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    Chapter 1

    STAVIN KEL'ANISTON SNEEZED MIGHTILY AS HE sorted through the old scrolls and books in the Kavinston Archive. Whatever he might be during the season when the young warriors went to the low lands as caravan guards, Warleader Sixth of Kel'Kavin, Friend of Evandia, or recipient of dragon-scale armor from the dragon on the mountain, during the winter he was Apprentice Scribe Stavin, and his main duty was finding scrolls for his wife, Sharindis, or their master. He found the scroll he was searching for and carefully made his way out of the archive’s storage room. He spent a few moments brushing off the worst of the dust before going to deliver the scroll to his wife.

    Sharindis was at her sun-lit table in the corner of the Archive’s office, using her new crystal to help her read and copy an old scroll. She heard the door open and looked toward it, smiling at the dim shadow of her husband. "Did you find it?" she asked. 

    "Yes, and it's in good shape," he replied, unrolling the scroll and reading a bit of it. "There's hardly any fading at all." 

    "That's good. Even with my new crystal, I can barely make out most of this one," she said, gesturing toward the ancient scroll on her brightly lit desk. 

    "Then why don't you trade with me? I'll take over copying that one and you can start on this one," Stavin suggested. He looked at the manuscript she had been copying and shook his head. Even with good eyesight, he could barely make out parts of it. 

    Shari leaned over and kissed him, and the quick peck she had intended turned into something longer and much more intense. "Thank you." She sighed. "My eyes were starting to hurt." 

    Stavin chuckled and carefully removed the manuscript from her table, then her copy. He replaced them with the other manuscript and a fresh, blank scroll. "There you are. Now, if Master Kel'Zorgan doesn't send me looking for something else, I might get some of it done before--"

    "Ah, Stavin, there you are," Master Kel'Zorgan said from the doorway. "Did you find the treaty scroll?"

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered. 

    "Good. What shape is it in?"

    "Better than most, Sir," Stavin answered. 

    The old Master Scribe hummed for a moment. "Give it to Shari, and you take over that one. I can barely read that mess." 

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin replied, not bothering to tell their master that they had already done what he'd just ordered. 

    "Very good. Carry on, now. I have a class waiting for their history lesson." He bustled off while Stavin and Shari went back to work. 

    As Stavin worked, he let his mind wander back a year. He'd climbed the mountain in order to prove himself to Dorvina Kel'Carin so she would consent to marry him. He'd refused to run away from the magically induced fear that the dragon used to keep intruders away, and the dragon had rewarded his bravery with golden armor made from its own scales. He'd come down the mountain a changed man in more ways than just the golden dragon-scale armor. Events had conspired to deny him Dorvina anyway, and he reflected that was probably the best thing that had ever happened to him. 

    Though Sharindis could barely see, she was a scribe, like he wanted to be. They were well-matched in most things, even if she was two hands taller. That didn't matter to either of them. Their minds and temperaments matched, and that's what really counted. 

    Stavin stifled a chuckle as he thought of how things had worked out. Dorvina had wanted to marry Harner Kel'Chamlin, but he'd proven himself to be less of a man than she had hoped. In the end she rejected Harner, and accepted Darak Kel'Markat instead. Stavin had become friends with Darak, and the look of misery in his friend's eyes lately made it clear that Dorvina was not the ideal mate he'd thought she would be. 

    Stavin and Shari spent their time in the archive or at home together, enjoying one another's company as they read or studied. They had both been loners for a long time before they found each other, and they found being married to be so much more than either of them had dreamed. 

    Several days later, they were relaxing in bed on their rest day. Shari traced circles on Stavin's bare chest with her fingers. "You know, Stavin, the Gods Above must like me." 

    "They have reason to, but what makes you say that now?" Stavin asked. 

    "They gave me you," she replied, laying her cheek against his chest. 

    Stavin chuckled. "They must love me, then."

    Shari wrapped an arm across his stomach and squeezed. "I love you."

    "I love you, too. How are you feeling?" 

    "I don't have morning sickness anymore, thank the Gods Above." Then she chuckled and asked. "Why?" 

    Stavin slid down so he could kiss her. His world was complete, so long as he had her. The long years of fighting to be accepted as a man had come to an end after the first night of their marriage, and he’d been accepted by the people of Kavinston as well. For the most part, at least. 

    There was still some jealousy of his accomplishments during his first expedition. I should have expected that. After all, he'd earned well over fifteen thousand gold crowns. Well, it had been given to him because of the King of Evandia's favor, but it was his by right. He'd also killed thirty men in combat and become the first man in the history of Kel'Kavin to earn an officer's star on his first expedition to the low lands. What most of the jealous people seemed to forget was that every one of those men had been trying to kill him as well, and most of them had been half again his size. He had proof at last that even though he hadn't grown a finger's width since he'd had that fever when he was ten, he was a true warrior.

    There had also been one last incident early in the winter between Stavin and his childhood tormenters. That incident had left him with a new form of amusement during his hours training with the rest of the young warriors.

     



    Chapter 2

    HARNER KEL'CHAMLIN WAS IN A STUNNED funk for weeks after his petition of marriage had been rejected by Dorvina Kel'Carin. He spent his empty hours reviewing everything, going over it in his mind again and again. He knew, in spite of what Elder Kel'Carin and the others had said, that Stavin the Runt hadn't made a single kill. He knew it. The Runt had somehow forced Barvil to say he'd made those kills, and Barvil had taken care of the others. It had to be that way. 

    He knew that Barvil had to have been the one who'd turned Dorvina against him as well. She was an obedient daughter, and would do as her father commanded. It was one of the things he loved most about her. She would obey her husband just as she obeyed her father. 

    It was the Runt who had ruined his life. It had always been the Runt, especially when he had been bigger than Harner, back before he'd stopped growing. As soon as he was the bigger boy, he'd shown the Runt how tough he was. He and his friends had beaten the Runt bloody, stripped him to the skin, and thrown him in a snowdrift.

    Now, it was time for another lesson for the Runt. 

    Harner and his friends, Jallav, Lanik, and Heral, met after their mandatory practice day with the Warmaster and made their plan. "He'll run away like the coward we all know he is, and that'll show everyone that I'm right about him." Harner laughed. 

    Jallav asked, "Harner, are you sure about this? I mean, what if he doesn't run?"

    "He always runs," Harner snapped as he glared at his friend. "He's a coward. He won't face me." 

    The next day, Harner and his friends were waiting for Stavin as he walked past after his day of practice, and announced their presence by striking him in the back and sending him sprawling in the slushy street. Stavin came up immediately, crouching as his hands flexed around a weapon he didn't have. 

    "Wah, wah, Runt. Run, crying, home to your mama," Harner taunted. 

    Stavin's lip curled in contempt as he brushed himself off. "Haven't you got anything better to do, Harner?" he asked, ignoring the rest. 

    "You need a lesson, Runt," Jallav snarled as he took a menacing step toward Stavin. 

    Stavin laughed. "Are you going to teach me?" he asked. "You stayed home instead of joining the expedition. What lesson are you going to teach me?"

    "You better run, Runt," Heral said, taking a step forward, but Stavin's laughter stopped him in his tracks.

    "What are you laughing at, Runt?" Harner demanded. 

    "You. The four of you. Do you think you can take me with just four men? Am I so fearsome that--?"

    "What's the meaning of this?" a voice demanded.

    All five youths turned to find Elders Kel'Landis and Kel'Narin standing in the street. 

    "We were just--" Lanik began, but was silenced. 

    "You were just about to attack Warleader Sixth Kel'Aniston, and not one of you with so much as a single stripe to your name!" Elder Kel'Narin shouted. "You four are charged with assaulting and threatening a Warleader, and don't think you'll get off easy just because you're my nephew, Lanik."

    "But he's--"

    "Silence!" the two Elders shouted together as they advanced on the four suddenly quiet young men and grabbed them by their collars. 

    "The Runt--" Harner began. 

    A stinging slap and a shout of "I said silence!" from Elder Kel'Narin closed his mouth and sent a shiver of fear through his beefy frame. Elders seldom got physical, and the two hollowed stars on his shoulder would have made Harner obey anyway. 

    The boys sulked as the Elders marched the four of them into the Council Chamber and forced them to stand in the center of the room while the rest of the council was sent for. Soon Chief Elder Kel'Davin, Warmaster Kel'Horval, and Elder Kel'Kaffrey arrived and the Council was convened. Because of the seriousness of the charges against the youngsters, Chief Elder Kel'Davin ordered the door closed and barred. Then he turned to Elder Kel'Narin and nodded. 

    Elder Kel'Narin stood and looked at the young men. "Harner Kel'Chamlin, Jallav Kel'Corkal, Lanik Kel'Narin, Heral Kel'Vardal," he began, looking each young man in the eye as he spoke his name, "you are charged with insubordination and assault against Warleader Sixth Stavin Kel'Aniston."

    "He's the troublemaker," Harner snapped.

    Lanik agreed. "He's always acting like he's--"

    "Be silent!" Elder Kel'Kaffrey snapped. 

    Elder Kel'Narin nodded deeply to Elder Kel'Kaffrey before continuing. "Elder Kel'Landis and I witnessed most of the altercation. What you did is not in question." 

    Harner stepped forward with his hands balled into fists at his side. "He's the troublemaker. He's always acting like he's special, like he's better than me. He's not! He's just a little runt who should have been killed when he was born!" 

    Mikal Kel'Kaffrey stood and looked at the boy. "It's strange." He looked at his fingernails. "You have never managed to get along with Stavin, and it's time for us to know what it is you have against him." 

    "He was always pushing me around," Harner groused. "He used to push all of us around because he's from a higher ranking family."

    "Yeah, and he was bigger than any of us," Lanik agreed. 

    "So you claim that Stavin was a bully before, so you have a right to bully him now?" Warmaster Kel'Horval said as he considered the boys.

    "He started it," Jallav said in a sulky tone.

    Elder Kel'Kaffrey sighed. "It's been six years and Stavin has not only made his first expedition, which two of you have not, he's earned his first star. That is something you four must honor, no matter what has happened between you before. Stavin is a Warleader."

    "But he's small! He's weak," Lanik said loudly.

    Harner snapped, "Yeah, he's a runt! He shouldn't have been allowed to live." 

    Elder Kel'Kaffrey shook his head. "Stavin was a normal boy, growing at a normal pace until he took a fever. If I remember correctly, he was about ten years old. He wasn't a deformed baby that it would have been cruel to keep alive. But, given his accomplishments, that is irrelevant."

    "But he's small!" Heral said, stepping up beside Harner. "He's a runt, and the runt of the litter has to be killed so it doesn't breed and weaken the line." 

    Now Jallav stepped up and nodded. "He's a coward, too. He's afraid to fight." 

    "Enough of this," Chief Elder Kel'Davin said as he rubbed his forehead. "Summon Warleader Kel'Aniston and we'll hear his side of this as well. It should have been stopped years ago, but we had hoped you boys would eventually grow up." 

    Warmaster Kel'Horval stood and walked to the door, unlatching it and speaking to someone outside, then turned back to the council. He said, "Several boys have gone to fetch him," as he leaned against the door. It was just a few moments later that there was a knock at the door and he opened it again. 

    "Stavin, face the Council," he commanded.

    Stavin quickly moved to the center of the Council Chamber and snapped to attention. 

    "Warleader Sixth Stavin Kel'Aniston reporting to the Council of Elders as ordered, Sirs!"

    Chief Elder Kel'Davin waited until Charvil had returned to his seat before speaking. "Warleader Kel'Aniston, earlier today you were attacked by these four young men. They have claimed that you brought on the incident by being a troublemaker and that you are a coward. Have you anything to say?"

    Stavin's face darkened with anger when the Chief Elder called him a coward, and he flexed his hands around nothing for a moment before speaking. "Sir, I am not a coward. I believe I have proven that." His voice was soft, but the anger in it was clear for all of the Elders to hear. 

    "You're a coward, Runt!" Harner shouted, stepping out to face Stavin. "You never stand your ground and fight. You always run away." 

    Stavin laughed and took a step back from Harner, grinning widely. He asked, "You think I'm a coward because I run away from four bullies who are each half again my size?" 

    "Yeah, a coward," Jallav said as he stepped toward Stavin. 

    Stavin looked Jallav in the eye and grinned. "What am I supposed to do, fight impossible odds and let the four of you beat and strip me again?"

    "You're always acting like you're better than us, but you're just a stinking coward," Lanik snapped. 

    Stavin shook his head. "I am better than you, Lanik. I always have been. You've never beaten me in the circle. None of you have," he said in a nearly normal voice as he looked at the other boys. "I'd have been a bigger fool than you not to run away from the four of you. That's why I thought you were so funny today. It's always been the four of you against me. None of you has ever tried to face me one-on-one."

    Harner stepped forward with his fists raised and shouted, "You need a lesson, Runt!"

    But the Warmaster's bellow stopped him in his tracks. 

    "Harner! Stand at attention!" 

    Chief Elder Kel'Davin stood and the other Elders stood with him. "Harner Kel'Chamlin, Lanik Kel'Narin, Heral Kel'Vardal, and Jallav Kel'Corkal," he began, saying each name slowly, with a slight pause between each, "you stand convicted by your own words of insubordination and assault against Warleader Kel'Aniston. If you were truly men, we would be sentencing you to five lashes each for these breaches of discipline. However, you are not men. You are nothing but bully-boys who have never faced a real warrior." 

    The Chief Elder turned his attention to Stavin. "Warleader, we regret this incident, and ask your understanding concerning these boys and their punishment." 

    Stavin bowed slightly before answering. "They are boys, not men. Let them be punished as boys." 

    Chief Elder Kel'Davin nodded and turned to his left. "Warmaster, these four are yours to punish as you see fit. But don't disable them. All four of them will be going to the low lands in the spring, hopefully to learn the difference between themselves and real warriors." 

    The Warmaster smiled thinly as he looked at the boys. "Since the four of you enjoy four-on-one combat so much, that shall be your punishment. I have to wonder, though, how much you'll enjoy being the one facing four?" 


    Chapter 3

    STAVIN SPENT MOST OF THE WINTER working on projects for Master Scribe Kel'Zorgan, and the ancient Book of Inatat when he could. The book was as old as he had first thought, and perhaps even older. Once he and Shari had mastered the differences in the ancient glyphs, he copied the book while Shari wrote down the translation. 

    The Book of Inatat was a history of the ancient Kingdom of Vaskan in what was present day Coravia. The scribes of that time detailed the happenings during the reign of Inatat, son of Cortat, Sixteenth King of Vaskan. It had started out gruesomely enough, with twenty servants being cremated alive inside King Cortat's pyre. Vaskan was not a kind kingdom. Inatat had ruled for a long time, and they had barely covered the first ten years as the winter passed. Even so, they had copied nearly a hundred pages of the book already and translated it into the common script. 

    The Council of Elders kept the training grounds open through the winter and all of the young men were required to spend every third day at practice, apprentice scribe or not. Stavin traded his training day with another warrior so he could watch Harner and the rest as they "practiced" four-on-one combat against the fourth and fifth-year warriors on practice days. 

    Against all custom and expectation, Stavin refused, very respectfully of course, when Warmaster Kel'Horval tried to finally start him on sword instruction. As a substitute, he asked for advanced knife-fighting instructions and found himself facing Elder Mikal Kel'Kaffrey.

    "Charvil tells me that you want to learn knife-fighting instead of the sword, Stavin. Why is that?" Mikal asked when they began their first lesson.

    "I'm finally facing the truth, Sir: I can't handle a full-size sword. No matter how hard I've tried, I just don't have the upper body strength. I've learned to accept that. However, I also learned the hard way that knife-fighting isn't as easy as it looks. Kahn taught me enough to keep me from getting stabbed with my own knife again like I did last year, but I need a backup for my Tongue, Sir," Stavin answered.

    Elder Kel'Kaffrey nodded slowly. "Very well. First, take off your plate armor. Your mail will protect you, but I want you to know you can still be hurt if you let me get through. It'll help keep your mind on what you're doing." Mikal started slow, using sticks in place of knives. Stavin started bringing home bruises because Mikal was every bit as skilled a master with knives as Charvil was with a sword.

    It took most of the winter for Stavin to master the knife, but Mikal wasn't through with him. "Now two knives," was all he said when Stavin had managed to land his tenth blow against Mikal's armored torso. Stavin's light build and lightning-quick reflexes gave him an advantage with knives, and it only took him another moon to become as proficient with two knives as he was with one.

    As Warmaster, it was still Charvil's duty to test Stavin's skill before allowing him out into the world. Stavin reported to the circle in the training ground in full armor as instructed. The Warmaster walked out in his full armor with a Dragon's Tongue in his hand and joined Stavin in the circle.

    "Varik, come take Stavin's Dragon's Tongue," he commanded and smiled as his youngest child ran forward to do his bidding.

    "Sir?" Stavin asked, tilting his head to the side.

    "You'll use this one, Stavin. I don't want to face those blades. This is a real test, not practice. You'll face me with Dragon's Tongue and knife against my sword and knife. The blades of this 'Tongue are dull, as is my sword, but they are otherwise unchanged. We fight till one of us lands three blows. Mikal, call the count."

    Stavin hefted the practice Dragon's Tongue and grimaced. The haft was longer than his personal weapon, being based on an oak quarterstaff that was matched to a normal-sized man. It was heavier as well. The spear-points that tipped each end were soft iron, not even steel, and dragged at his hands. Still, he'd learned to fight with one of these Dragon's Tongues long before the dragon on the mountain had granted him his armor and weapon made from its own scales.

    Elder Kel'Kaffrey began counting loudly backwards. "Three, two, one, begin!" Then he stepped back and smiled in anticipation of his student proving that he'd learned his lessons well.

    Stavin attacked, but Charvil was ready for him and blocked the blow, then caught the return strike from Stavin's top blade. Stavin didn't stop moving and his next strike rang off Charvil's back plate just as Charvil's sword skimmed a hair's-breadth away from Stavin's arm. Stavin took advantage of the opening and struck Charvil a hard blow in the chest. If the Dragon's Tongue hadn't been dull, it would have been a killing blow.

    Charvil roared and attacked, but Stavin was still moving and ducked in close to strike Charvil on the back of the knee, and used the rebound from that blow to strike his shoulder.

    Charvil's free hand clamped down on Stavin's shoulder, but a sudden sharp blow to his underarm made him let go and jump back. Stavin had a knife in his left hand and the Dragon's Tongue in his right.

    Stavin feinted high with his Dragon's Tongue but attacked low with his knife. Charvil met the attack easily and moved to overpower Stavin, only to trip on the haft of the Dragon's Tongue that Stavin had jammed between his legs. As Charvil started to fall the knife in Stavin's hand struck his throat, sliding lightly across his mail.

    Charvil hit the ground on his back and stayed where he was, staring up at Stavin in shock. "Barvil wasn't exaggerating, was he?" he asked as he caught his breath.

    "Sir?" Stavin asked as he leaned on his Dragon's Tongue, wondering what Barvil had been saying about him.

    "Never mind, Stavin. That was three killing blows for you, two with your knife. I don't think I've been this badly overmatched in all my years as Warmaster. I didn't even land one blow."

    Stavin panted as he leaned on his Dragon's Tongue and grinned. "Blame Kahn. Or thank him. Last year I learned that even with my armor on I can get hurt if I get hit, so I concentrate a lot of effort on not getting hit," Stavin said as he offered his father-in-law a hand up. "Elder Kel'Kaffrey reinforced those lessons through the winter."

    "I should have believed Kahn when he said you're as fast as a rattlesnake. Varik!" he suddenly snapped and Stavin looked over to see his little brother-in-law in a fighting pose with the golden Dragon's Tongue in his hands. "Return Stavin's weapon," Charvil commanded and Varik quickly did as he was told.

    "It isn't a toy, Varik," Stavin said as he put his weapon at rest. "Even light, accidental contact with these blades can take off someone's hand." The fact that he had to look slightly up at the twelve-year-old didn't matter in the least to either of them.

    "Yes, Stavin," Varik answered, then he blushed because his voice chose that moment to slip back into a soprano.

    Stavin smiled as he fought not to laugh. "My fifth season and your first season will coincide. If we are sent out together, I may let you try using it for real."

    "Really!?"

    "If we are together," Stavin answered, confident that he had just arranged to pay back Kahndar for all the help he'd given him. Though no member of the veteran's contingent would ever admit it, everyone knew that such arrangements were always made.

    Charvil patted Stavin's shoulder. "On your way now, Stavin. Varik and his class have some practicing to do if any of them want to match you with a Dragon's Tongue."

    Stavin snapped to attention and bowed deeply to the Warmaster before heading home. He waited until he was out of the fortress before he let his smile show. He let his limp show as well. Though he would never admit it to the Warmaster, he'd twisted his back getting away from Charvil's attack and wanted nothing more than to stretch out and get Shari to rub some heating salve on his strained muscles.

    Stavin was still smiling when he got home and went to find his wife. She was sitting at the small table near the window, reading one of the books that he'd brought home last summer. "Shari, my back is killing me. Would you rub some of that heating salve on it? 

    "Of course," she answered. "How did you get hurt?"

    "Fighting with your dad," Stavin explained. "He was testing me to see if I'm up to speed to go out this year."

    "You didn't let him hit you, did you?"

    "No," Stavin laughed, "but he came really close. I hurt myself getting out of the way."

    Shari shook her head, but she was smiling. "And did you hit him?"

    "Yes," Stavin admitted. "Three times."

    "Oh, Gods Above and Below!” Shari exclaimed and then laughed. “That must have come as a shock to him. How did he take it?"

