except for--” She brought her hand up and touched her scar. She whispered, “They told me that their husbands beat them.”

    “Not anymore,” Dahral murmured. “You know, I don’t think I heard your family name until now.”

    She looked at her lap and whispered, “It is no longer mine. After my brother killed my husband, the magistrate stripped me of the family name. I was nameless until my uncle returned Zel’Devran to me. The magistrate couldn’t stop that.” She was silent for a moment, then asked, “Why did you come to my house today?”

    “Kenelan wanted to return the empty jars to save you having to buy more.”

    “The boy? The other officer?” she asked. “Why did he care?”

    Dahral was silent for a moment, then said, “Kenelan Randahl Derval Zel’Corval was a spoiled boy from a powerful family who never saw anyone like you. Someone helpless. He wanted to help you.” He smiled and shook his head. “Ken was outraged over what had been done to you. And I think he was a bit infatuated with you as well.”

    Amarissan sobbed once, then shook her head. “Not like I am. Not with this.” She touched her scar again. 

    “Yes, with that. I don’t know what he saw, but that scar didn’t repel him.” He looked up and saw Sergeant Fel’Caras and waved him over. “The sergeant will see you safely home, and retrieve Ken’s body.” She didn’t look up as the sergeant escorted her out of the tent.

    * * *

    Dahral looked at Kalin and shook his head. “I sent a note to Uncle Severan about the whole mess. I already got a reply. Renalla has been replaced by my cousin Dahrvan. Her council has been dismissed with a suggestion that they get off Zel’Fordan’s lands.”

    “What about Amarissan?” Kalin asked, looking closely at his friend. 

    Dahral had a self-satisfied grin on his face as he explained. “She has moved in with her sisters-in-law. Uncle Severan can’t give her the Zel’Keravis name, but, since her owns everything, he gave the women the estate so no relatives of the men can kick them out.” 

    The force returned to Fort Zel’Hardan after the first snow. They were late returning. Then it was back to the normal endless loop of training. 

    Spring arrived, and with it new recruits. Kalin and Dahral watched them arrive. Major Zel’Carvan did as well. “It’s a shame to lose you, Dahral.”

    Dahral blushed and ducked his head as he mumbled, “Just going across the fort, Sir.”

    The major chuckled. “Yes, and it’ll do the 16th Cavalry good to have you with them.”

    Kalin nodded. “Better hurry, Dahral. They just took the puppies in to meet the general.” Dahral hurried his steps across the fort so he would be with the newly-promoted Major Zel’Ival when their fresh young lieutenant arrived.

    “Here we are,” the major murmured as a young man strode across the fort, leading his horse. 

    The young lieutenant snapped to attention and said, “Sirs, Chartan Zel’Bestan, Lieutenant, reporting as ordered, Sirs!”
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