    Stavin shook his head. "Pretty well, as far as I could tell. He said something about Barvil talking about me, telling stories about last year."

    "Well, let's get you upstairs and out of your armor, and I'll rub some salve on your back. Did you hurt anything else?" Shari was moving toward the stairs confidently with her staff just a finger's-breadth from the floor. When it hit the bottom stair she climbed quickly, counting as she went. Her staff never touched anything else all the way into their room. 

    Three days later, Stavin received orders to report to the training grounds in full armor again. When he arrived, he received a surprise. Warmaster Kel'Horval waved him over to where a year-group of students stood at attention. 

    The Warmaster had a very serious look on his face as he looked down at Stavin. "I have something special for you to do, Stavin, and I've already cleared it with the Council and Arlen. Today, and every day until the expedition leaves, you will be drilling the boys who are going out on their first expedition this year with Dragon's Tongues. You are possibly the best we've ever had with the Tongue, and we want you to pass on as much as you can. Don't worry about style and finesse. Teach them how to stay alive."

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin snapped.

    "Your students await--Warleader Kel'Aniston."

    Stavin walked over to face the group of twenty-one boys who would become men in just eighteen days and bowed his head. He received deep bows of respect from his students in return. These boys had all been present when Stavin had been tested by the Warmaster, and stood in awe of his accomplishment. While each of them had managed to score a blow against the Warmaster in order to be passed, none of them had done so without being scored upon.

    "Good morning. These lessons are not meant to teach you how to use a Dragon's Tongue. You already know that. What I am going to try and teach you is how to avoid your opponent long enough to put that knowledge to use."

    Almost as one the boys shouted, "Yes, Warleader Kel'Aniston!"

    Stavin began with his specialty of strike and evade. It was a technique that emphasized speed over power. Misdirection and cunning took the place of face-to-face fighting, and Stavin learned that teaching isn't as easy as it looks either.

    As the end of the winter drew near, Stavin's students were joined by several young men who had already made their first trip to the low lands--and two other young men as well. Harner, Jallav, Lanik, and Heral appeared one morning, standing at the front of the year group. 

    Stavin felt his stomach muscles tighten as the old fear reasserted itself. "What do you want, Harner?" he asked in a low, intense voice. 

    "We were ordered to report," Harner snarled. 

    "And?"

    "And we're here," Jallav said in a tight tone. 

    Stavin looked over and saw his father-in-law watching him. Turning back to his students, he bowed his head slightly. "Very well. Harner, you're first," Stavin said, picking up a practice Dragon's Tongue that had been modified to his size and entering a practice circle. 

    Harner joined him a moment later. "Strike and evade, Harner. The idea is to not let me hit you as much as it is for you to hit me. Call it, Lanik," Stavin snapped. 

    Lanik counted down from three, and Harner attacked. He'd learned a lot in the moons of four-on-one combat instruction he'd received, and he was going to show Stavin the Runt exactly what it felt like to-- 

    Stavin's Dragon's Tongue rang off the side of Harner's helmet. "Wake up! Don't just wade in swinging! You'll die in a hurry that way. Avoid me. Don't let me kill you on the first exchange. Again!" Stavin attacked, and this time Harner lasted through three exchanges before Stavin's weapon stabbed into his breast plate. 

    Stavin all but shouted, "Gods Below, Harner! Move! Don't stand there like a tree. Move like a willow in the wind. Again!" 

    Harner attacked, all sense of finesse lost in his rage against the runt. He drove straight at Stavin and suddenly found himself looking up at the sky, wondering how he'd gotten to the ground. 

    "You won't last past your first fight if you keep acting like it's just practice, Harner," Stavin said from where he was standing, leaning on his Dragon's Tongue. "Unless you get it in your mind that a single blow can kill you, you'll be left in a low land grave." 

    "I'm gonna kill you, Runt!" Harner snarled as he climbed to his feet. 

    Stavin let him recover, then took a ready stance. "Try," was all he said. 

    Harner bellowed like a ruptured bull and came at Stavin with his Dragon's Tongue held low to stab him in the gut. Stavin swept Harner's weapon aside as he dodged, and brought his lower blade over the top to crash down on the joint between Harner's helmet and the shoulder of his breast plate, sending the big youth face-first into the dirt. 

    Stavin put the point of his Dragon's Tongue against the back of Harner's neck and held him down. "I can't believe the Warmaster passed you. Don't get married before we leave, Harner. You won't be back, and there are enough widows every year without adding yours." 

    Stavin left Harner spitting dirt and walked to the next circle. "Jallav, you're next." 

     



    Chapter 4

    WINTER SLOWLY RELEASED ITS HOLD ON the mountains and the gap was cleared to let the inhabitants of Kavinston out into the rest of Farindia. The first to go out were hunters searching for deer, elk, or mountain bison to bring some much-needed fresh meat into the valley. The winter had been as bad as any in living memory, and many houses had been emptied as families moved in together to conserve fuel.

    Stavin's brothers had brought their fledgling families back to their father's house and took over the large rooms that the boys and girls had used when they were younger. They brought the extra supplies that Stavin had given them as well, so there was no hunger in their house. Other houses were not so lucky, and Marinis stopped drawing on the community store to leave more for the households who hadn't been fortunate enough to have had a son with Barvil's group during the summer.

    The days passed quickly, and all too soon the Elders Council's messenger was knocking at the door. "Good evening, Karlit," Kahndar Kel'Horval said as he bowed. "I got drafted to deliver the list this year. Bahrandik is called for his fifth expedition and Stavin is called for his second expedition."

    "I will inform them, Kahndar. Thank you," Karlit said and closed the door. He turned to find everyone watching him. "You all heard that."

    "It was to be expected," Marinis said.

    As always, the three days between the announcement and assembly were a study in confusion, but the day finally dawned and the expedition was assembled. This year, however, the expedition was larger than ever before. When Chief Elder Kel'Davin addressed them, he explained the change.

    "Good morning men, and you are all men this day. Many of you have noticed that there are a lot more of you than usual. There are two reasons for this. First, there was this winter. It was much harder than normal and we had to use the grain reserve for the first time in sixty years. Replenishing that reserve will require extra gold and the extra groups must provide that gold.

    "Second is a request from the Kavadian Trading House of Zel'Vandar for six groups to escort their caravans. While such a request is not unheard of, it is unusual and we are going to take full advantage of it. Warmaster Kel'Carin will be leading sixty-six of you to Kavadia. The other hundred and ten will go to Trade Town as usual. Because of the need for extra men, we called extra veterans for duty. We know this came as a shock for some of you, but you men know why we need you. Sort yourselves out when you divide into teams in Trade Town. Due to the nature of the Zel'Vandar contract and our desire to continue it in the future, the Council has allowed Warmaster Kel'Carin his choice of fourth- and fifth-year men. Stavin and Karvik will be going with him, of course. Stavin's status in Evandia brought us an extra twenty gold crowns last season, and Zel'Vandar has offered us the same terms this year for a group that includes him." 

    The Chief Elder allowed his people to react to his announcement for a moment before saying, "Barvil Kel'Carin, I charge you to take them out and bring them home again."

    Barvil shouted, "Yes, Sir!" and turned his horse toward the gap and their destinations. The expedition traveled together for two days before reaching the road that led to Kavadia. Barvil clasped forearms with Nahval Kel'Kaffrey and then led his portion of the expedition east.

    The trip that had taken eleven days with the wagon only took seven on horseback and Barvil led his men into Markavia Cross late the seventh day. An old man came out to meet the warriors as they dismounted. "You've missed Sahren and the others by two days, warrior," he said. "They've gone ahead to Aravad to load up. You've brought the full sixty and six?"

    "I have," Barvil answered.

    The old man nodded and turned away. "Let's get you some food. You'll have to sleep rough. We can put you in the wagon barns with your mounts, but we don't have beds enough."

    "That will be fine," Barvil replied, leading his horse as he followed the old man. The food turned out to be stew that had been simmering for three days waiting for them. It had probably started with distinct meat, roots, and tubers in it, but by the time the warriors filled their bowls it was an almost homogenous mash. Still, after ten days of boiled beans and journey bread, the men of the expedition weren't going to turn it down.

    Barvil led them out the next morning and spent two days chasing the wagons. They caught up to Sahren in Aravad as the wagons were being loaded. Master Trader Sahren saw them and brought Davan Zel'Vandar out to meet them as they dismounted.

    "I see that your council agreed to my proposal, and I see young Friend Stavin is with you as well. Excellent. We are sending Sahren into Evandia again and we'd like young Stavin with her." Lord Zel'Vandar leaned forward as if Sahren wasn't right next to him and said, "I think she's taken a liking to the boy. Motherly, you know."

    "Uncle Davan!" Sahren said in shock, then laughed. "When someone saves your life as many times as Stavin saved mine, you want them around."

    Barvil laughed and said, "Let's hope that this year is less exciting in that department. It's hard enough making him behave with one star on his shoulder. Give him two and he'll be unmanageable."

    * * *

    Stavin and Karvik saw Barvil talking with Trader Sahren and Lord Zel'Vandar and shook their heads. "They're talking about us," Stavin said, looking up at Karvik. Sometime during the winter, Karvik had added another hand in height.

    "They're talking about you," Karvik countered.

    "You're probably right. I have something to take care of. Excuse me," Stavin said, and strode away. He saw the diminutive figure of Kethlan and hurried over to his wagon. 

    "Ah, Stavin, just in time. Lend a hand here," Kethlan said and grabbed one end of a long box. Stavin automatically did as he was asked, then remembered why he had gone looking for Kethlan. 

    "Kethlan, I want to send a shipment of grain home to Kavinston," Stavin said as he grabbed the next box.

    "Zel'Vandar doesn't handle grain, Stavin," Kethlan said as they lifted the box, "but Davan can help make arrangements for you. Help me with these last four boxes and we'll go talk to him."

    Stavin and Kethlan finished loading the wagon, then walked over to where Lord Davan was watching the proceedings. "Davan, a moment of your time please," Kethlan said and Lord Davan smiled.

    "What mischief have you gotten into now?" Lord Davan asked with a grin.

    "Our young friend here is looking to send a shipment of grain to Kel'Kavin. I'd like permission to put Zel'Vandar's name behind it to ensure he gets treated fairly."

    Lord Zel'Vandar nodded. "You have it. Go to Rahndahl Zel'Valin. His warehouse has a good supply of grains left."

    Stavin bowed deeply. "Thank you, Lord Zel'Vandar.

    Lord Davan smiled down at Stavin. "I believe in doing well by those who do well by me, young man. That is trade at its best."

    Kethlan and Stavin walked away and Stavin led them to Barvil's side. He snapped to attention and said, "Sir, I request permission to go with Kethlan to the gold merchants and the grain merchants."

    Barvil looked at him and nodded. "Take Kar, Aldric, Tavan, and Sharvit with you. What are you planning?"

    "I know the Council is sending for supplies, but I want to make sure Shari, Sora, and the other pregnant women have extra," Stavin replied.

    Barvil raise an eyebrow, but no objection. "You certainly have the resources. Very well, but let Kethlan do the bargaining. He's almost as tricky as Sahren."

    Kethlan drew himself up to his full height and then bowed very low. "Why, thank you, Barvil. That's the nicest thing anyone has said to me this year." Stavin and Kethlan walked away laughing, gathered the warriors, then marched out of the compound.

    Their first destination was the Gold Merchants' Chapter House where Stavin withdrew twenty gold crowns. When Karvik and Kethlan looked at him curiously he explained, "I left all but five silver crowns with Shari. I want a reserve in case we don't see much combat."

    Kethlan then led them to the warehouses of the Zel'Valin Trading House, where they were met by a large man in a leather apron. "Hello, horse-thief. What brings you to darken my door?" the man asked as he smiled and clasped forearms with Kethlan.

    "We're looking to send a shipment of grain to the Kel'Kavin Valley, Dardan," Kethlan replied.

    "How much?" Dardan Kel'Valin asked and Stavin leaned forward to whisper in Kethlan's ear. 

    "Fifty bags each of wheat, rye, barley, and beans," Kethlan replied.

    Darden looked at his old companion and asked, "Is this for Zel'Vandar or these warriors?" as he looked at Stavin and his friends. 

    Kethlan smiled. "Friend Stavin is paying, but the contact is endorsed by Zel'Vandar."

    "Oh," Darden said softly. "Very well. Now, as to the price."

    The two traders started bargaining at a pace that left Stavin and the others blinking in confusion. Far sooner than any of them expected, the two traders clasped forearms to seal the bargain. "Seven gold crowns it is," Dardan said, shaking his head in sorrow.

    Stavin stepped forward and counted out the gold and placed a slip of parchment with it. "Seven gold crowns, as agreed. This note will tell the guards what's going on."

    "As agreed. Be careful about spending too much time with this horse-thief, young man. He can be a bad influence," Darden said as he collected the coins and note.

    Stavin grinned and replied, "I've been warned, Sir, but he's the only person over ten years of age who I can stand eye-to-eye with." Everyone laughed at that before they left the grain merchant to see to their contract.

    Kethlan was chuckling as they walked back to the Zel'Vandar compound. "Dardan will see to it that your shipment is properly taken care of. The Zel'Vandar endorsement will see to that."

    "Sir, why did that man call you a horse-thief?" Aldric Kel'Ranat asked.

    "When we were young, your age or thereabouts, I got the best of him in a bargain over a horse and he's never forgotten it," Kethlan answered with a grin.

    "How good of a deal did you get?" Tavan Kel'Vorash asked.

    "He had started by asking for one hundred silver and I had countered with thirty. We had worked our way to seventy and fifty when a pretty girl walked by and distracted him. When he turned back he asked, 'Where was I?' I said 'Thirty' and he said 'Thirty?' and I said 'Done!' Let that be a lesson to you all: Keep your eyes on your opponent and concentrate on what you're doing."

    "Excellent advice," Barvil said as he joined them.

    "Your shipment will be on the road tomorrow, Barvil," Kethlan said with a slight bow.

    "Not mine, Kethlan. This was all Stavin's idea. We leave in the morning, men. Until then, keep the hands together," he commanded and his men formed up behind him. The other five members of their group soon joined them and sorted themselves out.

    The other groups had been divided out to Zel'Vandar's other five caravans. Stavin only saw one wagon that didn't match the Zel'Vandar colors and nodded to himself when he saw the two women on the seat. They were the survivors from the Reynadian caravan, and that realization made Stavin wish he was going with them instead of Sahren. To see the fabled Rey on the Glimmer--a hard blow on his shoulder broke his reverie.

    "Stave, wake up. You were staring at those women," Marvat Kel'Sangran said.

    "Sorry. It wasn't the women, it's where they're going. They're headed to Reynadia, all the way to Rey on the Glimmer," Stavin said, grinning up at his cousin. Marvat was on his fifth expedition and had one red stripe over four white stripes on his shoulder.

    "How do you know?" Farval Kel'Dorval, the other fifth-year man asked.

    "Remember the story of the caravan where there were only two women survivors? That's them," Stavin said, nodding toward the wagon again.

    "Then definitely don't stare," Farval snapped. "Rape victims tend to be sensitive about a men staring at them."

    "Oh?" Stavin asked in a puzzled tone, then said, "Oh!" as Farval's meaning became clear. "What should I do?"

    "Nothing. Let them put it behind them. I doubt that anyone in that caravan knows who they are and they won't unless you tell them." Farval and Marvat were both giving him the same intense look and Stavin blushed. I wasn’t going to say anything. I’m not a complete dunce.

    Barvil called his hands together and gave his orders. "We eat at our own expense tonight, so enjoy it. We'll form on the wagons as they leave the compound in the morning. There are fifteen of them this year to take maximum advantage of Stavin's status. We're also taking a more northerly route to avoid the taxes in Coravia. That means you're not going to be able to deliver your packet to Lord General Zel'Enred, Stavin, but Sahren said that her brother Landon is going that way. I'm sure you can talk him into delivering your work to the general."

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered.

    "Set up your bed rolls in the bunkhouse, then we'll go eat." Barvil led the way to the bunkhouse they had been told to use, then walked up the road to the Black Boar Inn.

    The innkeeper saw them enter and hurried over to their side. "Yes, good warriors, what is your pleasure?"

    "What do you have to eat?" Barvil asked as he looked around.

    "Sliced bison roast over boiled barley and carrots, good warrior," the man answered with another bow.

    "Good. Food and beer for eleven," Barvil said, walking across the room to an empty table against the wall.

    "As you wish, good warrior," the innkeeper said and scurried away. The food appeared within moments and the beer just a blink later. The meat was tough, but it was fresh, and after the unrelieved moons of salted or dried meat, it tasted wonderful. Barvil let his men have just two mugs of beer each, then made them switch to water or tea. Most of them nursed their second beer to avoid that horror. The night was quiet as Barvil led them back to their bedrolls.

    Morning arrived too soon and they all got ready to go. Stavin went with Sahren to talk to her brother Landon. "Lan, this is Friend Stavin. He has a packet that needs to go south to Fort Kel'Vardal for Lord General Zel'Enred." 

    Landon bowed slightly to Stavin and said, "I'd be pleased to oblige, and I'll only charge a silver crown for the cartage." 

    Sahren said, "Lan," in a warning tone of voice. 

    "It's reasonable, Sahry," Landon replied. 

    "Master Sahren, I can-" Stavin began, but Sahren wasn't listening to him. She stepped forward and grabbed Landon by the collar and put her head beside his. Stavin couldn't hear what she said, but when she stepped back she was smiling and Landon looked nervous. 

    "I'd be happy to do a service for such a stalwart ally of our house at no charge, Friend Stavin," Landon said, but he kept his eyes on his big sister. 

    Stavin said, "Thank you Master Trader Landon,” and handed over the carefully crafted box that contained the translated pages of the Book of Inatat.

    Sahren immediately led him back toward her caravan. Stavin waited until they were out of earshot, then he looked up at her sideways and asked, "What did you say to him, Ma'am?"

    Sahren kept her eyes forward as a wicked little smile crossed her lips. She replied, "I just reminded him of something he'd rather forget, and certainly hopes no one else ever finds out about." 

    "Like what?" Stavin asked with a grin, but Sahren just shook her head and gave him a gentle push toward his horse.

    Aldric and Tavan got the number two and three slots this time while Stavin and Karvik were behind them at five and six. The others were spread out along the line with Marvat and Farval at the end. Barvil, of course, rode beside the lead wagon.

    The sun was only three spans over the horizon when they left Aravad, and Stavin felt the muscles in his back tense up. Barvil had briefed all of them to be extra vigilant because of the hard winter. There were tales of starving people attacking outlying farms in search of food, and a caravan like theirs was bound to attract unfriendly attention. 

    Stavin found himself on the left side of the caravan this time, but it was just as dull. He took a moment to remember how bored he'd been at the beginning of the last season and laughed at the memory of his younger self and how anxious he’d been for combat.

    The first night, Sahren circled her wagons and made introductions all around. The person she most wanted to introduce the warriors to was her assistant. She brought a young woman over to the warriors and smiled as all of them stood to greet her. "Barvil, this is my granddaughter, Rahlina," she said as she stopped. "She's going to be taking over my caravan when I retire."

    Barvil bowed deeply. "I am pleased to meet you, Rahlina."

    "Warmaster Barvil, I am very pleased to meet you," Rahlina replied, returning his bow. "Nanny Sahren has been telling us stories about you and your men all winter."

    Barvil chuckled at the look on Sahren's face. "I'll bet she has. This is my son, Karvik, and our golden child, Stavin." Both young men bowed as they were introduced. "My fifth-year men are Sergeant Marvat Kel'Sangran and Farval Kel'Dorval. Fourth-years are Sergeant Sharvit Kel'Porval and Orkahn Kel'Erins. The third-year pair is Vardik Kel'Markat and Rolas Kel'Norlan. And my greenlings are Aldric Kel'Ranat and Tavan Kel'Vorash." Each of the young men bowed as he was introduced. 

    Sahren smiled and looked Barvil in the eye again. "This is Rahlina's last trip as an apprentice, so I'll be letting her take over occasionally. I wanted to ensure that you all know that she does have the authority to give instructions." She smiled at Rahlina for an instant, then looked at all of the warriors.

    Barvil gave his men a quick glance, then bowed to Sahren. "We understand. Sort of like a young Warleader we all know." Then he grinned at Stavin's bashful blush. 

     



    Chapter 5

    SAHREN SET A RAPID PACE THROUGH Kavadia, though it wasn't a grueling one. This road was a remnant of imperial times and lacked the dust that made most roads so unpleasant for all but the first wagon. It was a six-day trip to the northernmost reaches of the Evandian border, and there were no towns along the way. There were the remains of a town that had once stood along the road near the half-way point, but it had been wiped out almost to the last man by a plague fifteen years before. Even though several magi had pronounced the area free of infection, no one would risk resettling the ill-omened place.

    Stavin was secretly enjoying the sight of Aldric and Tavan frantically trying to do everything that Barvil was requiring of them, and saw Karvik grinning a time or two as well. They helped on occasion when the workload threatened to make everyone late for the evening meal, but mostly they just saw to themselves.

    The caravan reached the Evandian border late on the sixth day. Sahren decided to camp for the night and make an early crossing. Even though Stavin was there to sign away their taxes, she preferred to face sleepy inspectors.

    Stavin had his own worries about the crossing. He wasn't as innocent about trade as he had been, and suspected Trader Sahren and Madam Elain of abusing his status the previous year to ship some form of contraband. As the caravan settled in for the evening, he approached Sahren. "Trader Sahren, can I have a word with you in private?" he asked.

    He was holding himself very tightly in check, and he kept glancing behind him, as if he was worried about someone seeing him. Sahren nodded as she eyed him carefully. "Very well, Stavin. Over here," she said, and led him behind her wagon. "There is something troubling you, isn't there?" she asked as she gazed down at him.

    Stavin nodded. "Yes, Ma'am. Please forgive me, but are you--That is, is there anything--um," he paused and took a deep breath before asking, "Is there a reason the Evandian guards shouldn't search your wagons?"

    Sahren smiled and shook her head. "No, Stavin. We're not carrying anything that would besmirch your honor." She chuckled and patted his shoulder. "You are brave. Not many men would risk their contract by asking if I was smuggling. Of course, in most cases it would only be my problem."

    "Yes, ma'am," Stavin said with a relieved sigh. "I just wanted to be certain."

    "Very well," Sahren said and gave him a slight push back toward the center of the wagons. "I won't say that I've never smuggled anything, Stavin, but I'd never try it going into Evandia from Kavadia. They expect trouble at this crossing, so I'm very careful to never give them any."

    Stavin gave her a suspicious look and said, "Yes, Ma'am," before he rejoined Barvil and the others.

    "What were you talking to Sahren about?" Barvil asked as soon as Stavin joined them.

    "I just wanted to know if there was anything in the wagons that was going to be a problem going across-"

    "What!?" Barvil roared, silencing Stavin and making him take a step back. "Stavin,” he continued in a more moderate tone, "when you are leading a group on an expedition, then, and only then, can you think about asking your employer a question like that, and only at the very beginning of a trip, before you sign on. A question like that could cost us a contract."

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin said as he stared at the ground.

    "Was there a particular reason that you decided to risk a season's pay on a question like that?" Barvil demanded.

    "Because of last season, Sir. Madam Elain's consignments."

    Barvil took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. "That's actually a reasonable question, but not from you. I asked if we were hauling anything of the kind before we left Aravad. She assured me that she isn't."

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin said, coming to attention.

    Barvil looked at all of his men and said, "This is our last night in Kavadia, and there are a lot of caravans going both ways across the border. Stay alert, especially after watch change. I want the off-going watch to stay ready for a span or two after the change. Be especially careful after the moons have set. Mar, your hand is on first."

    "Yes, Sir," Marvat snapped and led off. Behind him were Sharvit, Vardik, Stavin, and last came Aldric.

    Stavin marched with his eyes on the surrounding area and only kept the wagons in his peripheral vision. He was watching the shadows for any sign of movement when he heard someone shout, "Catch her! Don't let her get away!" from somewhere behind him.

    Stavin turned towards the shout and saw a small form scampering away from what appeared to be two giants. His hands clenched in anger on his Dragon's Tongue as they almost caught her, but she squirmed away and ran straight toward Aldric.

    Turning to look ahead, Stavin saw that Vardik was watching as well and then turned to run toward Aldric. The girl had fallen just short of Aldric and was crawling toward him as the men slowed to a walk.

    "You'll find no safe harbor there, bitch," one of them is said and kicked the girl in the back of the thigh, making her fall forward with a muffled scream.

    Aldric shouted, "Touch her again and I'll kill you!" 

    "Will you now, cat boy?" the other man sneered. "I've killed plenty of your kind. You'll be just one more."

    "And what about me?" Stavin asked as he came to a stop two paces from Aldric.

    "And me?" Marvat asked as he walked up behind Aldric.

    "This bitch is my property," the larger of the two men snapped. "It's no lookout of yours what I do with her."

    Stavin looked down and saw what he'd missed before: The girl's hands were tied and there was a gag in her mouth. "I think I'll ask her about that," he said as he stepped forward.

    The man who had bragged about killing valley warriors drew a sword and took a step forward, only to stop in his tracks when he finally got a good look at Stavin. "Gold!" he shouted. "He's covered in gold! It's mine!" With that final shout, he attacked.

    Stavin struck before the man could touch him, using the extra reach his Dragon's Tongue gave him to drive a blade through the man's sword as he tried to block and on into his chest. A look of stunned disbelief came across the man's face as he slowly knelt, then fell over dead. Stavin had to take a moment to worry the sword off his Dragon's Tongue while Marvat and Aldric covered the other man. 

    "Fool," was all Stavin could say as he looked down at the dead man. "No one would wear real gold as armor." Stavin walked over to the girl and said, "Hold your hands out." When she didn't seem to understand him, he pantomimed what he wanted and she complied so he could cut her bonds.

    The girl immediately clawed the gag from her mouth and all but shouted, "Vah Sha Tavat! Vah Sha Tavat Sho Kaval!" 

    "You see? She's an idiot!" the large man laughed. "All she ever does is spout that gibberish." 

    Stavin said, "Tava Kah Han," and the girl obeyed, climbing to her feet and limping to get behind him. Turning to the man he snarled, "That's Old Tongue, you idiot! She says you stole her from her family."

    "Hah!" the man laughed loudly. "Her word against mine. Who would believe an ignorant little--?" 

    "I would," Master Trader Sahren snapped as she came forward. "I would believe just about anyone over you, Pahvan." She looked at the girl and her posture changed. She had been angry before, but now her body language screamed rage. She screamed, "You hunk of dogshit!" and the man took off at a dead run with her close on his heels.

    Barvil shouted, "Stavin! Aldric! After her," and the two young men went chasing after their employer.

    The man had run for his wagon and Sahren caught up to him just before he got there, hitting him in the back and sending him stumbling face-first into the side of the wagon. There was a loud thud and a sickening crunch, then he fell on his back and didn't move. That didn't stop Sahren from driving the heel of her boot down on his crotch several times.

    "You boys stay back," she commanded when Stavin and Aldric reached her. When they had stopped, she walked to the back of the wagon and opened it. "Oh Gods! Gods Below curse his black soul," she cried as she backed away, one hand coming up to her mouth. There were tears in her eyes as she turned toward them. "Stavin, give me your Dragon's Tongue, but stay back," she commanded and Stavin obeyed. There was the brittle sound of iron breaking under the dragon-scale blade, and then the sound of weeping children.

    Barvil jogged up and past his men, looking at the unconscious man as he passed. Walking to the back of the wagon, he stopped dead in his tracks when Sahren turned toward him with tears still in her eyes. 

    "What is it?" he asked when he saw her expression. 

    She whispered, "Pahvan is under a death sentence from the Council in Aravad if he is ever caught trafficking in children again, so he hid them. He hid them so well that some of them died."

    Barvil looked at the unconscious man and said, "Stavin, Aldric, drag him over so his head is under the water barrel." When his men had done as he commanded he checked to see how full the barrel was and nodded in satisfaction. Standing back, he cut the rope that held the barrel in place and pulled it forward, letting it fall on the man's head. There was a wet crunch as the barrel landed and the body shook for a moment, then everything was still.

    Two of Sahren's people had arrived by then and they joined her as she tried to get the children free without hurting them further. Barvil returned Stavin's Dragon's Tongue and pointed. "You two get back on guard. Stavin, tell that girl to stay where she is until I come for her. And get her a blanket or something. She looks like she’s wearing a grain sack. Tell Marvat what has happened and make sure Farval knows as well when the watch changes hands."

    Stavin and Aldric both snapped, "Yes, Sir," and returned to their duty. Stavin gave the girl his own blanket, and gave Marvat a brief summary of the event. He had to jog to get back between Aldric and Vardik when he was done.

    As Stavin was turning the watch over to Karvik, he heard a shout from the direction of Pahvan’s wagon. He turned, and saw it blazing like a torch. He nodded to himself. That’s fitting. Three of the six children in that wagon died. It looked like Sahren was turning their prison into their pyre.

    Stavin found all three of the surviving children sharing his blanket and shrugged. His armor was sufficient to keep him warm at this time of year. He also noticed a large pile of goods that seemed out of place until it dawned on him that Sahren wouldn't have burned the wagon without getting everything valuable out of it first.

    He had one more duty to perform before he could go to bed and that was to search the man he'd killed and collect his due. He found Barvil at the body. "Another ruined sword, and a good one this time," Barvil said as Stavin walked up.

    "He bragged that he'd killed several of our people," Stavin said as he took the sword. It was cut almost completely in half.

    "Well, that's not one of ours. No armor, just a sword, a knife, and this," Barvil said as he tossed a purse in the air.

    Stavin caught the purse and opened it, then dumped the coins in his hand. "Six silver, nine copper," he said as he poured the coins back into the pouch.

    Barvil nodded. "Come on. I'll help you drag him over to the fire and shove him in with his friend." Stavin and Barvil each grabbed an arm and dealt with the corpse as if it were any other piece of trash, then went to bed.

     



    Chapter 6

    THE MORNING WAS ANNOUNCED BY BIRDSONG. Stavin briefly wished them all dead so he could go back to sleep. He rolled over and reached for his blanket, but his searching fingers didn't find it. As he came more fully awake, he remembered where it was. He stumbled out of his tent and dealt with the necessities of life before rolling up his and Karvik's gear. The smell of food soon drew him to the center of the wagons.

    "Stavin," Trader Sahren said soon as she saw him, "come over here." Stavin altered his path and stopped when he saw the children. "I don't speak Old Tongue fluently enough. She talks so fast, I can hardly understand her."

    Stavin knelt and the girl looked at him with big, frightened eyes. "You are safe," Stavin said in Old Tongue. "The evil ones are dead."

    "Where am I? What is this place?" the girl asked very timidly as she looked around.

    "You are in the Land of Kavad. The Land of Evand is two hundred paces west. Where are you from?" Stavin asked.

    "The mountains," the girls said simply.

    "Which mountains?"

    "The mountains. Where my family is," the girls said in a tone that made it clear she thought Stavin was a half-wit.

    "There are many mountains. What land are they in?" Stavin asked, trying to be patient.

    "Don't know."

    Stavin looked up and told everyone what he'd learned so far. Sahren was nodding her understanding when he finished. "A lot of isolated communities don't associate themselves with a kingdom," she explained. "Ask her how long she's been a captive."

    Stavin did and the response was chilling. "The leaves had just turned when they stole me. I lost count after fifty."

    Stavin finally thought of a question that he should have asked first and asked, "What is your name?"

    The girl said, "Amarna. What's yours?"

    "I am Stavin, of the Cat Clan of Aniston."

    “Oh,” the girl said brightly, "I'm from the Chosen Clan of Hallan." There was a murmur of interest when the girl said Zel'Hallan. If she was really from a Chosen clan, she had to be turned over to the king--which Kavadia didn't have.

    Stavin looked at the other children and asked, "Amarna, are these girls your sisters?"

    "No, I don't know them. They don't speak the language," Amarna replied.

    Stavin switched to the common tongue and spoke to the other two girls. "What are your names?"

    "I'm Orvini," the little redhead said softly.

    "I'm Morinis," the little blonde said when it was her turn.

    "I am Stavin Kel'Aniston," Stavin said with a slight bow. "Where are you from?"

    "Halafia," Morinis said.

    "I'm from Kel'Arkan's Ford," Orvini volunteered.

    Sahren interrupted Stavin before he could ask anything else. "Let's get everyone fed and get going. We can figure out what to do with these girls once we are in Evandia."

    The girls ate like they were starving, wolfing their morning meal as if fearing that the food was going to be taken away at any moment. When they were done, they were each placed with one of Sahren's family for the trip. Amarna was placed with Kethlan, because he could speak Old Tongue better than any of the traders except Sahren.

    Stavin spoke to Amarna again before riding forward. "Amarna, this is Kethlan. He speaks your language poorly, so you have to speak slowly for him to understand you."

    "Don't leave me!" Amarna whimpered and Kethlan patted her hand.

    "Don't you fret, child. Old Kethlan will take care of you. Let Stavin go tend to his duties."

    Stavin rode forward and joined Trader Sahren at the front. "Amarna is settled with Kethlan, but she doesn't like it," he said as he slowed his horse to a walk.

    "She'll adjust. Ride ahead and introduce yourself to the border guards," she commanded and Stavin urged a little more speed out of his mount.

    The soldiers at the border crossing saw him coming and called their officer out to meet him. "You'd be Friend Stavin," the officer, an old lieutenant, said as he swept Stavin with a curious gaze. "Let me see your writ, if you have one."

    Stavin handed his writ to the lieutenant and he opened it, then snapped to attention. "F-Friend Stavin, forgive me," he stammered, bowing deeply. "We've had five men through here in gold-painted armor claiming to be you. Several even had fake writs. Your forgiveness, Sir, but we still have to search the wagons to determine what the tax would have been."

    "I understand," Stavin said as he turned away.

    "Your pardon, Sir," a sergeant said to catch Stavin's attention. "What was that disturbance last night?"

    Stavin paused and said, "The worst of Kavadia: A child seller. We rescued the children and--dealt with the scum."

    "Yes, Sir. So long as it wasn't on Evandian soil, that's fine by us," the sergeant said with a sharp nod.

    "And if it had been on Evandian soil?" Stavin asked with a distinct edge to his voice.

    "Then we would have been very sorry to hear that a wagon had burned with the trader in it, but these things happen," the lieutenant said as he stepped aside. Stavin simply nodded and turned his horse back toward the caravan. 

    The border guards did a quick and slip-shod job searching the wagons. Stavin frowned at that. Even if Trader Sahren wasn't going to pay any hard coin, he felt that these men should still do their jobs. The value of Sahren's trade goods was assessed at one hundred and thirty gold crowns. The lieutenant wrote the figure in his book and asked Stavin to sign for the six gold and five silver crowns of the tax.

    The caravan moved on, heading south-west toward Twin Bridges. It was off the route that Trader Sahren had planned, but the presence of Amarna made it necessary. The other girls could have been turned over to any orphanage along their path, but a Chosen child had to be turned over to the king. It was a holdover from the days of the empire when the Chosen Clans had ruled all those beneath them, and to have laid violent hands on a child of a Chosen Clan would have resulted in immediate death for a member of a Common, Honored, or even Revered Clan. 

    Stavin spent a lot of time thinking as he rode next to the number six wagon. He was better-read than just about any of his generation, and he'd read of the horrors of Kavadia, but this was the first time he'd ever seen the reality. 

    Slavery was not allowed in Kavinston, so he hadn't had any direct exposure to it. Child slavery was an abomination he'd hardly even considered to be real. The things he'd read about, of child-rape and slavery in child-brothels, had turned his stomach. He'd subconsciously believed that such horrors were all in the past, part of Kavadia's lawless era after the fall of the empire. Even at its worst, most barbaric time, Farindia had never fallen so low. Or at least he'd never read of it if it had. Finding out that Kavadia still had such abominations made him wish he'd never set foot there. Gods Below, this is going to tear Shari up. I’m just glad she doesn’t have to see it.

    It took the caravan three days to reach the first major city in Evandia. Being so close to Kavadia had caused the people of Kolovad to maintain the walls around their city for protection, but the caravansary and livestock market were outside the city walls. 

    Trader Sahren and her people formed the familiar crescent of trade and opened their wagons as soon as the animals had been seen to. Barvil kept all ten of his men on guard for the first few spans, but once the crowd had settled down he sent Farval's hand to rest while Marvat's hand continued their rounds.

    Stavin was watching the crowd so he didn't realized that he had company until a hand clasped his arm. The contact was a shock and he jumped away, landing with his Dragon's Tongue at the ready.

    Amarna giggled at his reaction. "You act like you're afraid of me," she finally said in Old Tongue.

    "Not afraid, Amarna, just surprised to find you there when I thought I was alone," Stavin replied in the same language as he resumed his rounds.

    Amarna stayed by Stavin's side as he walked. "Do you know what will happen to me?"

    "We are taking you to the king in Twin Bridges. He has a much better chance of finding your family and returning you to them than we would have."

    Amarna was quiet for a while as she continued to walk beside Stavin. After a time she said, "Kethlan says you're DragonBlessed."

    Stavin looked at her and nodded. "A dragon made my armor and weapon from its own scales, and gave them to me as a reward for bravery."

    "My grandfather is DragonBlessed, too," Amarna said in a near whisper. "I miss my family."

    "The King of the Land of Evand will do everything he can to return you to them again," Stavin assured her, but the look in her eyes told him how little that reassurance meant. Gods Above, I wish I could do more.

    When Stavin's watch ended, Amarna was still by his side. She joined him at the evening meal, sitting as close to him as she could. 

    Barvil saw them and smiled. "It looks like she's decided to adopt you, Stavin," he said with a chuckle.

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered. "I'd like to see about getting all three girls something else to wear, Sir. None of our traders have any clothes that will fit them."

    "Are you thinking of castoffs?" Barvil asked, giving Stavin a sideways look.

    Stavin nodded. "Yes, Sir. According to Kethlan, cities like this have places in their bazaars where clothes that Chosen children have out-grown are sold to lesser houses," he replied carefully.

    "They do in many of the bazaars we visited last season as well, though you might not have noticed. Very well. Mar, take your hand with him. Stavin, see if you can get one of the traders to go with you," Barvil commanded and all five of his men snapped, "Yes, Sir!"

    Stavin went to Trader Sahren as soon as everyone had eaten. He waited until she finished the bargain she was engaged with, then stepped forward. "Excuse me, Trader Sahren. We are going to the clothes sellers to see if we can find Amarna and the others something different to wear," he said as Sahren turned toward him.

    "That is quite generous of you, Stavin. What can I do to help?"

    "I need someone who can out-haggle a lowland merchant to keep me from being cheated, please, if you have anyone to spare?" he asked and was surprised by her laugh.

    "Rahlina, come over here," Sahren said and her granddaughter quickly came to her side. "Rahli, Friend Stavin needs someone to go with him to the clothes sellers to buy our foundlings some more outfits. Go along and lend a hand bargaining. It'll be good experience for both of you."

    Rahlina nodded her understanding. "Yes, Nanny Sahren. We'll collect the other girls and take them with us as well. It'll be easier to get things that almost fit that way."

    Amarna grasped Stavin's forearm to get his attention. "What is happening?"

    "We are going to go buy you and the other girls some clothes. They won't be new, but they will be different, and better than what you are wearing," he explained as they walked up the line of wagons.

    When the other two girls were with them, Marvat gave his orders to his men. "Stave, stay in front with Trader Rahlina. Sharvit and I will be in the back. I want the girls surrounded to keep them safe."

    The four junior members of the hand snapped, "Yes, Sergeant Kel'Sangran."

    Stavin and Rahlina led with Amarna between them and the rest of the warriors formed a pocket to surround Morinis and Orvini. The group walked at a slower than normal pace to accommodate the girls, and soon they were at the gates of the city. 

    "What is your purpose in Kolovad?" the elder of the guards asked. 

    "We are going to purchase goods in your bazaar, good Sir," Stavin replied. 

    The guard was looking carefully at Stavin. "Are you Friend Stavin?" 

    "I am," Stavin confirmed with a slight bow. 

    A younger man in a lieutenant's uniform stepped forward and bowed. "Friend Stavin, welcome to Kolovad. We don't normally allow armed warriors into the city," he paused to glance at the Warriors, "but we will make an exception for your escort." 

    Stavin bowed his thanks, then walked into the city with his friends, carefully not correcting the guard lieutenant. 

    Rahlina received directions to the proper portion of the bazaar from a carpet merchant, who kept casting nervous glances at the hand of warriors behind her.

    The Kolovad bazaar was located inside the city walls, and filled the streets closest to the wall with shops and stalls of every description. Streets that radiated into the city held specific groups of merchants, be they cloth, spice, metal smiths, or food vendors. 

    It was a short walk to the street that held the clothes sellers and Rahlina was pausing to look, but never buy, as she walked through the district. She inspected each stall carefully and listened to the merchants as they praised their goods, but she seldom said anything. At the end of the street she turned to Stavin and asked, "How much are you willing to part with?"

    Stavin thought for a moment, then shrugged and said, "I'd prefer to spend less than a gold crown on each of them, but I have more if needed."

    The look Rahlina gave him was so comical that all five warriors had to laugh. "Laugh all you want," Rahlina said in a stunned tone, "but you could get three or four full sets of clothes for these girls for about two silver crowns each. Gods Below, no wonder Nanny Sahren sent me with you."

    Stavin grimaced and shrugged again. "It's why I asked for help, Rahlina. Our mothers, sisters, and wives make everything we wear from whole cloth. The only clothes that any of us get that aren't newly made are handed down from our brothers."

    "And the more brothers you have, the worse they are," Aldric said in a sour tone. He was the fifth of six brothers.

    "Very well," Rahlina replied with a sharp nod, as if she'd reached a decision. "I'd say look fierce, but I can't imagine you five being any more terrifying than you are right now." She smiled at the armed and armored figures around her and then started back up the row.

    Rahlina walked to the closest vendor and looked at a pair of trousers that appeared to be Orvini's size. "Ah, fine lady, a wise choice," the clothes vendor said as she stepped forward. "Your child will look wonderful in those trousers."

    Rahlina gave her a piercing glare. "They are terribly worn at the knee and crotch. She might be able to wear them long enough to outgrow them, but I'm not sure." Rahlina gave the fabric a healthy tug. "I might give you three sparks for them." 

    The vendor wailed as if Rahlina had stomped on her foot. "Three sparks? Three! What do you take me for?" 

    The challenge had been issued, and the haggling went on at a pace that left the warriors confused, but thoroughly impressed. Stavin had listened to Kethlan many times and didn't think the wily old trader could have done any better. 

    Rahlina continued the same pattern at each stall. As soon as a bargain was struck, Stavin would hand his purse to Rahlina and she completed the transaction. After the eighth purchase Rahlina said, "Your purse is getting light, Stavin. There might be enough for one more dress, but no more than that."

    Stavin nodded and said, "I have more." Turning toward his comrades he said, "Watch my back, please," as he handed his Dragon's Tongue and right gauntlet to Aldric. He wormed his right hand into his armor and pulled out a second purse. "Kethlan told me to never keep all my gold in one purse. So far we've been using the one I took off that bastard in Kavadia." He transferred five silver crowns to the other purse and then put both of them away.

    Rahlina shook her head slowly and said, "Uncle Keth must really like you, Stavin. Very well. I remember three more good outfits from our walk through the stalls." She looked at the girls and smiled. So far she had bought three outfits each for Orvini and Morinis, but only two for Amarna. "I think our Chosen child needs more than the others, so I'll concentrate on her size now."

    Rahlina bargained hard at the rest of the stalls and provided Amarna with two more outfits and one very nice dress. At Stavin's questioning glance she explained, "She has to have something special to wear when she goes before the king. Besides, it's big enough that she can wear it for a while before she outgrows it."

    On the walk back to the caravan, Stavin steered the group to a stall where a child was stirring a cauldron of honeyed nuts. He spent a silver crown to buy each of them a cone full, even a surprised but happy Rahlina.

    "I remember honey nuts at harvest fair," Amarna said. "The nuts were different, though. They were shaped like these, but didn't have the dry taste after they were gone."

    "What did she say, Stave?" Marvat asked. "I only understood sweet nuts and harvest fair."

    Stavin translated what Amarna had said and Rahlina hummed. "That might be a clue about where she's from. Ask her if the outside of the shells was smooth or bumpy." Stavin did as he was asked and Amarna and said, "Smooth." 

    Rahlina nodded when he translated what Amarna had said. "The outside of these nuts is bumpy. They look like little brains. However, there is another nut that looks much the same on the inside but is as smooth as a river rock on the outside. They grow in the mountains of Andaria."

    They returned to the caravan and told Trader Sahren and Barvil what they had learned. "The mountains of Andaria, is it?" Trader Sahren mused. "The mountains that were on our original track until we detoured south to Twin Bridges? Why do the Gods hate me?"

    Barvil laughed. "They don't hate you, Sahren. They simply love playing with you. You're like a favorite toy to them." He ducked her not-so-playful swing even though he was in armor.

    "We're too far off our track now. We'll continue to Twin Bridges and deliver her to the king and that will be the end of it. The taxes going into Andaria would be ruinous anyway. They want ten percent, not five like Evandia and Coravia."

    The next morning, Stavin received a summons. The same lieutenant as the day before arrived at the caravan and said, "Friend Stavin, Lord Mayor Zel'Devran would like to speak to you, if it would be convenient." 

    Stavin looked at Barvil and Sahren. "You'd better go, Stavin," Sahren said with a deep sigh. "We'll continue trading until you return. But try not to be too long." 

    Stavin bowed, then Barvil said, "Sergeant Kel'Sangran, take your hand with him." 

    The lieutenant said, "That is not allowed." 

    "Then I don't go," Stavin replied in a low tone. "I am too new to these lands to travel your city alone." 

    The lieutenant snarled, "You should learn your place," as he stared down into Stavin's eyes. 

    "I know my place," Stavin replied. "I am Warleader Sixth Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia. We are headed to Twin Bridges right now. If you attempt to force this issue, I will complain to the king about it." 

    The lieutenant cast an angry glance at Barvil, then nodded and said, "Follow me," as he turned away. The hand formed up behind Stavin as he walked a pace behind the lieutenant. 

    They marched half way across the city to a large building. The lieutenant led the way in past guards that glared at the Warriors, but made no move to stop them. 

    The lieutenant led them to a guarded door and said, "I have brought Friend Stavin at the Lord Mayor's request," to the right hand guard. 

    The guard looked past the lieutenant and Stavin, then shook his head and knocked on the door. It opened and he announced, "Friend of Evandia Stavin is here to see Lord Mayor Zel'Devran." There was a moment's pause, then he waved Stavin through. The Warriors stopped outside the room and posted themselves against the walls. 

    Lord Mayor Starval Zel'Devran stood as Stavin entered his office. "Friend Stavin, welcome to Kolovad. What brings you to our fair city?" 

    Stavin bowed, then simply replied, "Child thieves, Lord Mayor Zel'Devran." 

    The lord mayor was predictably shocked, as were the five other people in the room. "Child thieves? In Kolovad?" 

    Stavin shook his head, "No, Lord Mayor. Forgive me if I gave that impression. We encountered child thieves just across the border in Kavadia and rescued the children, then disposed of the trash. One of the children is from Clan Zel'Hallan in Andaria. We are going to Twin Bridges to turn her over to the king." 

    "We will offer thanks to the Gods Above for your rescue of them," the only woman in the room said. 

    The lord mayor bowed and said, "Friend Stavin, please allow me to introduce my wife, Morvana." 

    Stavin bowed deeply to the lady but didn't say anything. 

    Lady Morvana said, "Friend Stavin, it is a rare treat to meet someone as distinguished as you. Could we prevail upon you to stay as our guest for a few days?" 

    Stavin shook his head, but he was smiling apologetically while he did it. "Your forgiveness, Lady Morvana, but we must make all speed to Twin Bridges. My employer is taking a long detour in order to deliver the children to the king."

    "Your employer?" one of the other men asked. 

    "Master Trader Sahren Kel'Vandar, of the Kavadian House of Zel'Vandar." 

    "Why are you acting as a caravan guard, Friend Stavin?" yet another man asked. 

    "It is my duty to my people," Stavin replied gravely. "It would be dishonorable to do otherwise." 

    "We know of the Warriors of Kel'Kavin, Friend Stavin," Lord Mayor Zel'Devran said as he looked around. "You and your people are quite famous." He looked around again and his gaze stopped for a moment on his wife, before looking at Stavin again. "Thank you for coming to speak to us, Friend Stavin. We wish you well on your honorable journey." He looked toward the door and a servant opened it. 

    Stavin bowed deeply as he replied, "I am honored to have met you all," before turning toward the door and marching out.

    They were outside the building before Marvat asked, "What was that all about, Stavin?" 

    "The lord mayor wanted to host me for a few days. He probably wants to hear that damn story." 

    The lieutenant cleared his throat and led the way back to the caravansary. When they arrived, Stavin explained to Barvil and Sahren what had happened. 

    Barvil nodded. "He was trying to enhance his reputation by having you around, Stavin. And you're right: he probably wanted to hear your story again, straight from you." There was laughter at Stavin's expense for a moment, then the traders began packing to move. There hadn't been much trade this morning.

    The caravan continued on before mid day, leaving the shapeless sacks that the girls had been wearing smoldering in the fire pit. The girls were all much happier in their new clothes and sat on the benches of the wagons they had been placed with, smiling as the world passed by. 

     



    Chapter 7

    FOUR CARGO WAGONS AND HALF A dozen guards made their way up the track to the opening in the wall of the Kel'Kavin crater and were stopped by the men who were on guard duty at the ancient fort. "That's far enough," the leader said, and the wagons all stopped. 

    "I've a message from a young man named Stavin Kel'Aniston," the lead driver said, holding up the slip of parchment. 

    As luck would have it, Kahndar was one of the men on guard and he walked forward to take the message. "What did Stave do now?" he wondered aloud. He scanned the slip of parchment and let loose a bark of laughter. "He's sent Shari and his sister some extra supplies. The other pregnant women are supposed to get extra rations as well." 

    One of the elder guardsmen snarled, "That's the Council's job, not his." 

    "He's a new father, and he's worried about his wife and child. You weren't much better when Garlin was pregnant with little Bordan," one of the other men said with a laugh. 

    The man had to laugh and nod. Waving toward the valley he said, "Kahn, take them into town. He's your brother-in-law. The guards will have to wait out here."

    "Why?" one of them demanded. 

    "Because we don't allow armed strangers into the valley," Kahndar replied. 

    "Think the four of you could stop us?" the guard asked in a belligerent tone. 

    Kahndar looked him in the eye as he replied, "Easily. You can leave your weapons out here, and come help unload the wagons if you wish."

    All six guards shook their heads as the leader said, "We get paid to guard the wagons, not heft the load. We'll wait at the tavern." 

    "There are no taverns in the valley," Kahndar said as he smiled apologetically. 

    "None?" the man asked incredulously. 	

    "Not a one. We don't need any." All of the guards looked stunned by that revelation, and Kahndar turned away with a shrug.

    Kahndar climbed up next to the lead driver and said, "Straight ahead. We'll get you unloaded and on your way back as soon as we can." 

    "We'd prefer to stay the night, if we can," the driver replied. "It's been a long trip." 

    "Unfortunately, we don't have a place for you. There is no inn or anyplace else for you to stay."

    The people of Kavinston came out to see the unusual sight of supply wagons rolling into town so early in the spring. Kahndar didn't, however, guide them to the community store. He led them instead to Karlit Kel'Aniston's house. 

    Marinis came out and stared for a moment, then looked at Kahndar. She asked, "What's this?" as she waved toward the wagons. 

    Kahndar laughed as he handed her Stavin's note. "Just Stavin being Stavin. Since this is specifically for Shari and Sora, and any other pregnant women, I thought I'd bring it here instead of supply."

    Marinis shook her head slowly. "That boy--" 

    "Indeed," Karlit said from beside her. "How much did he send?" 

    "Fifty bags each of wheat, rye, barley, and beans," the lead driver said from his wagon, interrupting them. 

    Sharindis arrived just then and said, "I know I'm eating a lot, but that's ridiculous." 

    "He's your husband, Sis," Kahndar said with a laugh. "Karlit, where do you want it stacked?"

    Karlit led the way and a line of men, wagon drivers and valley warriors alike, quickly carried the sacks of food into the house. The front room was soon full, and more sacks ended up being stacked in the kitchen and under the stairs. Soon there were two hundred sacks of grain and beans filling the house. 

    The lead driver turned to Karlit and held out a piece of parchment. "Your pardon Sir, but would you sign for the receiving the load? We need to be getting on our way. According to our escort, there's no inn here." 

    Karlit nodded and signed the parchment. "He's telling you the truth. Thank you, gentlemen. Kahndar will escort you back to the gap." 

    The wagons were soon rumbling away, and Karlit turned to hear Sharindis cursing behind him. "How am I supposed to find my way around all of this?!" 

    Karlit laughed. "You won't have to for very long, Shari. Word's already being passed to families with pregnant women to come collect the extra supplies."

    Shari struggled to the stairs and went up to her room while Karlit and Marinis started handing out the grain. Sora's husband was on his fourth expedition, but her father-in-law was one of the first to arrive. 

    "That boy of yours has a good heart, Karlit. How much goes to each family with a pregnant woman?"

    "As far as I know, there are only thirty pregnant women in the valley. I guess a bag of each, and then I'll turn the rest over to the Council," Karlit said as he looked around his home. 

    The grain was soon parceled out, and the next morning Karlit approached the Elder's Council with the remainder. "Elders, I have honored my son's wishes, and now deliver to the community store eighty sacks of assorted grains for the good of everyone." 

    Elder Kel'Landis scowled at Karlit as he stood. "You should have delivered all of it to us immediately, Karlit," he all but snarled. 

    "That was not Stavin's wish, Elder Kel'Landis. He bought those supplies with his own coin to provide for his wife and sister, and added enough to ensure that every pregnant woman received extra. That was a personal purchase, not a community acquisition." 

    Elder Kel'Kaffrey scowled at Elder Kel'Landis. "You benefited from Stavin's generosity. Your granddaughter is one of the pregnant women who received extra supplies. What's put a burr under your saddle this time?" 

    "It should have been our decision and duty to parcel out the supplies. Our traditions give the Council control of the stores." 

    "And we'll have control of the community stores when they arrive," Elder Kel'Kaffrey snapped.

    "Mikal is correct," Chief Elder Kel'Davin said as he looked at Elder Kel'Landis. "Our order for supplies from Kahrant's Pass should be here in ten days or so, but Karlit's offer to the stores is quite generous and most welcome under the circumstances. It gives us the extra needed to keep everyone fed, as well as the rest of it taking some of the strain off the remaining stores." 

    Elder Kel'Landis snapped to his feet, all but knocking his chair over in his anger. "Feeding the people of the valley is the job of the Elder's Council, not a boy on his second expedition. He's overstepped himself yet again, and you just want to ignore it. So be it." He reached up and stripped the tabard of the Elder's Council off his shoulders. "Do as you like, but do it without me." He threw the tabard on the table and stamped away, leaving Karlit and the Elders staring after him as he went through the door. 

    * * *

    The caravan made two more stops at small towns in the ten days it took them to reach Twin Bridges, but they were just routine. Then, on the tenth day, they came in sight of Twin Bridges' massive wall.

    Twin Bridges was as magnificent as Stavin remembered, and he smiled broadly at the stunned expressions of the warriors who had never been there before. As soon as the caravan was settled, Barvil called his men together. 

    "Farval, take first watch. I would be very surprised if anyone was stupid enough to bother Sahren here, but I've been surprised before. Marvat, you and the rest of your hand get cleaned up and be ready to accompany Stavin and I to the palace with the girls."

    "It isn't fair," Karvik said as soon as the orders were given.

    "What isn't fair?" Barvil asked.

    "Twice in a row, Stavin is going to the palace without me. It just isn't fair," Karvik said, but his eyes were laughing.

    "Such is the fate of mortal men," Barvil said with a grin. "Now get on watch." Karvik joined Farval's hand as they filed away and Barvil went to get the girls.

    The walk to the palace was a long one, but that gave the guards at the Common's Gate time to send word ahead. Ten Royal Guardsmen met them at the entrance of the palace. 

    "Welcome back, Friend Stavin. Our instructions are to take you to Princess Marina in her study. Please follow us," the leader of the guards said, then turned to lead the way. His men fell in beside the valley warriors as they marched by. They stopped by a door and the leader of the escort turned to Stavin and said, "Your pardon, Friend Stavin, but you--"

    "--Cannot bring weapons near the princess," Stavin completed for him. "I understand completely." Stavin gave his Dragon's Tongue to Aldric and his knives to Marvat. He looked at Barvil, but only received a grin in answer to his unasked question.

    "You don't need me this time, Stavin. Take the girls to the princess and turn them over to her." Barvil then held out his hand and said, "You won't need your helmet."

    Stavin took off his helmet and gauntlets and gave them to Barvil, then took Amarna by the hand and nodded to the guard. The guard knocked twice and a man immediately opened the door. "Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston craves a moment of her Highness's time," the guard announced and the door opened completely. 

    "Her Highness would be pleased to receive Friend Stavin in her study," the man said, motioning for Stavin to follow him. He crossed the room and stopped at an open door and said, "Friend Stavin and his charges are here, your Highness."

    "Send them in, Arkan," a woman's voice said and the man stepped aside and bowed, motioning for Stavin to go into the room.

    Princess Marina stood as Stavin entered and he stopped to kneel three paces away from her. The girls copied his actions. "Welcome back, Friend Stavin," she said as she looked behind him.

    "I am pleased to see you again, Your Highness, though I am not pleased by the circumstances that have brought me here today," he said as he looked up at her.

    "Rise and join me, Stavin. What circumstances are so unpleasant that they would make a visit to your friends unpleasant?" the princess asked with a touch of anger in her voice.

    "Child thieves, Your Highness," Stavin said softly. "In particular, the theft of a Chosen child."

    The red of rage suffused the princess's face. "Speak to me of this atrocity," she commanded in Old Tongue.

    Stavin told the princess as much of the story as he knew, ending with, "We have two good clues as to where Amarna Zel'Hallan is from. The nuts she describes as growing near her home are known by the traders to grow in the mountains of Andaria, and Amarna says that her grandfather is DragonBlessed."

    The princess was quiet for a moment, then looked at Amarna. "Is your grandfather Shovar of the Chosen Clan of Hallan?" she asked in old tongue.

    "Do you know my grandfather?" Amarna asked, suddenly excited.

    "I know of him," the princess replied. "He is a great man. We will return you to him as soon as we can." Turning to Stavin, she smiled. "You did right by bringing her here, Stavin. Shovar Zel'Hallan is known to us and we will see that she is returned to him. What of these others?"

    Stavin looked at the other girls and said, "Orvini Bel'Hortal is from Kel'Arkan's Ford and Morinis Fel'Jaril is from Halafia,” he said and the girls bowed deeply when they were introduced.

    "Halafia is in Andaria, and I don't recognize the name Kel'Arkan’s Ford. Could that scum have stolen all of those children in Andaria? Could he have really passed our borders with them?" The princess sat heavily on a sofa. "Gods Below, how could this happen?"

    "I don't know, Your Highness," Stavin answered. "Master Trader Sahren found the children as soon as she checked the wagon. It could be that she just knew what to look for."

    The princess looked at Stavin and pursed her lips. "Sahren Kel'Vandar. I had her investigated when she hired you last year. She is known to associate with some unsavory characters, and she's taking shameful advantage of you by only paying you half of what you save her," the princess said and was openly surprised by Stavin's grin and chuckle.

    "I would say she's taking shameless advantage of my status, Your Highness, because I don't think she feels any shame," Stavin said. "To her, it's all a matter of trade."

    The princess sat forward and looked him in the eye. She spoke softly as she asked, "Do you feel any shame, Stavin?"

    Stavin started to say no, but then sighed and nodded. "Yes, Your Highness. I have no proof, but I think Trader Sahren accepted consignments of contraband from Madam Elain last year, and used my status to keep her wagons from being searched."

    Princess Marina nodded as she sat back. "That is quite likely the truth, Stavin," she said as she looked into his eyes. "I suspected as much when I learned of her association with Elain. You see, Elain Fel'Carvin and her organization are known to us. It is a fact of life that anytime a large community of humans exists it will stratify, as our people did in the time of Luxand, and in any stratified system someone has to be on the bottom. However, even the bottom strata has someone on top. That is where people like Elain become an asset to the community. She and those like her keep the criminals under control. For that small service, we allow them to exist on the fringe of our society."

    Stavin was very surprised by that revelation. "Couldn't you get rid of all the Elains?" he asked, then hastily added, "Your Highness."

    "We could, but the results of such actions are usually counterproductive," she replied with a frown. "Criminals are like a legendary creature that grows two heads for every one you cut off. Eliminate Elain and the crime rate, especially murder and assault, would climb higher than a mountain. Someone would fill the void that she left and we might not know who it was for several moons."

    Stavin thought for a moment, then said, "I asked Trader Sahren if she was carrying anything that the border guards shouldn't find, and she assured me that she is not caring anything that would besmirch my honor this time."

    "This time," the princess echoed as she smiled at Stavin. "My chamberlain is trying to tell me that I am going to be late for another audience. I will see to it that the girls are returned to their homes." Orvini and Morinis exchanged excited looks. The traders had told them they were being sent to an orphanage.

    Stavin said, "Thank you, Your Highness," and bowed, then turned to Amarna. "Princess Marina will see to your safety now. I wish you happiness in your future," he said and bowed to her before walking to the door and leaving them.

    Barvil and the others were still surrounded by the Royal Guards when he returned. "The princess has taken custody of Amarna and the others, Sir. She even knows who Amarna's grandfather is because of the dragon association."

    "Then our duty to those children is done. Let's go to Mary Death's Memorial, then I'll bring the others while you are on watch." Barvil looked at the guards and they escorted the valley warriors out of the palace without another word.

    Mary Death's memorial was every bit as impressive as Stavin remembered, and he joined the others in the ritual introductions. It wasn't long before a familiar figure emerged from the shadows. 

    "Welcome back, Friend Stavin," Lady Ehrwan Zel'Fordan said as she smiled at him.

    Stavin bowed deeply and replied, "Thank you, Lady Zel'Fordan." 

    She smiled at him, and the rest of the warriors, then looked him in the eye. "Your fame is growing, Friend Stavin. I hope that someday we might have the opportunity to sit and talk for a while. My cousins in Coravia are very interested in you." 

    Stavin bowed again. "I would be honored, Lady Zel'Fordan."

     



    Chapter 8

    STAVIN AND THE REST OF MARVAT'S hand were on watch when Trader Sahren came back from the city late that night. She saw Stavin and walked with him for a moment. "Did the king take custody of the girls?" she asked.

    Stavin shook his head. "No, the king wasn't there. Princess Marina took them, and even knows who Amarna's grandfather is. She's going to see that the girls are returned home and find out how that scum managed to smuggle them past Evandia's border guards," he replied, looking up at her.

    "Very good. Anything else?" Sahren asked and this time Stavin spoke without turning his head.

    "She knows all about you and Elain."

    "She knows all of what about me and Elain?" Sahren asked in a tense tone.

    "She knows that Elain is one of the top criminals in Evandia and that you smuggle for her," Stavin said, still facing forward. "She told me some distasteful truths about our people, but I can see the truth in what she said."

    "Anything else?" she asked and Stavin got the distinct impression that she really didn't want to know, but had to ask.

    "The princess said only giving us half of what I save you is taking shameful advantage of my status," he replied, but now he turned his head to look at her and grinned. "I told her that you are far too shameless to take shameful advantage of me."

    Sahren chuckled and shook her head. "It may very well be that you are both right, but if you want to negotiate a new contract you have to do it at the beginning of next season. It's too late this year." She walked away toward her wagon while Stavin continued his watch.

    The caravan headed north the next morning. They were on the road that led to Farindia and Trade Town, and Stavin remembered how excited he'd been last year at the prospect of making his first kill. It had been just under a year, but it may as well have been a lifetime. 

    After two days, the caravan turned on a road that would take them back to their planned route. Towns became more frequent as the land leveled out and became the plains that were Evandia's bread basket.

    The city of Ormund was typical of the region. It was small by lowland standards, but that was because most of the residents lived half a day's travel away from the village on their farms. The caravan was greeted enthusiastically by just one of the townspeople. 

    "Welcome, traders, welcome," a large, prosperous looking man said as Trader Sahren guided her caravan into a field outside the city walls. "I am Mayor Fel'Comes. How long will you stay?"

    "A day was all I had planned, Mayor Fel'Comes," Trader Sahren said as she directed the wagons into place.

    "Oh, that won't do," the mayor replied. "That won't do at all. Most of our people live out in the countryside. We seldom get such large caravans through here." He held up one finger to catch Sahren's attention and said, "If you will agree to stay for two days, I'll send the town's messengers out with the news and get more of our people into town."

    Trader Sahren thought for a moment, then sighed. "My schedule is shredded anyway, so why not?" She bowed her head to the mayor in acceptance. "We'll stay for two days."

    "Excellent!" the mayor all but shouted as he clasped his hand in apparent glee. "Excuse me, I have some messengers to send on their way." The mayor hurried away as the traders set up their wagons. Barvil set his guards four and four, with Marvat, Farval and himself guarding during the busy daylight hours and the junior members of the group covering the rest.

    Stavin and Karvik were paired with Vardik and Rolas. They had all been through guarding a caravan near a town before so there was little reason to talk. The one thing that Stavin thought was unusual was how quiet the townsfolk were. He had become use to boisterous, happy crowds, and the subdued, almost sad attitude of these people struck him as strange.

    Stavin wasn't the only one to think something was wrong. Trader Sahren and her people were even more sensitive to the attitude of the crowd, and Sahren sought out Barvil well before dusk. "Barvil, there's something wrong here,” she said in a soft, tension-filled voice. “These people are acting like they're at a funeral." She kept her eyes moving, looking at the crowd rather than Barvil.

    Barvil nodded his agreement. "They're afraid. It's like they're being watched and are afraid of drawing attention to themselves," Barvil said as he watched the people go by.

    The night was quiet, but by the middle of the next day wagons and horses, and even one man riding a fat old ox, started arriving. These people were far less restrained and the area around the caravan became loud with laughter and shouted comments.

    The traders had company that night as dozens of people camped by their wagons instead of heading home in the dark. There was the sound of singing and laughter from the country folk, but the town remained quiet and dark.

    Stavin was off watch and stood, staring at the town. It was a puzzle that he wanted to solve, but he didn't have all the pieces yet. He heard someone walking up behind him and turned to find an old man two paces away.

    "Your pardon, young Sir, but are you the Dragon Warrior? The one what was called a Friend of Evandia by the king?" he asked as he removed his hat.

    "I am Friend Stavin, good Sir," Stavin replied with a slight bow.

    "You be wary of this place, young friend," the old man said softly. "There's been something passing queer about Ormund since that Fel'Comes made hisself mayor. There's something what's keeping the folk hereabouts down." The old man cast a fearful glance at the town and then hurried away.

    Stavin immediately reported to Barvil. "Sir, I just had a strange conversation with one of the locals," he said, then repeated the conversation when Barvil nodded.

    Trader Sahren had listened as well and laid a hand on Barvil's shoulder when Stavin stopped speaking. "It makes sense now. We've been delayed to let someone prepare for us." She looked at the sky and shook her head. "If we had even one of the moons full I'd move on tonight, but it's too dark."

    "What do you suspect?" Barvil asked.

    "A bandit trying to turn into a legitimate businessman. Fel'Comes owns the village bakery and a butcher shop," Sahren explained, "but he seems to spend most of his time watching everyone else. I've been watching and I've seen him just about every span through the day."

    Barvil looked at his men and said, "Prepare to move at first light. Night guards, stay especially alert. Everyone sleep in your armor. I know it's uncomfortable, but it's necessary." Turning to Trader Sahren, he bowed his head. "We'll be ready if he attacks." 

    Trader Sahren went to warn her people, and they prepared as well. While none of them carried a sword, all of them carried knives.

    Stavin and his group were on rounds when a sudden wave of fatigue hit him and he all but collapsed against the wagons. He suddenly felt like he'd been awake for days, but fought it off and felt all right after a few moments. He blinked his eyes and shook his head to clear it of the sudden need to sleep that had almost overwhelmed him. He looked around, but he couldn't see Vardik ahead of him. Turning to look behind him, he couldn't see Rolas either. He felt himself slipping toward panic and darted in between the wagons to look for Karvik, but he was nowhere to be seen either. Then movement caught his eye and he started to shout, but the sound died in his throat. Those were not the figures of his comrades.

    Moving silently and using the wagons as cover, he cautiously approached the four dark figures until he heard a voice. "I told you it would be worth the trip, my master," a man's voice said. "A caravan full of trade goods, and forty more people to serve us."

    Stavin saw the tallest of the figures turn toward the speaker. "You have done well. You may drain ten of them for your service. The rest of them are mine."

    "I thank you, my master," the figure said as he bowed. "I would choose the guards." He paused and rubbed his hands together. "Their life force is strong and their deaths will sustain me for several moons."

    That final comment was enough for Stavin. He burst out from behind a wagon to charge the men, but as fast as he was, he wasn't as fast as the man called “Master.” 

    The dark figure raised a hand and pointed at Stavin, and a bright blue bolt of energy blasted out to strike Stavin solidly in the chest. Stavin's armor took the blow and deflected it harmlessly away, and he only felt a slight resistance, like a gust of wind. He was only three paces away when the figure pointed at him again. This bolt hit him like a hammer in the chest and stopped him in his tracks, but only for a moment. Then he surged forward; “Master” lost his ability to point when Stavin's Dragon's Tongue removed his hand. The bottom blade flicked out and removed his head before he could even scream.

    The other three figures tried to attack Stavin as well, but they had even less luck than their master. Their attacks didn't even slow Stavin as he spun between them, using both blades of his Dragon's Tongue to end their lives.

    Stavin looked at the four dead men and took the extra precaution of driving his Dragon's Tongue into each man's heart again and beheading the two he hadn't before leaving them to find his comrades.

    Stavin found Karvik first. "Kar, wake up," he commanded in a harsh tone, but Karvik didn't show any signs of waking. Stavin knelt and knocked on Karvik's helmet with an armored knuckle and said, "Hey, we're on watch. Wake up," but still received no response. He fought back his building panic and shook him, but Karvik still didn't awaken. He finally pulled Karvik's helmet off and splashed water from his flask into his friend's face and got a reaction. 

    Karvik's body spasmed, and he vomited violently, striking Stavin directly in the breast plate, then rolled over and held his head with both hands. "Oh, Gods," he moaned, "what happened to me?"

    Stavin had stood and backed away, and was trying to wipe away Karvik's vomit without adding his own. "Magi," he managed to say through his clenched teeth. "Black Magi tried to take us," he finally said as he used the rest of the water in his flask to rinse his armor.

    Karvik looked at Stavin with only one eye and asked, "What about you?"

    Stavin shook his head. "I almost passed out, probably when everyone else did, but I was able to shake it off. I think the dragon's magic countered it. It certainly stopped the mage bolts when I attacked." 

    Karvik was sitting up now and looking around. "Where is--?"

    "I don't know. Are you all right?"

    "I've never had a hangover this bad, but I think I'll live," Karvik moaned. "I'm just not sure I want to."

    "Stay where you are. I'll go find Vardik and Rolas, then I'll get your dad and the others." Stavin woke up his watch mates, and was careful to be well to the side when he did to avoid being vomited on again. Once they were all at least partially functional, he woke Barvil. 

    "Sir? Sir! Barvil, wake up!" he said loudly, then resorted to splashing water in Barvil's face.

    Barvil awoke and roared in anger, swinging at Stavin and nearly breaking his hand on Stavin's breast plate. "Stavin, you little bastard!" he bellowed as he wiped water out in his eyes. "I'm going to--"

    "Sir, we were attacked!" Stavin shouted as he dodged away. "A black mage cast a spell on us!"

    What Stavin was saying finally penetrated Barvil's rage and he looked around. None of his men or the traders had reacted to the yelling. "How bad?" he finally asked.

    "Four of them dead. No other casualties, Sir," Stavin reported as he snapped to attention.

    Barvil looked at him with a puzzled expression. "How did you manage that?"

    "I think I just learned something new about my armor, Sir. It protects me from magic. I got dizzy and wanted to sleep for a moment, but I was able to shake it off. Kar and the others were knocked out. When the magi said they were going to kill us all, I attacked."

    "You attacked four magi all by yourself?" Barvil asked in a stunned whisper.

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin replied proudly and gave a quick blow-by-blow account of the action. "Then I went and found Kar and he vomited on me. I was more cautious when I woke Vardik and Rolas."

    "And the face-full of water?" Barvil asked as he used his blanket to dry his face.

    Stavin half shrugged. "It seems to be the only thing that will wake anyone up, Sir."

    Barvil thought for a moment, then nodded. "Running water blocks evil. Wake the rest of our men, and send them to me."

    "Yes, Sir!" Stavin said and did as he was told. Never in all his years had he been the recipient of more curses and death threats than he was that night.

    When everyone was assembled, Barvil gave his orders. "Two-man teams go to each wagon and wake the traders. Be ready, because they are going to wake up mad and armed with knives. Vardik, Rolas, Kar, Stavin, back on watch."

    Stavin returned to his watch and saw Barvil nearly jump out of Sahren's wagon, chased by shouts and curses like he'd never heard before. Barvil was still chuckling when Stavin passed him.

    When everyone was awake, Barvil and Sahren called Stavin over to the bodies. "Which one was the master?" Sahren asked.

    "That one. The tall, skinny one," Stavin answered, using his Dragon's Tongue to point.

    Sahren rolled one of the other heads over and grunted. "I should have expected the mayor to be here," she said as she looked down into his dead eyes.

    The sun was just peeking over the horizon when there was movement from the farmers who had camped around them. All of them appeared normal and cheerful as they hitched their wagons and drove away to their homes. It wasn't long afterward that men and women from the town started appearing singly and in groups.

    "Your pardon, Trader," a man in a blacksmith's leather apron said as he approached Sahren, "but how long have you been here?"

    "This is our second morning, good Sir," she replied.

    "Really?" he asked, clearly puzzled. "I didn't know. Something happened at night--I don't understand. No one told me," he said and his shoulders sagged.

    "Mayor Fel'Comes sent--"

    "Who!?" the blacksmith shouted.

    "Mayor Fel'Comes," Sahren started again but the blacksmith cut her off.

    "I'm the Mayor of Ormund, not that lay-about. When I get my hands on him--"

    "He's dead," Barvil said, stopping the real mayor in mid-rant. "He and three others. They were black magi and had taken over your town."

    "How did you defeat them?" the mayor asked in a breathless tone, and Barvil looked over at his warriors.

    "Friend of Evandia Stavin's armor is proof against human magic," he said and the mayor focused on Stavin's golden armor.

    "Friend Stavin," the mayor said softly. "I must thank him properly for the service he has done us." He walked over to where the warriors were standing and bowed deeply. "Friend Stavin, I am Ahldar Fel'Barlan, the true Mayor of Ormund. I wish to express my gratitude for freeing my people from the spell that we have been under."

    Stavin bowed deeply. "I was only doing what I had to, Sir," he replied.

    "Perhaps that is true, Friend Stavin, but you deserve our thanks nonetheless. At the very least, you deserve a warrior's reward of his slain foe's property." Stavin was afraid that he had just acquired a bakery and butcher shop, but the mayor quickly disabused him of that notion. "Ohral Fel'Comes didn't own much property, but he did have a tenth-part interest in a grist mill on the river," the mayor finally said. "He and his siblings inherited it from their father." 

    Stavin was relieved and shook his head. "Let the other owners have it. I want with no reminders of this incident."

    The mayor looked like he was about to argue, but shook his head instead and bowed. "If that is your wish, we will honor it," he said with a bow. "What about the bodies?"

    Stavin shrugged. "They can be thrown in a cesspit as far as I'm concerned. Their souls are already in the deepest hell." The mayor bowed deeply and quickly left.

    Barvil looked at Stavin and said, "Don't want anything as a reminder of this incident, do you? What about their purses?"

    "Purses?" Stavin asked, then his head whipped around toward the bodies. "I didn't--"

    "We did," Barvil and Trader Sahren said together. "Here," Barvil said as he held out four purses. "We didn't count them, but there're heavy."

    "There were also these amulets," Trader Sahren said, unfolding a piece of leather to reveal four heavy gold and diamond amulets on long braided-gold chains.

    Stavin hissed in anger when he saw the amulets. "Drop those!" he shouted and Sahren did. "You didn't let them touch your skin, did you?" he asked as he stared at the pile of evil at his feet.

    "I have been around for a long time, Stavin," Trader Sahren said with a laugh. "I know better than to risk that."

    "It will take an Adept to cleanse those of evil, Stavin, and we don't dare leave them as they are," Barvil said. "Anyone who picks them up will be snared."

    Stavin was thinking furiously and said, "Salt. A leather bag full of salt. It's the only way to carry them safely."

    Barvil looked at Marvat and received a set of saddlebags. "Full of salt," Barvil said as he opened the left bag. "Really, Stavin, we have been around for a while."

    Stavin was about to answer when he got a good look at the saddlebags and said, "Hey! Those are mine!"

    "So are the cursed amulets, and you owe me a silver crown for the salt," Marvat replied sourly.

    Stavin opened and closed his mouth without saying anything, and then knelt by the amulets. Using his knife, he picked up each amulet by the chain and then stuffed it down into the salt. When he was done he looked at the purses. "These will wait. I'm hungry."

    Everyone laughed and Trader Sahren led them to the where the cook and Rahlina were serving the traders. They had retrieved their morning meals and were beginning to eat when Kethlan approached Stavin. 

    "I understand that we have you to thank for getting a face full of water this morning, Stavin," he said as he looked Stavin in the eye.

    "It could have been much worse," Trader Sahren pointed out.

    "So I hear. Was it really servants of--?"

    "Don't say that name!" Trader Sahren and Barvil shouted together. "The amulets are right there in those saddlebags," Barvil continued as he pointed to the ground beside Stavin, and everyone edged away from him.

    "Oh, thank you so very much!" Stavin snapped and took the last bite of his morning meal.

     



    Chapter 9

    THE CARAVAN MOVED ON IMMEDIATELY, LEAVING Ormund behind as fast as the mules would go. That night Stavin counted his purses. "They weren't just evil," he said, "they were thieves. Thirty-two gold and three hundred silver crowns," he concluded. He handed Marvat two silver crowns, then went to bed.

    Stavin had put the saddlebags full of salt behind his saddle as a last resort. No one wanted to be near those amulets no matter how they were packed, so none of the traders would let him put them in a wagon.

    The caravan spent two days traveling to the next town, and as soon as they arrived Stavin went to Barvil. "Sir, I'd like to ask around about an adept."

    Barvil nodded. "Take Mar and the rest with you. I'll be happier when those amulets are neutralized."

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin snapped and went to find the others. At the edge of town, Stavin began asking for directions. "Excuse me, Sir," he asked of one of the locals, "could you tell me if an adept lives in this area?"

    "Not in these parts, young warrior," the man replied, "but I've heard tales of one in Pahlovad.”

    Stavin bowed and said, "Thank you," then turned away to face to Marvat. "I guess we're not going anywhere."

    Marvat looked at Stavin closely and shook his head. "You don't look very good, Stave. Are you feeling all right?"

    Stavin looked at the ground and shook his head. "I'm not getting much sleep. Bad dreams."

    Marvat gave his shoulder an encouraging slap. "We'll get set up and let you rest until it's time to take the watch."

    Stavin nodded and led them back to the caravan. In answer to Barvil's questioning look, he just shook his head. He busied himself setting up the tent he shared with Karvik and laid out their bedrolls, but he couldn't rest. It was as if something was pulling at him, making him feel like he needed to go somewhere or do something. His restlessness had him up and pacing long before the watch changed hands.

    It was well past mid night when the sound of screaming came from within the caravan. The screams gave way to shouts as people awoke and reacted to what they thought was an attack. As the voices quieted, Tavan came out and caught up with Stavin. "Barvil wants you," was all he said, then gave Stavin a push toward the wagons.

    Stavin found Barvil and half the traders near his tent and snapped to attention. "You sent for me, Sir?"

    "I did," Karvik said from the ground. "Stave, you have to do something with those amulets. I dreamed I was being flayed alive and look!" Karvik held out his arms to show straight red lines on his skin. "It's like this everywhere!"

    "There isn't an adept here, Kar, or I would have!" Stavin snapped. 

    "Stavin!" Barvil snarled, drawing his gaze. "That's enough."

    Stavin took a deep breath to argue, then let it out slowly. "Sorry, Kar. I haven't been sleeping much. I have terrible dreams."

    "Are you sleeping with your armor on, Stavin?" Barvil asked.

    Stavin nodded. "Everything but my helmet, Sir."

    Sahren interrupted their discussion then. "Those amulets must be ancient to be so powerful that they can reach out through the salt."

    "But Stavin's armor protects him from magic," Farval pointed out.

    Sahren shook her head. "It protected him from a human's magic, but Esho--the Evilest One is not human. He's one of the Old Gods, one of the five Old Gods that we call the Gods Below. I've heard that they are older than the mountains and that even dragons fear them. It is only the opposing power of the Gods Above that prevents them from turning this world into a living hell for all of us."

    Barvil said, "Stavin, look at me." Stavin immediately turned to face him and Barvil raised his right hand. "Remove your helmet." When Stavin had complied with the order, Barvil looked into his eyes. "Stavin, how much sleep have you been getting?" he asked after seeing how bloodshot Stavin's eyes were.

    Stavin looked at the ground and shook his head. "Only about three or four spans. Then the dreams come."

    "What are you dreaming of?" Trader Sahren asked, looking into Stavin's eyes.

    "Conquest. I keep dreaming about conquering the world and reestablishing the empire. But it's all wrong. It's all dark and full of pain and fear and--" Stavin stopped speaking and bit his lower lip.

    "And?" Barvil prompted gently.

    "And I'm the Emperor, and the Gods Below demand that I sacrifice to them," Stavin finally whispered.

    Trader Sahren turned to Barvil. "We have to get rid of those amulets."

    "It's too dangerous," Barvil replied.

    "Yes, too dangerous to keep them," Sahren snapped.

    "What would you have us do?" Barvil demanded hotly. "Throw them away for some unwary soul to be ensnared?"

    "Better someone else than Stavin or one of my family!" Sahren shouted in him.

    "Stavin is not your concern!" Barvil nearly shouted.

    "Enough!" Stavin shouted, silencing every one. "Listen to yourselves! They are affecting you as well." He paused as everyone stepped away from him. "I'll buy a pack horse in the morning and a cask of salt. Maybe that will help. Sir," he said, turning to face Barvil, "I request to be moved to the last slot. I'll put the pack horse on a long lead and let it trail behind us. Maybe it will help to have them farther away."

    Barvil exchanged a glance with Sahren, then nodded. "That may work. If it doesn't--we'll cross that bridge when we get to it. Put your saddle bags by the fire and get back on guard." He looked around as Stavin moved to obey his order. "Everyone else get back to bed and sleep if you can."

    No one slept any more that night and Sahren went with Stavin to the livestock merchants at first light. She bargained hard and Stavin only had to lay out two gold crowns for a sturdy pack mule and an X-frame for its back. The cask of salt cost him another gold crown, but only because he interrupted Sahren in mid-haggle.

    When they got back to the caravan, Stavin dumped half the salt out of the cask and stuffed the amulets into the center after wrapping each of them in ox hide, then packed the salt firmly down on top of them. As soon as he pounded the end of the cask in place, he felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He turned to the mule and attached the cask to the X-frame on its back, then hurried to take his place by the last wagon.

    Stavin rode behind the last wagon rather than beside it to keep the amulets as far away from the caravan as possible. The mule didn't seem to mind being last in line or even notice the cask on its back. Stavin's mind wandered as he rode. The Gods were foremost in his thoughts, and he considered what he knew. 

    There were ten Old Gods that the people of Dracana acknowledged, though few actively worshiped them anymore. Younger Gods like Lady Sahren and Lord Lebawan were worshiped, but the Old Gods were still remembered. Five Gods Above and Five Gods Below, maintaining the balance of the world. They ranged from Arandar as the most powerful of the Gods Above to the one whose name Stavin wouldn't even think as the most powerful of the Gods Below. The least powerful and most alike were Order and Chaos, those Gods who were closest to humans. Their influence could be found existing simultaneously in most people. 

    At each of the next three towns Stavin asked if there was an adept nearby, and each time he received the same answer: Pahlovad. After the third time he was told that, he resigned himself to guarding the amulets for as long as it took to get to them cleansed.

    On the eighth day, Barvil came to stand behind him as he was feeding his horse and the mule. "Stavin," Barvil said, making him jump, "are you feeding that mule?"

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered. "Why?"

    "Look at it," Barvil said as he gestured toward the animal. "Its ribs are showing."

    Stavin looked at the mule and shook his head. "I hadn't noticed, Sir."

    Barvil turned Stavin to face him and looked at him closely. "You're losing flesh as well. Those amulets may not be affecting you as much, but they are still affecting you. They are feeding off you and the animals."

    Stavin nodded and sagged a little. "At least I can sleep. The dreams aren't as bad."

    Barvil shook Stavin sharply. "You're still having dreams? Why didn't you say anything?"

    "Because I have to see this through to the end, Sir," Stavin whispered.

    "It's only two more days to Pahlovad, Stavin. Just hold on that much longer," Barvil said encouragingly, and then walked away.

     



    Chapter 10

    THE CARAVAN FINALLY REACHED THE CITY of Pahlovad. It was an ancient city, even if it wasn't as large as Aravad or the lowland cities that Stavin had visited the year before. The city had originally been beside an Imperial Army fortress, but had expanded around it until the fortress was near the center of the city.

    There was a garrison of troops in residence and Stavin approached the first officer he saw. "Lieutenant, I wish to see your commanding officer immediately." 

    The officer looked at him and raised an eyebrow as he asked, "Who are you that the general would want to see you?" 

    Stavin bowed and said, "I am Friend of Evandia Stavin."

    The lieutenant nodded and replied, "I will send word to the fort that you are here, Friend Stavin. If the general wishes to see you, he will send for you this evening."

    Stavin was having a hard time keeping his temper under control and finally drew out his writ. "I am Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston, and there is no time to waste on excuses and temporizing. I must see your commander immediately, not some time this evening." 

    The officer clenched his jaws in anger and said, "I'll do what I can," and Stavin turned away while the man went to the fortress.

    While he was waiting, Stavin took the amulets out of the cask and packed them back in his saddlebags. He paused to pat the mule on the nose and shook his head at its condition. It was thin and shaggy, and looked like Stavin hadn't fed it in a moon.

    Karvik escorted a soldier to Stavin's side and said, "Friend Stavin, this soldier is here to escort you to the fortress."

    Stavin stood and put the saddlebags over his shoulder. "Thank you, Kar. Would you find a privy and dump that salt for me? I don't think it would be healthy to eat."

    Karvik nodded. "And I'll burn that cask. What about the mule?"

    "Give it away," Stavin said as he stepped over to the soldier's side. "Find some farmer at the market who looks poor and give it to him. A poor man might treasure what a rich man won't."

    The soldier escorted Stavin through the city to the old fortress and he was shown to an office where he was told to wait. After a few moments the door opened again and a major stepped through and bowed to Stavin. "The general will see you now, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin followed the major into another office and stood at attention as he was announced. "Lord General Zelkav Zel'Rantal, I am pleased to present Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston."

    "Thank you, Major, that will be all," the general said and the major left, closing the door firmly behind him. The general looked at Stavin and said, "Friend Stavin, I realize that you are somewhat new to these lands, but using your status as a Friend of Evandia to bully your way in here was exceptionally rude. If you had just left word that you were in the city I would have invited you to the evening meal tonight."

    Stavin bowed deeply. "I beg your forgiveness, Lord General Zel'Rantal, but this matter will not wait," he replied, then went on to detail the events at Ormund. "The amulets of the Evilest One are in these saddle bags, Sir."

    The general's nostrils flared as he shifted his gaze to the bags that hung over Stavin's shoulder. "You risk your soul, Friend Stavin."

    "That is why I seek an Adept, Sir," Stavin answered.

    "Unfortunately, I don't have one," the general said as he leaned forward. "My senior Battlemage is only a Master. There is, however, an adept in the city. Her name is Sharindis--What?" the general asked because Stavin had reacted to the name with a startled twitch. 

    "Forgive me, general," Stavin said. "My wife's name is Sharindis."

    The general shook his head. "Don't let your guard down with this one. She's as mean as a snake and as sharp as a sword." The general rang the bell on his desk and the major returned. "Take Friend Stavin to Adept Sharindis. Take a detachment of twenty men and ensure that he gets there safely. Above all else, make sure nothing happens to those saddlebags. What is in them is far too dangerous."

    Stavin and the major both snapped to attention, and bowed. At the general's wave of dismissal they turned as one and left the room. Once they were out of the general's office the major asked, "What do you carry, Friend Stavin?" 

    "Evil amulets in salt," Stavin replied without looking at the major.

    "Gods Below," the major whispered as he edged away from Stavin.

    "Yes," Stavin agreed, "one of those."

    The major gathered his men and they formed a protective phalanx around Stavin. The soldiers drew curious glances as they marched halfway across the city to a building that had once been an elegant mansion, but was now shabby and overrun with ivy. The gate opened before they reached it, but the major stopped. At Stavin's questioning look he explained, "You go alone from here, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin bowed his head deeply and said, "Thank you, Sir," then walked through the gate and followed the path to a door that opened before he reached it. Walking through the door led him to a passageway and out into a garden.

    "Welcome," a woman's voice said and Stavin stepped toward it. "You are quite a sight to see, young man," the voice said and Stavin turned to find himself facing a fabric screen. "Place the amulets of the Evil One in the circle of Arandar the Bright and I will cleanse them," she said and Stavin did as he was told. "Can you pay the price?"

    "I don't know what the price is," Stavin said, turning back to the screen.

    "The price I always ask," the voice said and the screen fell away to reveal a frail, withered old woman. "You must try to kill me."

    "What!?" Stavin shouted.

    A wry smile twisted the old woman's lips. "Long ago I cast a spell for eternal life, but I forgot to include youth and health," she said, moving a blanket to show her twisted and stunted legs. "Once done, I could not change it. For two hundred and thirty-nine years I have suffered the ravages of time."

    Stavin took a step toward her and asked, "Why has no one ended your suffering?"

    The shriveled up old woman laughed. "Many have tried. I have tried. But my magic has a will of its own and slays all who threaten me."

    Stavin looked at the four amulets nestled in the pile of salt and nodded. "If it costs my life, so be it," he said softly to himself. Turning back to the adept, he bowed. "Cleanse that evil and I will try to end your suffering." 

    Adept Sharindis raised a finger and an actinic blaze engulfed the amulets. The circle of Arandar the Bright drew the power of the greatest of the Gods Above to her call. The light grew, becoming brighter than the sun, and Stavin had to shield his eyes to keep from going blind. In just a few eternal moments it was over and he went to look at the remains. The symbol of evil, the ancient glyph that was pronounced Eshokanal, was gone. All of the gold and diamonds remained, and he picked the amulets up and put them back in the saddlebags. 

    "And now it is your turn to try and give me what I want," the old woman said.

    Stavin tossed the saddlebags over by the entry to the garden and brought his Dragon's Tongue to ready. Stepping over to face the old woman, he looked down at her and bowed deeply, then said, "I wish you peace and an end to your suffering, Shari," then struck.

    He would never be able to fully describe what happened next. Light engulfed him, blinding him yet forcing him to see. The frail old woman was there with the blade of his Dragon's Tongue just a hair's-breadth away from her throat, yet overlaying her was the shade of a young woman with auburn hair and a welcoming smile. Forces fought to turn his Dragon's Tongue away and a thousand sledgehammers beat against his armor, but even the unbridled magic of a human adept could not prevail against that of the dragon.

    The golden Dragon's Tongue cut through the old woman's neck and her head fell away. The attack against Stavin cut off just as suddenly, and he stumbled back a step. The body of the old woman had instantly dissolved into dust, and in the center of that dust stood the spirit of the tall, auburn-haired young woman.

    "You have done what hundreds before you failed to do: you freed me from a curse of my own devising. Take with you my thanks and all that I possess, for you have at last given me what I truly desired." Then she was gone and Stavin saw what she had lain on.

    Gold coins glinted in the sun. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of them were revealed as the dust the old woman had become blew away. Stavin was at first elated, then dismayed. "Oh, Gods Above," he all but whined, "how am I supposed to carry all of this?" The breeze seemed to giggle and brush his lips with a kiss, and then, without seeming to move, he was standing beside Trader Sahren's wagon, ankle deep in a pile of gold. As the shouting started he whispered, "Thank you, Shari," to the breeze and received a parting kiss from the adept's spirit.

    Barvil and the other warriors surrounded Stavin as the crowd, which had fled from Stavin's sudden appearance, started forward. "Stay back!" Barvil shouted as he drew his sword.

    "What happened?" a voice shouted.

    Another asked, "Is that real?"

    "Where did you come from?" a man at the front demanded.

    Stavin held up his Dragon's Tongue by the center of the haft and the crowd quieted down. "Adept Sharindis is at peace," he announced loudly and the crowd drew back. He dropped the saddlebags that had somehow leapt back to his shoulder and stepped out of the pile of gold. He whispered, "Sometimes the price you pay is too high, no matter what the reward." Looking at Trader Sahren he said, "I need some sacks."

    No sacks were to be found close at hand, but a bunch of clay jars were purchased from a nearby potter and Sahren joined Barvil, Karvik, and Stavin collecting the coins from the dust while Stavin told his story. The rest of the warriors stood guard, facing outward with bared weapons.

    "So you think the spirit of this Adept Sharindis is responsible for your sudden appearance and riches?" Trader Sahren asked.

    "She seems to have had an odd sense of humor, Ma'am," Stavin said as he picked up his saddle bags.

    Trader Sahren chuckled. "If you can't take it with you, leave it to someone cute," she said, then laughed at Stavin, braying loudly and attracting everyone's attention. "Don't blush, Stavin. You are cute, and you know it. If I didn't have so much in common with your grandmother--But I do, so that's neither here nor there. You'll be going to the Gold Merchants in the morning. What about the amulets?"

    Stavin pulled the amulets out of his saddle bags and displayed them. "She burned the evil one's glyph off them. Now they're just gold and diamond trinkets."

    "Trinkets?" Sahren asked with a surprise to squeak in her voice. "Stavin, those are worth more than your pay last year."

    Stavin looked at the amulets and shrugged. "I'll find a buyer in the low lands. The memories of what they cost are too fresh right now."


    Chapter 11

    IN THE MORNING, THE CARAVAN MOVED on with a stop at the Gold Merchants. It took all eleven of the warriors and Trader Sahren as well to take the jars of gold into the Chapter House. The gold was poured out and, contrary to what Stavin had expected, weighed instead of counted.

    "Why did you weigh it?" he asked the room in general.

    "Because you have coins from six kingdoms that date to several eras. Coins change in value with each new design or size," one of the gold merchants explained. "Rather than try and figure it all out, we just weigh the gold and give you credit for the equivalent amount of Evandian crowns. The vast majority of this gold will be sold to His Majesty's Treasury to be melted down and re-struck."

    "And you profit both ways," Trader Sahren said in a flat tone.

    "Marginally," the man admitted. "Our agreement with his Majesty that gives us a monopoly on all gold sales limits us to one crown profit per hundred. This sum will net us about sixty-seven crowns. It's not as great as all that."

    "Except you make that profit from Friend Stavin," Barvil said, looking the man in the eye.

    "He could take it all with you--"

    "No, we can't," Stavin said. "We know that as surely as you. What is the total?"

    "By weight," the gold merchants said, "six thousand, seven hundred, and forty-six Evandian crowns."

    "And how much do I get of that?" Stavin asked.

    "Minus our one percent, you will receive six thousand, six hundred, and seventy-eight gold, five silver, and four copper sparks," the gold merchant replied.

    Stavin nodded. "Have it added to my account," he said and watched as a large ledger book was brought out. His name and account information, including his withdrawal in Aravad, was toward the back. The gold merchants added the information and showed it to Stavin, then closed the book.

    "Will there be anything else today, Friend Stavin?" the most senior of the gold merchants asked.

    "No, thank you, Sir," Stavin said and turned to lead the way out of the Chapter House. When he reached the door he froze. The caravan was surrounded by troops, along with men and women in rich clothing.

    An old man was helped forward by two slightly younger men and stopped facing Stavin. "You are Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston, I take it," the old man said, making a statement rather than asking a question. "I am Varlain Zel'Orandan. These men and women behind me are my children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and cousins of every degree. It is our understanding that you killed Adept Sharindis yesterday."

    "I did," Stavin admitted, keeping his head up by an act of will alone. "It was the price she demanded of me for cleansing four amulets of the taint of Eshokanal."

    A ripple of revulsion ran through the crowd, and Stavin saw many people making signs to avert evil. Lord Zel'Orandan cleared his throat several times before he spoke again. "Speaking that name out loud was unnecessary, young man, and unwise. However, back to the matter at hand. We, the thousand or so you see here today, are all descendents of Adept Sharindis and her six children. We all knew her will, and the price she demanded of those who sought her services. For reasons that I'm sure you understand, few would accept her terms. When you didn't return to the major, it was assumed you had perished like all those who came before you. When we learned the truth, we came looking for you to thank you for the service you have done our family."

    Stavin bowed deeply. "It was a high price."

    The lord nodded. "You received her legacy, you know," he said. "Not only the gold, but the estate as well."

    Stavin shook his head. "I have no use for such a palace, Sir," he managed to say.

    "And none of us would wish to live there," Lord Zel'Orandan said.

    "Is there another use for the building?" Barvil asked from behind Stavin's shoulder.

    "That will be up to the new owner," Lord Zel'Orandan said, looking at Stavin.

    Stavin suddenly felt trapped. "Sir, Lord Zel'Orandan, please, does anyone have an idea that will let someone else take over the estate?"

    A group of soldiers stepped forward, led by Lord General Zel'Rantal. "I have a proposal, Friend Stavin, but it would net you little in coin."

    Stavin looked at the ground and murmured, "I have received enough, and more than enough, Sir." 

    The general's face took on a thoughtful expression, and he spoke in a gentle tone as he continued. "Perhaps so. It is the tradition of the Evandian Army to care for the orphans of fallen soldiers, to see them raised and educated in keeping with the highest standards of the Army. This usually takes place in the fort, which works well for the boys who will one day become soldiers, but not always so well for the girls. With your indulgence, I would propose turning the old estate into a school for orphan girls of the Evandian Army."

    Stavin perked up a little and looked at Barvil and Sahren before turning back to the general. "The army would take over the estate and see to its upkeep, Sir?" he asked and received a deep nod from the general. "Then let it be done. If it is possible, Sir, could you name the school after Sharindis? You already know my reasons."

    "And great-grand-nanny Sharindis would approve as well," Lord General Zel'Rantal said with a slight bow.

    Barvil interrupted then, stepping forward and bowing to the general. "Your pardon, Lord General Zel'Rantal, but we are all curious as to where all that gold came from."

    The general looked at Barvil, then tilted his head to the side and looked at Barvil's shoulder. His lips formed a silent whistle for a moment, then he looked Barvil in the eye and answered. "For nearly two centuries people have been going to her, seeking help of one kind or another. What young Friend Stavin received was the gold those people carried, thinking they could buy her help. Hundreds of men and women have passed through the gates of that manor, but only Friend Stavin has returned." He looked at Stavin and bowed his head slightly.

    Stavin bowed deeply in return. "Will you require anything else of me, my lords? My employer wishes to move on to her next stop," he said, looking back and forth between the nobles.

    "No, Friend Stavin," Lord Zel'Orandan said with a smile. "I think there are enough witnesses here to let us do the paperwork without your signature." There was a scattering of laughter in the crowd and the old lord was helped to a waiting carriage. The rest of the crowd dispersed and soon only the caravan remained.

    "You know, you could have sold an estate like that for several thousand crowns, Stavin," Trader Sahren said as she rested a hand on his shoulder.

    Stavin shook his head and looked up at her. "Hers was a death I didn't want to profit from. If I hadn't seen her spirit and felt her will, I would have given them the gold as well."

    There was a chuckle from the side and Karvik said, "I would have enjoyed listening to you try to explain that to Shari."

    Stavin shook his head again, but he had a rueful smile now. "I don't think I would have had to, Kar."

     



    Chapter 12

    SHARINDIS WAS WELL PAST THE HALFWAY point of her pregnancy, and the added burden of her unwieldy belly was making her far more clumsy than the lack of sight alone ever had. 

    Her father started making it his morning duty to come and walk her to the archive every day. "Slow and easy, Shari," he said the first time he escorted her. 

    "I know the way, daddy," she replied. "I'm just a bit off balance right now." 

    "Yes, and a fall could hurt you and my grandson, so you'll take it slow and easy," he replied, holding her arm. 

    "Even Healer Kel'Kadus can't tell if it's a boy or a girl yet, daddy," she laughed. 

    "Maybe he can't, or won’t, but your mother and the other women all say the signs are right for it to be a boy. Beside," he added, smiling down at her, "boys first is a trait we and the Kel'Anistons share." 

    Sharindis cradled her bulging belly and shook her head. "We shall see."

    Charvil delivered her to the archive and she went to her desk by the window. In deference to her condition, her old stool had been replaced by a well-padded chair, and she eased down onto it. The extra weight was beginning to pull at her back muscles and she spent a moment rubbing them before beginning work. 

    She was copying yet another ancient scroll of laws that had been handed down from the Kingdom of Farindia, and the task absorbed her. It was fascinating to read how the old kings had ruled, and the laws they had decreed to govern their people. Mid day came, but it was her mother who came to take her to eat. 

    Nahrana walked into the archive office and said, "Shari, you have to eat properly. Close your ink pot and come away from there. You're eating for two now."

    Shari rolled her eyes without looking toward the door. "Mother, I'm fine. You know I don't eat much during the day."

    "You will from now on," Nahrana countered. "Your father may be able to go all day without food, but you can't. Your baby needs you to eat right. Now close your ink and come away from there." 

    "Go with her, Shari," Master Scribe Kel'Zorgan said from the doorway. "It's been thirty years since the last time I managed to win an argument with her." 

    "Thank you, Arlen," Nahrana said with a deep nod to her oldest brother. "But you didn't win. I just refused to stoop to your level."

    "You threatened to knife me in my sleep, you brat," Arlen snapped. 

    Nahrana laughed. "Only because you threatened to spank me." 

    He transferred his attention to Sharindis and sighed. "I still can't win an argument with her. Go with her, Shari. You're not as stubborn as she is." 

    "Yes, Master Kel'Zorgan." Sharindis sighed. She put her crystal in its box and closed her ink pot, then stood and confidently walked through the cluttered room to her mother's side. Nahrana took her by the arm and led her out of the archive and back to her home rather than the Kel'Aniston's house. 

    "Are you craving anything, Shari?" Nahrana asked. 

    "Sour garlic pickles," Sharindis admitted. 

    "You've never liked pickles of any kind, Shari," her mother said. "I guess your son does." 

    Sharindis chuckled. "Everyone seems to think I'm carrying a boy, Mom. Except Healer Kel'Kadus. He won't commit either way." 

    Nahrana chuckled as well. "All of the signs point that way, Shari. Is there anything else you're craving? It's always wise to obey your cravings. That's the Gods Above telling you what to eat." 

    "Curdled cream, but I've always loved that. And carrots. Radishes."

    "I craved radishes with you," Nahrana said with a smile. 

    Sharindis let her mother seat her at the table, then she and Varik served a hearty meal of bread, sausage, cheese, and pickles. 

    Varik chuckled when he saw her devour the pickles first. "I guess those jokes about pregnant women and pickles are true," he said, grinning broadly at his mother and sister. 

    Sharindis glared at him. "How about the ones about how short-tempered pregnant women are?"

    Varik chuckled. "And that differs from your usual temperament in what way?" he asked.

    Sharindis looked straight at him. "I may not be able to catch you, Var, but I'll remember that. I won't be pregnant forever." 

    Varik closed his mouth with a snap. Sharindis had taken her staff to him too many times for him not to take that threat seriously. Nahrana chuckled at her children. 

    "You two have to stop acting like this. You're grown now. There's no excuse." 

    Both Sharindis and Varik turned toward her and said, "But Mom." 

    "But Mom nothing," Nahrana said in a severe tone. "Shari is a grown woman, and you have to start acting like an adult, Varik. You're twelve. No more childishness."

    Varik looked at the table and sighed, "Yes, ma'am." Shari just sulked.

     



    Chapter 13

    THE CARAVAN CONTINUED ACROSS THE NORTH of Evandia, trading as it went and seldom spending more than one day at any stop. Stavin spent a lot of time alone. The memory of what he'd done haunted him. No matter how he looked at it, he had killed an unarmed old woman. It was her desire to die, and the price she had demanded for her services, but that didn't stop Stavin's mind from replaying the instant that blade had met flesh over and over again.

    The caravan's route was taking them close to the border with Andaria and the towns started being more wary of the traders. While there had been official peace between the two kingdoms for over two hundred years, there were still incidents of renegades crossing the border to raid nearby farms and villages.

    Barvil listened to the stories the locals told and alerted his men. "There are reports of groups of men raiding this area. The army is patrolling, but hasn't reported any captures. I want each of you on your toes when you are on watch and everyone in full armor when you are off." He paused and looked each man in the eye. "These men may be Andarian deserters or even regular troops masquerading as bandits. Stavin, Karvik, fall back beside Aldric and Tavan as you do your rounds."

    "Yes, Sir," they all said together.

    Farval's hand was first up and began their rounds as the sun went down. The watch changed hands at mid night and the moons illuminated the area brightly. It was near dawn when Stavin and Aldric heard the sounds of fighting from the far side of the caravan. Aldric immediately started toward the disturbance.

    "Ric!" Stavin snapped, stopping Aldric in his tracks. "Stay where you are unless called."

    "But, Stavin, they're--"

    "I know, but unless you are called, you stay at your post and watch the trees." Stavin was watching the shadows under the trees the carefully. "It could be a diversion."

    Aldric fidgeted and paced until the sounds of fighting ceased. Then he gave Stavin a disgusted look and turned to face away from him. Barvil led Marvat to pick them up just a few spans later. 

    "Any trouble on this side?" Barvil asked.

    "None, Sir,” Stavin replied.

    "I'm glad you two remembered your duty," Marvat said, smiling at Stavin and Aldric. "Vardik came to help and left a third of the caravan unguarded."

    "What's the count?" Stavin asked and received a sharp look from Barvil. "I'm just curious, Sir," he said defensively.

    "Two for Sharvit, one for Mar, and one for Vardik," Barvil answered.

    Stavin and Aldric followed Marvat and Barvil to the morning meal, then broke camp. Vardik was somber and uncommunicative, and it wasn't hard to guess that Barvil had already torn a strip of his hide off for leaving his position.

    When they stopped that night, Barvil awarded the kills to his men. "Marvat, this is your eighth kill and your fifth expedition. Sharvit, you also have eight kills now. Vardik," he paused and waited for the young man to come to attention, "on this, your third expedition to the low lands, you have made your fifth kill. You may now paint your fifth white chevron on your armor."

    "Yes, Sir," Vardik snapped and resumed his seat.

    Now Barvil looked at all of his men. "I think that attack last night was a probe. Four men, even desperate men, wouldn't attack a caravan like this one. Not facing five men on watch. Be prepared to fight and call for help if you're attacked. If there is an attack, I expect each of you to do your duty and remain at your post unless called. Is that clear?"

    "Yes, Sir!" all ten young men snapped.

    Marvat's hand was up first and began walking around the caravan while the sun was still up. They had completed two circuits and were beginning their third when Aldric cleared his throat and said, "Stave?"

    "Yes, Ric?"

    "Thanks for making me remember my duty."

    Stavin smiled. "Missing a fight beats getting yelled at by Barvil. Ask Vardik. You'll get your chance soon enough. Just remember that you are alone out here and yell for help as soon as you can. You're good, but you're going to be facing a lot more than two-to-one odds if Barvil is right."

    "Yes, Sir," Aldric said with a grin.

    "Don't start, Ric," Stavin growled, but he was fighting not to laugh.

    Fighting not to laugh was all the fighting Stavin did that watch. Mid night came and the watch changed hands, and Stavin went to his tent after saying, "Nothing happening," to Karvik and Tavan.

    Stavin was asleep when the shouting started and he snapped awake, shoved his helmet on to his head, and ran for the noise with his Dragon's Tongue in his hands. He burst out from between two of the wagons and was immediately struck hard in the back. His armor distributed the impact, but he was still thrown forward and down. He turned the fall into a roll and came up on one knee, striking blindly behind him as he turned but not connecting with anything.

    A man with a huge battle ax was bringing his weapon to ready and moved in for the kill, but Stavin struck first, driving the blade of his Dragon's Tongue into the man's chest, and swinging the free end in a circle to ensure that he got the heart.

    Stavin ducked to the side and used the dying man as a shield when a swordsman attacked from his right and cut the man's sword hand off before bringing the lower blade around to remove a leg as well.

    Looking around, he saw Karvik kill one man and move on. Farval was pulling his sword out of another man's chest. Tavan was holding his own against two opponents, but losing ground. Running at full speed, Stavin hamstrung one of Tavan's opponents and moved on to help the newly arrived Aldric.

    Aldric had suffered the same kind of attack Stavin had, but hadn't been as lucky. He'd sprawled face down on the ground and the axman was closing for the kill. Stavin threw his Dragon's Tongue like a spear, striking the man in his exposed side and spitting his heart and lungs. Another man was attacking and Stavin grabbed Aldric's dropped weapon to keep him at bay.

    The rest of the warriors were attacking the bandits now and suddenly a horn sounded. Every bandit immediately withdrew, dragging their wounded where they could. In moments, the only bandits left were dead or dying.

    "What in the five hells was that?" Marvat shouted.

    "A tactical withdrawal," Barvil said. "Their commander saw that they were overmatched and pulled back rather than lose all of them."

    "What about the wounded, Sir?" Farval asked.

    Barvil walked around and spotted one man who was vainly trying to hold his intestines inside his belly. "Who are you?" he asked. 

    "I want to go home, Sir. I don't want to fight. Please, Sir, I just want to go home. I beg you. I want to go home, Sir. I don't want to fight--" was all the man would say, repeating it over and over again.

    Barvil stepped back and looked around. "Who claims him?" he asked.

    "I do, Sir," Rolas Kel'Norlan said.

    "Then finish him," Barvil ordered and watched Rolas drive his sword into the man's chest. Barvil checked several of the wounded, but it was mostly the same pitiful story. Only one man was lucid enough to give him any information.

    "We was press ganged. Whole lot of us. Oh, Gods this hurts," the man said as he clawed at the Dragon's Tongue that was shoved through his chest. "Army. You could tell, but no uniforms. Kill me. Please! The pain is too much."

    Barvil looked at his men and saw that only Aldric was not holding a weapon. "Finish him, Aldric. Don't make him suffer anymore."

    Aldric looked like he was about to vomit and held up his hands. "I don't have a sword," he almost whispered. Stavin silently held out his Dragon's Tongue and Aldric took it in one trembling hand. He said, "I'm sorry," then grabbed the Dragon's Tongue in both hands and beheaded the man. As the man's blood pumped onto the ground Aldric handed Stavin the golden Dragon's Tongue and turned away. 

    Barvil let Aldric go, silently motioning Marvat to follow him. "Search the bodies of your kills. Stavin, make sure Aldric's Dragon's Tongue is clean before you give it back to him."

    "Yes, Sir," the warriors snapped and everyone, including Barvil, began their grim task. 

    In the morning Barvil awarded the stripes to his men. "Aldric Kel'Ranat, on this, your first expedition to the low lands, you have made your first kill, beheading a man after you had disabled him with your Dragon's Tongue. In accordance with the traditions handed down by our ancestors, you may now paint a white chevron on the left shoulder of your armor.

    "Tavan Kel'Vorash, on this, your first expedition to the low lands, you have made your first and second kills. Your first man died after you cut his throat with your Dragon's Tongue and your second man died with your Dragon's Tongue through his heart. In accordance with the traditions of our ancestors, you may now paint two white chevrons on the shoulder of your armor." Barvil paused as his two newly-blooded warriors were congratulated by their peers. 

    "Rolas Kel'Norlan, on this, your third expedition to the low lands, you killed three men this night, two with stabs to the heart with your sword and one with a knife in the throat. You may now paint two additional white chevrons on your armor and paint your top chevron red. Congratulations, Sergeant Kel'Norlan, though you may not use that authority until next year.

    "Orkahn Kel'Erins, on this, your fourth expedition to the low lands, you have made two kills, one with a thrust through the heart and one by beheading your opponent. You may now paint your top chevron red and claim the title of Sergeant. Congratulations, Sergeant Kel'Erins.

    "Farval Kel'Dorval, on this, your fifth expedition to the low lands, you have made three kills. You may now paint your fifth white chevron and paint your top chevron red, and the claim the title of Sergeant. Congratulations, Sergeant Kel'Dorval.

    "Vardik Kel'Markat, on this, your third expedition to the low lands, you have made two more kills, both with your sword and both with a slash to the throat. You may now paint your top chevron red and claim the title of Sergeant. Congratulations, Sergeant Kel'Markat. 

    "Sharvit Kel'Porval, on this, your fourth expedition to the low lands, you have made your ninth kill with a sword thrust to the chest.

    "Marvat Kel'Sangran, on this, your fifth expedition to the low lands, you have made your ninth kill with the clumsy but effective technique of crushing your opponent's skull with a privy bucket." Barvil paused as everyone laughed, especially Marvat.

    "Stavin Kel'Aniston, on this, your second expedition to the low lands, you have made three more kills, bringing your total to thirty-eight. I can tell I'll be justifying your advancement to the Council again.

    "And last, but not least, Karvik Kel'Carin, on this, your second expedition to the low lands, you have made four kills, bringing your total to twenty-seven. You may now paint a red star on your shoulder and claim the title of Warleader Sixth. You may not use that authority until your fifth expedition, as I'm sure you are aware. The last person to win a star this early is grinning like a fool beside you."

    Everyone spent a moment congratulating Karvik, then he looked at his father and asked, "How many did you get, Dad?"

    Barvil shook his head slowly. "Only one. I was late to the party." That elicited another round of laughter, then everyone broke camp and joined the traders at the morning meal.

    The traders continued along the road that paralleled the foothills for two more days before reaching the fortress of Zel'Erins. Orkahn was immediately fascinated by the name and approached Stavin. "Stave, could you find out who the fortress was named after? My family history says we came from Evandia about three hundred years ago."

    Stavin nodded and looked at that the imposing walls of the fortress. "I'll see what I can find out, Orkahn," he replied.

    The traders were setting up outside the walls and Barvil called his hands together. "I can't imagine anyone being foolish enough to attack us here, so two-man watches tonight." He paused as signs of relief escaped several of his men. "Stavin, you'll go with me to the fortress. I would like to report what we learned to the commanding officer."

    Stavin snapped to attention and bowed. He said, "Yes, Sir," then added, "I wanted to ask about the fortress's history while we're here."

    Barvil gave him a sideways look, then saw the expression on Orkahn's face. "Very well, but business first." He turned and started toward the fortress and Stavin hurried to catch up.

    An Evandian Army sergeant stepped out of the shadow of the gate when Barvil and Stavin were three paces away. "State your business," he demanded in a bored tone.

    "I am Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston. I would like to speak your commanding officer about an incident three nights ago," Stavin said. 

    "Friend Stavin, is it? Lord General Zel'Kanit is a busy man. Why would he want to talk to you?" the sergeant asked in an insulting tone.

    Stavin started to answer hotly but Barvil's raise hand stopped him. "It isn't that important, Friend Stavin. I'm sure the general knows about the dangers in these hills."

    "But, Sir!"

    "We have our own concerns, Friend Stavin. We'll protect the caravan and leave patrolling the hills to the general's men," Barvil said, turning to walk away.

    Stavin matched pace with him quickly. "Sir, we have to--" 

    "Be quiet, Stavin!" Barvil snapped under his breath. "There were wounded men in there. Those men have fought a recent battle, and I'm guessing it was against us."

    "But I thought--"

    "So did I," Barvil said in a more normal tone, "but only because that one man said he was press-ganged. He was from Andaria by his accent, but that doesn't mean the soldiers who pressed him into service were."

    "What do we do, Sir?" Stavin asked.

    "Not a thing. We can't fight the whole garrison, though I doubt that the whole garrison is part of it. If I was going to run a campaign like that I'd have a cadre contingent of picked men, and use green troops for the attack. They slaughter everyone, then the core 'rescues' the caravan moments too late. No survivors, and if the caravan is missing some items then imaginary bandits who escaped could be blamed."

    Barvil called his men together as soon as he reached the caravan. "We'll continue with two-man patrols, but I want the two off-going men to stay up. I still don't expect trouble, but we're not going to be caught napping."

    The night passed without incident and the caravan moved on at first light. Barvil and Sahren agreed that it would be best to put as much distance between the fort and themselves as they could. As the sun set everyone began to relax, but Barvil had other plans. 

    "Men, we are in a bad situation. You all know that. We'll be sleeping two at a time with the rest on watch from mid night on. Farval, take your hand and get some rest. Marvat, standard patrol except I want Stavin and Aldric together. At mid night the watch will change hands, but only two of you will be able to sleep at a time. The rest will continue to watch from inside the circle. Is that understood?"

    "Yes, Sir," all five of the young men answered.

    "Good. This is going to be hard on you, but it can't be helped. On your way."

    The night remained quiet as the moons drifted across the sky. The watch changed hands and Marvat led his hand into the circle of wagons. As they reached the cook fire Marvat said, "Aldric and Stavin, get some sleep. We'll wake you in a little while to switch."

    Stavin crawled into his bedroll and rolled over, closing his eyes and trying to relax enough to sleep. He had just gotten comfortable when a hand shook his shoulder.

    "Get up, Stave. It's Vardik and Sharvit's turn," Marvat said in a tired-sounding voice.

    Stavin crawled out of his tent, grumbling the whole time, and a hand shoved a mug of kava under his nose. "Keep it quiet, Stavin," Barvil hissed.

    Stavin took the mug and sipped. The kava was just warm enough to be vile and strong enough to clean rust from iron. He took one long gulp and gagged as his body shivered in revulsion. "Gah!" was the only thing he could manage to say.

    "Good. Stay in the perimeter. You're the only one of us who is easily recognizable, and I don't want anyone who is watching us to know we have extra guards on," Barvil ordered and Stavin's body came to attention while his mind was trying to catch up.

    Aldric came to stand beside them and received a mug of kava. He said, "Thank you, Sir," in a disgustingly cheerful tone.

    Barvil and Marvat led them back to the cook's fire and picked up mugs of kava for themselves. "Once you are awake, spread out. I would expect an attack from the forest rather than the road, so Marvat and Stavin go north and Aldric and I will go south. If there is an attack, circle out and attack from the sides. Stavin and Aldric found out why they shouldn't charge directly into the center of a fight," Barvil said as he looked at the two youths.

    "Yes, Sir," the young men snapped and went to their posts. The night continued quiet until birdsong awoke the rest of the caravan. Barvil called everyone together while the traders were harnessing their mules.

    "We're changing the marching order a little. Cross the hands and put fifth with first, fourth with second, and the two third-year men together. Snooze in your saddles, but just one at a time. We're going to do the same watch schedule tonight. Hopefully we'll be out of danger by tomorrow night. Just remember that the person you are waking up is armed." They all laughed a little at that, then split up.

    Stavin formed up with Orkahn and the pair moved to take position on the number seven wagon. Stavin was yawning widely and received a sympathetic grin from Orkahn.

    "Sleep if you can, Stavin. I've done this before and the easiest way is for me to lead your horse," Orkahn said, pulling out a rope. At Stavin's nod he looped it through Stavin's reins just after the bit. "If something happens, I'll wake you and slip the rope free," Orkahn continued. "Just try not to fall out of your saddle."

    Stavin nodded. "That might be funny if I wasn't so tired," he mumbled, then slumped in his armor and closed his eyes. Sometime later, his horse gave the little half-buck and he snapped awake with his Dragon's Tongue in his hands.

    "It's mid day, Stavin," Orkahn said as soon as Stavin looked at him.

    "Already?"

    "Already. You know, for such a little guy you have an amazingly loud snore. It certainly kept me awake," Orkahn said with a wide grin.

    Stavin was fully awake by then and laughed. "After we eat I'll switch places with you, and you can chase the bears away for a while. Oh, my neck is stiff."

    Orkahn slept quietly for the rest of the day until Stavin woke him by tapping his shoulder with a stick. Orkahn's sword passed through the air where a person would have been. He blinked rapidly and sheathed his sword, then grinned at Stavin. "Are we there yet?" he asked as he looked around. 

    "It's almost sundown," Stavin said as he coiled the rope.

    Orkahn nodded and rinsed his mouth with water from his flask. "It looks like Trader Sahren is in no hurry to stop," he said, looking forward.

    "We haven't passed a good place to stop in quite a while," Stavin answered. "Maybe that's all she's looking for."

    Their answer came when Barvil rode down the line with bread and sausages for them. "Sahren doesn't want to stop yet. When she does, it will just be to rest the animals. There were signs of the not-too-old ambush on the other side a way back." Stavin and Orkahn exchanged glances and straightened in their saddles as Barvil continued down the line.

    The caravan continued late into the night and stopped near mid night. Sahren walked down the line giving each wagon the same instructions. "Rest and feed the mules in harness. No fires and keep your voices down. I want to move again in three or four spans."

    The warriors all dismounted and saw to their horses as well. Water came from the traders' barrels and each horse received a half-measure of grain. It wasn't enough to fill their bellies, but it was something. The people of the caravan received little more, just bread and sausage, with water from their flasks to wash it down.

    Trader Sahren let them rest for five spans, but only because she dozed off herself. They had been traveling again for three spans before they heard shouting from ahead and Sahren stopped the caravan.

    "This wasn't the right caravan, damn you all," a man's voice shouted. "I said wait!" There was the murmur of many men's voices in the distance, then the sound of horses on the road headed toward them. 

    Barvil spoke over his shoulder. "Pass the word quietly: Warriors to the front." There was the sound of voices traveling down the road, and horses traveling back. Once everyone was together, Barvil gave his orders. 

    "A caravan was hit just ahead of us, and the men who hit it are headed this way. Flying Geese, and stay on your horse as long as you can." Barvil then led them forward to the edge of a brightly lit clearing and stopped in the shadows. 

    It was a matter of moments before men started appearing on the other side of the clearing. There were twenty of them, and though they were not in uniform, it was obvious they were a military unit. No bandits rode in the disciplined column of twos that these men maintained. 

    Barvil let them get most of the way across the clearing before kicking his tired horse into a gallop and charging directly into the front of the column. Behind him, the warriors rode in a “V” pattern until the hands opened up as horses outpaced their counterparts and enfolded the enemy. 

    Stavin swung wide and headed for the third man from the rear. The bandits had reacted with superb discipline, staying in formation instead of scattering, and Stavin took advantage of it. Dropping his reins over his horse's neck, he took his Dragon's Tongue in both hands and struck, using the greater reach his weapon gave him to kill his opponents before they could even strike a blow. Karvik was using the same tactic on the other side of the column and the two friends passed one another as they circled around behind the bandits. 

    Stavin saw Tavan go down and rode to his aid. The bandit was bringing his sword around to deliver a killing blow when Stavin's thrown Dragon's Tongue drove into his chest.

    He knelt slowly as Stavin dismounted, but another of the bandits blocked his path.

    "Friend of Evandia, are you?" the man snarled. "You'll have a hard time explaining this attack to his Majesty." 

    "No harder than you'll have explaining why you're out of uniform, Sergeant," Stavin snapped back, finally recognizing the man. 

    The sergeant brought his sword up, but Stavin darted closer rather than backing away. He took a glancing blow to the shoulder as he passed, but his big water-steel blade plunged into the sergeant's armpit. A roar of pain and rage followed him as he ducked under the sergeant's swing and struck again, leaving a long, thin dagger in the joint between the sergeant's breast and back plates. His third attack started with a kick that broke the sergeant's knee and ended with the water-steel knife in the thief's throat. 

    Stavin scrambled to retrieve his Dragon's Tongue only to find that all of the bandits were down. Unfortunately, so were Tavan and Vardik. Barvil's voice cut through the roar of blood pounding in Stavin's ears. 

    "Finish them, search them, then get the bodies off the road. Don't try to catch their horses. They all have Evandian Army brands." He stopped speaking when he reached Vardik. Vardik's staring eyes and the sword through his breast plate told everyone all they needed to know. "Marvat, Farval, get Vardik back to the wagons," Barvil commanded, then he walked over to Tavan. "How badly are you hurt?" he asked. 

    Tavan looked up and shook his head. "I don't know, Sir," he replied in a slurred voice. "I can stand, but I just fall down again and everything is kind of fuzzy." 

    Barvil smiled. "Stavin, catch your horse and Tavan's, then take him back to the wagons. He has a concussion, so you should know what to do." 

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin replied, then went to carry out his orders. He brought the horses to Tavan's side, then helped the bigger man to his feet. "Come on, Tavan, just hold onto me and I'll get you onto your horse. Once we get to the wagons, we'll find a place for you to lie down." 

    "I got another one, Stave," Tavan said as he struggled to get into the saddle. "Then that big one clubbed me to my knees and everything went black. Oh, I don't feel so-" Tavan leaned forward with Stavin and his horse as a brace and emptied his stomach. Fortunately, Stavin was expecting it and was standing well to the side. Stavin helped get Tavan into the saddle, then mounted his own horse for the short ride. They were met by Sahren.

    "I saw your friend Vardik go by, Stavin. I'm sorry. How badly is Tavan hurt?" she asked, looking up at the young man. 

    "Concussion. I'd like to leave him with Angeleese and get back to the site of the battle." 

    Sahren nodded and led Stavin to the wagon where Angeleese and her husband, Damlan, were waiting. "Angie, he has a concussion. See to him while Stavin goes back." 

    "Yes, Aunty Sahren," Damlan replied and helped Tavan into the wagon straight from the saddle. Stavin tied Tavan's horse to the back of Angeleese's wagon, then rode forward again. 

    Karvik met him as he dismounted next to the sergeant's body. "Four this time. You?" Stavin held his hand up with all five fingers splayed. "That's Warleader Fifth, Stave." 

    "I know, Kar, but I don't really care right now. These were Evandian Army troops. We're not supposed to be fighting the Evandian Army." 

    Karvik looked at him curiously. "How sure are you that they were really troops?"

    Stavin kicked the body at his feet. "This one was Sergeant of the Guard at Fort Zel'Erins when we tried to talk to the commander," he said, then knelt to start stripping the body. 

    "Hurry up, Stavin," Barvil said as he walked up. "Kar, give him a hand. What's the count?"

    "Tavan said he got one. I got five," Stavin replied without looking up. 

    "Four for me, Dad. Sword for the last one," Karvik said, grinning up at his father. 

    "This was that sergeant, Sir," Stavin said as he straightened up. 

    "I see that," Barvil replied as he looked down at the dead man. "Drag him into the bushes and see to the rest. I want to go check that other caravan." 

    Stavin and Karvik exchanged startled glances and hurriedly stripped and disposed of the rest of their kills. They used their horses to drag the bodies to the thick bushes on the side of the road, then bundled their war booty behind their saddles. Stavin looked at the mass of metal behind his saddle and shook his head. "We're going to need a wagon again." 

    Karvik laughed and said, "You can afford it." 

    Moments later the caravan passed through the site of the battle, and Stavin and Karvik took their places. It took just half a span to reach the other caravan. Twenty cargo wagons sat in a circle, and bodies littered the ground around them. 

    Barvil left Marvat's hand guarding their caravan while he led Farval's hand to investigate. What he found confirmed his suspicions. 

    The warriors guarding this caravan had died with honor, killing seventeen of the attackers before the eight of them were overwhelmed. Twenty-three more bodies were close together and showed signs of having been killed from behind with little or no resistance. The teamsters had died with their hands tied behind their backs. The brutality of executing helpless men hardened all of the warriors to any sympathy they might have had toward the renegade troops. 

    Sahren and her traders met Barvil as he came back to their caravan. "We're stopping here, Barvil. We'll bury the bodies and throw the trash in the bushes, then we'll take these wagons with us. With no survivors, we can claim rightful salvage, especially since you killed the other bandits." 

    Barvil nodded. "We could use the rest. We have to bury Vardik as well." The grave was dug and Vardik was laid in it before Barvil spoke again. 

    "It is sometimes the fate of our warriors to die in the service of our people. Did Vardik take any of them with him?" 

    "No, Sir," Marvat replied. "He fell as soon as we hit them. Rolas killed that man, Sir." 

    "How many did you kill, Rolas?" Barvil asked as he turned to look at the young man. 

    "Two, Sir. That one with a sword thrust through the back of his neck, and the other with a thrust through the heart," he replied, then stepped back. 

    "Very well. That gives you eight. Vardik had seven kills in his three expeditions to the low lands. Join Karvik filling in the grave while the rest of us gather stones." Barvil turned away and the rest of the warriors followed him in search of stones to cover Vardik's body. It didn't take long in this region and they all worked together to finish the burial. 

    "Vardik Kel'Markat will be remembered among our honored dead," Barvil said as the last trace of the grave was brushed away. "Marvat, you claim two for a total of eleven and your second red stripe. Farval also claims two for a total of nine. Sharvit claims one for a total of ten. Orkahn claims two for a total of eight. Stavin claims five for a total of forty-three and the title of Warleader Fifth. You may paint the center of your star white now, Stavin. Karvik claims four, bringing your total up to thirty-one. You have some catching up to do, son. Tavan claims one and I claim two. Aldric?" Barvil asked, looking at the glowering youth. 

    "I got knocked off my horse by the horse of one of the men Stave killed, and by the time I could see straight again it was all over," Aldric replied in a sullen tone. 

    "Sorry, Ric," Stavin said as he patted Aldric's shoulder. 

    Aldric gave him a wry grin. "I'm not following you anymore, Stave. You're too fast. I think I'll follow Sharvit instead. I can keep up with him." 

    The sun rose before the traders were ready to move, and Sahren ordered everyone to bed. Barvil did the same except for two-man teams, who were ordered to switch every four spans. At mid day Sahren woke up everyone and called her people together, trader and warrior alike. 

    "We have to move before those bodies start to stink. Barvil, I'm short three people to drive the wagons. May I borrow some of your warriors?" 

    Barvil bowed and said, "Kar, Stavin, Aldric, you just became teamsters. And if you're inclined to turn sulky about it, Stavin, remember that we will get equal shares from the salvage sale of these wagons." 

    "I wouldn't dream of sulking, Sir," Stavin replied with a grin. 

    Trader Sahren nodded her approval. "Stavin, I want you in the number two slot. When we reach the next town, you'll be required to swear that there were no survivors. Don't volunteer any information. If you are asked, tell them how many bandits we found at the caravan. Do not mention the other group." 

    "Yes, Ma'am," Stavin replied, then tied his horse to the back of a wagon and climbed up to the seat. When Sahren's wagon moved up the road, he maneuvered his wagon in behind her and settled himself as comfortably as he could. 

    Stavin caught himself dozing several times and started trying to amuse himself in order to stay awake. He used his Dragon's Tongue to carve the glyphs of his name in the footboard of the wagon. He checked his cargo and found that it was sacks of barley. He took the silver armguard off his left biceps and admired the hollowed star, and secretly planned how he was going to tell Shari that he had earned Warleader Fifth. He only needed eight more kills for Warleader Fourth and his second star, and this was starting out as an active season. 

    Shouts from ahead had him hastily putting his star where it belonged as he tried to see what was happening. Then he noticed that he was catching Sahren's wagon and he sawed on the reins to stop his wagon before they collided. Fortunately, the mules were used to traveling in a line and stopped on their own a length behind Sahren's wagon. 

    Barvil rode down the line leading a man wearing the uniform of an Evandian Army captain and stopped next to Stavin's wagon. "Friend Stavin, this is Captain Zel'Hartal," Barvil began, then turned to the captain and said, "Captain, this is Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston." 

    "I am pleased to meet you Captain Zel'Hartal," Stavin said, standing to bow politely. 

    "I am honored, Friend Stavin. However, I would like to--Thank you," the captain said as Stavin handed over his writ. After a moment, the captain handed it back. "Friend Stavin, I have been told that you came upon these wagons after they had been attacked by bandits." 

    "That is correct, Sir," Stavin replied. 

    "And there were no survivors from the bandits or the traders?" the captain asked as a puzzled frown creased his forehead. 

    "That is correct, Sir. The warriors guarding this caravan did a good job, but were overrun anyway." Stavin shook his head as he stared into the captain's eyes. 

    "How do you explain that, Friend Stavin?" the captain asked, leaning forward slightly. "If the warriors killed all of the bandits, who killed the rest of the traders?" 

    "It is possible that the arrival of our caravan frightened away the surviving bandits, or, since no purses were found on any of the traders, even the Master, it may be that the surviving bandits took the coin and left the grain." 

    "That very well may be the case, Friend Stavin." The captain gave Stavin a minimal bow and turned to go, but Stavin called him back. 

    "Your pardon, Captain, but how far is it to the next town?" 

    The captain turned to look at him and said, "Four spans at the wagon's pace. Fort Kel'Cardak stands close beside Kel'Cardak's Crossing. If this is the right caravan, you are bringing us our supplies." The captain smiled and left Barvil and Stavin behind as he rode away. 

    Barvil made one final comment before he rode forward to join Sahren. Looking at Stavin and shaking his head slowly, he said, "You have definitely been spending too much time with Kethlan. I almost believed you." 

    A major was waiting outside Fort Kel'Cardak's gates as the caravan passed by and waved for Sahren to stop. "Trader, was this caravan from the Fel'Kartan Cartel?" he asked as he walked up the side of Sahren's wagon.

    Sahren shook her head. "No, Sir," she replied, "the master trader wore the crest of the Zel'Hardan Trading House." 

    "Damn," the major swore. "What are your plans? Our supplies are overdue and we're running out of just about everything." 

    Sahren climbed down to face the major. "We claim rightful salvage on these wagons and their contents. As such, they are for sale to the highest bidder in an open auction, unless you'd care to make me an offer that would make it worthwhile to anger the rest of the merchants." 

    The major shook his head angrily. "I can't do that, and I'm sure you're fully aware of it. Take your salvage to auction, then. If the general agrees, I'll be there." 

    Trader Sahren bowed as the major turned and walked quickly back into the fort. Sahren climbed back up to her seat and continued up the road to the city caravansary. She directed the salvaged wagons to form a square five wagons wide by four deep, then had all of the animals unhitched and taken to paddocks. 

    Stavin, Karvik, and Aldric tended to their teams before taking their horses over to join the rest of the warriors. Barvil nodded to them as they walked up. "Kar, Stavin, on watch with Orkahn and Sharvit. Aldric, see to their horses." 

    All three young men snapped to attention and said, "Yes, Sir." Stavin and Karvik handed their reins to Aldric and joined their watch-mates. 

    The area that they were guarding had been more than doubled by the addition of the salvaged wagons, and was consequently more tiring. It was harder to keep another guard in sight as well, and there were several times when Stavin lost sight of Orkahn in front of him and Sharvit behind. He always paused until Sharvit came into view, then hurried his steps to regain his spacing. 

    Morning brought dozens of people to inspect the wagons and inventory the cargo. That inventory proved beyond a doubt that this was not the missing Army supply caravan, much to the disgruntlement of the major. By mid day the auctioneer had his list and the bidding began. 

    The wagons had each been loaded with forty bags of grain, either barley, rye, or wheat. They were sold in forty-bag lots by type, and the Army ended up buying two lots of each. Once the grain was all sold, the wagons and teams were offered for sale, but the bidding was disappointing. They all sold, but for far less than Trader Sahren had hoped for. In the end, the whole caravan was sold for just four hundred and sixty gold crowns, less than one-third of its estimated value. Each member of the caravan, trader and warrior alike, received eleven gold crowns, seven silver crowns, and nine sparks. The remainder after everyone received an equal share was nineteen sparks, and Sahren shook her head sadly as she slid them into her pouch. 

    Only Sahren and Barvil had been involved with the actual auction. The rest of the caravan had been involved in their normal trading endeavors. Barvil joined his men and Sahren joined Rahlina, each disappointed by the outcome of the salvage sale. 

    The caravan left Kel'Cardak's Crossing the next morning, crossing the bridge that had been built beside the ford. Stavin signed for the toll, the first time since they had crossed the Zel'Horgan, and the caravan continued west. 

     



    Chapter 14

    STAVIN SPENT A LOT OF HIS time thinking about the bandit troops. The fact that he had killed Evandian army troops weighed heavily on his mind. How could the troops the king counts on to protect his people betray his trust like that? he asked himself over and over, but found no answer. 

    The caravan continued along the border, stopping to trade when Trader Sahren thought it would be worthwhile to do so. Stavin caught himself staring at anyone in an Army uniform, and was surprised by his feelings of betrayal. 

    Barvil noticed Stavin's preoccupation while he was on watch in the town of Zel'Jarvin's Garden. "Stavin, you've got to let it go. There is no evidence that any other troops were involved." 

    "Am I that obvious, Sir?" Stavin asked as he looked up at Barvil. 

    "To us, yes, you are. And you have to remember that we have no proof against the men we fought, other than what we saw. They weren't in uniform, so it was only the fact that we recognized the sergeant that told us who they really were. If not for him, they could have just been bandits who'd stolen Army horses. It happens." 

    "I'm sorry, Sir. I just can't help feeling like there's more to it than just a few troops turning bandit." 

    Barvil slapped Stavin's shoulder and walked away while Stavin continued his rounds. The night remained calm and he nodded to Aldric and said, "Nothing to report," when the watch changed. 

    It took three days to reach the next large town. 

    The city of Forester's Pass was located at the mouth of Forester's Pass, one of the major trade routes through the Mountains of Sorrow up into Andaria. Thirty thousand souls called it home, and a large fortress stood at the crossroads. 

    Trader Sahren led her wagons into the caravansary and had them circled for trade. The warriors split into hands and began rounds, and it wasn't long before men and women began coming to the caravan to trade. 

    One man came for another reason. He was dressed in an Evandian Army uniform and had the insignia of a colonel on his breast. Barvil met with him briefly, then led him to where Stavin was walking his route. 

    "Friend Stavin, this is Lord Colonel Zel'Darvin."

    Stavin stopped and bowed deeply, then said, "I am honored to meet you, Sir," before snapping to attention. 

    "The honor is mine, Friend Stavin. Lord General Zel'Alden invites you to dine with us tonight." 

    Stavin bowed, then looked at Barvil. "Warmaster Kel'Carin, may I accept this invitation?"

    "Warmaster?" the colonel asked, looking at Barvil's shoulder. 

    Barvil bowed slightly and said, "Yes, Sir." Turning back to Stavin, he nodded. "We can do without you on watch right now, Friend Stavin. Make an effort to be back before mid night." 

    "Yes, Sir!" Stavin snapped before turning to the colonel. "Lord Colonel Zel'Darvin, I am at your disposal." 

    The colonel was still looking at Barvil's shoulder and seemed to be having a hard time shifting his attention back to Stavin. Then he took a deep breath and bowed slightly. "This way, Friend Stavin." He led Stavin away through the crowd. 

    "Friend Stavin," the colonel began as they walked, "how is it that your team is led by a Warmaster?" 

    "That's partially my fault, Sir, because of this armor. Another part of it is that this team also includes Warleader Sixth Karvik Kel'Carin, the Warmaster's only son. But the main reason is that Warmaster Kel'Horval is ahead by two kills." He glanced up to grin at the colonel. "If Warmaster Kel'Carin wants to take over control of the Academy, he's going to need two more kills."

    The colonel was looking down at Stavin with a peculiar expression on his face. "Your ranks include two Warmasters?" 

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered. 

    "Isn't it a bit excessive to have two men ranked that high?"

    Stavin tilted his head to the side before he answered. "They have both earned the rank, Sir. It wouldn't make any sense to hold either of them back." 

    "Earned how, Friend Stavin?"

    "The four stars of a Warmaster denote greater than one hundred kills in combat." 

    "And? It must indicate something else."

    Stavin shrugged. "Experience. Knowledge. Weapon's skill." Stavin glanced toward his shoulder. "Pure, dumb luck." 

    The colonel followed his glance. "A hollowed star? Warleader Fifth, if I remember the old code correctly."

    "Yes, Sir." 

    The colonel stopped to stare at Stavin. "Your forgiveness, Friend Stavin, but I thought your rank was in acknowledgement of the king's favor."

    Stavin took a step back, away from the colonel. "No, Sir. I have forty-three combat kills."

    The colonel was looking at Stavin's shoulder and sighed, "Gods Below. Friend Stavin, how many years have you been doing this?"

    Stavin bowed slightly as he said, "This is my second expedition to the low lands, Sir." 

    The colonel's eyebrows drew down in confusion. "How old are you?"

    "I've seen sixteen years, Sir."

    The colonel got them going again but remained silent until they reached the fortress. He led Stavin to an ornate office and announced him. "Lord General Beardan Zel'Alden, it is my pleasure to present Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston, Warleader Fifth of Kel'Kavin." 

    Stavin bowed deeply as the general stood behind his desk and bowed slightly. "Friend Stavin, welcome to Fort Zel'Fairess." 

    Stavin bowed deeply as he replied, "I am honored, Lord General Zel'Alden." 

    "Dahral Zel'Fordal was very impressed with you last year, Friend Stavin. But he called you a sergeant, not a Warleader Fifth." 

    Stavin nodded slightly as he said, "Yes, Sir."

    "Yes, Sir, what, Friend Stavin?" 

    "Yes, Sir, I was a sergeant when we visited Fort Zel'Marran last season, Sir," Stavin said as he snapped back to attention.

    "How were you promoted so fast, Friend Stavin?" Colonel Zel'Darvin asked. 

    "It's a long story, Sir, but essentially it came down to so many men trying to kill me to get this armor. I finished out last season with thirty combat kills and I've added thirteen this season." 

    "You've killed forty-three men, Friend Stavin?"

    "Yes, Sir," he said with a hint of the pride he felt coloring his voice. 

    The general exchanged a glance with the colonel. "This is a story I'd like to hear in full." 

    Stavin bowed in reply, but didn't say anything. 

    * * *

    Stavin matched pace with Karvik when he returned to the caravan late that night. "They just wanted to hear that damn story about the dragon again," he grumbled as they walked. 

    Karvik chuckled. "Anything else?"

    "Good food. The general's cook is a master. I told them the story about last season as well, but skipped most of this season. Especially-"

    "Yeah, that'd be a bad thing to tell them."

    Stavin walked away toward the center of the caravan and found Barvil waiting for him. "Anything of interest, Stavin?" 

    "No, Sir, just a request for that story. I need some kava." Barvil nodded as Stavin poured himself a mug. "They wanted to know how I made rank so fast, so I told them that story as well. The general and his staff seemed impressed."

    As the caravan left the next morning, a contingent of over three hundred soldiers, led by Lord General Zel'Alden himself, lined the road. At the bugle call every man rendered a sword-salute to Barvil.

    The general stepped forward and bowed. "Warmaster, it's been an honor to have you in our city. Perhaps next time we can arrange for you and your men to join us." 

    Barvil bowed in the saddle as he replied, "We would be honored, Lord General Zel'Alden."

    The caravan continued until Stavin came abreast of Lord Colonel Zel'Darvin. The colonel bowed deeply, then glanced over his shoulder. Stavin followed his glance to see a hundred young soldiers with Dragon's Tongues at salute. Stavin drew his Dragon's Tongue and returned the salute until he'd passed all of the troops.

     



    Chapter 15

    BECAUSE OF THE MANY DETOURS AND delays that they had already encountered, Trader Sahren decided to change their route. She had planned on covering the entire northern border, but mid summer was fast approaching and they weren't anywhere near the western border of Evandia. 

    In Kartalvad, she decided to turn south. There was a major road that would deliver them to Barren's Bridge in eighteen days, but only five small towns were along it. This was farm country, and the towns were seldom larger than Ormund had been. Often they were little more than trading centers where the farmers exchanged what they had grown for what they couldn't make or grow themselves. 

    Kartalvad marked a turning point of a different sort for Stavin. He turned seventeen the day before they arrived, and he celebrated his birthday by buying half a cow and arranging for it to be cooked at the caravan for the enjoyment of his friends, warrior and trader alike. 

    The first that anyone other than Stavin knew of it was when men arrived with the beef and started setting up a fire pit to cook it over. Barvil walked over as Stavin was giving orders to the cooks and stopped behind Stavin's shoulder. 

    "And just what is all this?" Barvil asked, making Stavin jump. 

    "Sir, I didn't see you," Stavin said as he came to attention. "Yesterday was the seventeenth anniversary of my birth." 

    Barvil looked at the side of beef that was being hoisted over the fire. "Most men just have one steak."

    Stavin grinned as he glanced at the huge piece of meat. "I decided to share, Sir. I have some celebrating to catch up on." 

    "How so?" Barvil asked. "I don't remember you having much of a celebration last year." 

    "I didn't celebrate last year," Stavin said in a hushed tone. "I haven't since I stopped growing. My eleventh year celebration was the last time I felt there was something about it worth celebrating." 

    Barvil reached out and grabbed Stavin's shoulder, then gave him a little shake. "There's an old country saying that it's not the size of the dog in the fight that matters, it's the size of the fight in the dog. That's something we all should have remembered in your case." 

    Stavin grinned up at Barvil and said, "Arf!" just as Trader Sahren walked up. 

    "You won't be joining us tonight?" she asked as she looked at the fire pit. 

    "No, Ma'am," Stavin replied. "I thought I'd invite you to join me for a change." In answer to her puzzled look, he explained. 

    Sahren smiled and bowed to Stavin. "We would all be pleased to share your birthing day celebration with you, Stavin." She turned away and began passing the word to her family while Stavin and Barvil rejoined the rest of the warriors. 

    "Stavin is providing our evening meal tonight," Barvil said as they joined the others. "He's decided to celebrate the anniversary of his birth in style." Everyone spent a few moments congratulating Stavin, then he and Karvik joined Rolas and Sharvit patrolling the caravan. 

    It was after sundown before the men cooking the beef pronounced it ready to eat. Beans in a sweet, tangy sauce, roasted tubers, and freshly baked bread accompanied the beef, and a cask of beer provided refreshments for everyone. Even so, the discipline of the warriors held, and none of them had more than two mugs of beer. The same couldn't be said of the traders. 

    Stavin was talking to Angeleese and Damlan when the caravan's cook, a man Stavin saw every day but couldn't call by name, staggered up and placed a hand on Stavin's shoulder. 

    "Shtavin, boy, congraviltins. Congratulations. But I want you to know how hurt I am that you hired others to cook your feast. Hurt. Yeah, I'm hurt," the cook said, widening and then narrowing his eyes as he tried to focus on Stavin. 

    Stavin joined Angeleese and Damlan laughing at the cook, then Stavin said, "But if I had asked you, you would have been cooking instead of celebrating. You deserve a day to celebrate once in a while." 

    "Thash right! I do! I do. I did? What did I do?" he asked, looking puzzled. 

    "You drank too much beer, Uncle Endar," Angeleese said with a laugh. "Come along, let's get you to bed so you can get up early and fix our morning meal." 

    "Thash right, I have to cook in the morning. Can't be shtaying up all night like you youngsters. Need my sleep." The cook, who Stavin had just learned was named Endar, staggered away with Angeleese and Damlan on either arm. 

    The caravan moved on in the morning after a morning meal of oat porridge and strong willow-bark tea for most of the traders. There was leftover sliced beef and bread for those who had been more moderate in their drinking, and a lot of laughter at the expense of those who hadn't.

    When the caravan was ready to roll, there was still a lot of food left over and Stavin turned to Barvil for advice. "What should I do, Sir? Endar, the cook, he just grumbled at me when I asked him." 

    Barvil looked at Stavin, then over to the side of the caravansary. "Do you see those children and the adults behind them?" At Stavin's nod, he continued. "Invite them over here. The caravansary is normally off limits to them to keep them from bothering the traders by begging, but you, Friend Stavin, can let them in to finish your feast." 

    Stavin looked at Barvil for a moment, then turned and waved for the children to come to him. At first only a few of the older boys came forward, and their postures made it obvious that they were ready to run at the slightest provocation. When the first were close enough, Stavin spoke.

    "I welcome you to share in my birthing day feast. Take all you wish. No one will deny you." 

    The first boy, a strapping youth of about seven, bowed a little, then picked up a piece of meat and stuffed it into his mouth. When nothing happened, he grabbed another. More children came forward now and joined him, and a few adults followed cautiously behind them. 

    Stavin looked at Barvil and asked, "Who are they?" 

    "The poor of this city," Barvil answered, watching the people as they quickly ate what was left of the feast. 

    "I've read of poor in other kingdoms, but I didn't think we had any," Stavin said, looking at the raggedly dressed people as they ravenously devoured the leftovers. 

    "We, Stavin Kel'Aniston of Kavinston, don't," Barvil said. "We'd never permit it because we're all so closely related. Here in Evandia, it's a different story. Even in most of Farindia, it's different. These people don't-"

    "What's going on here?" a man's voice bellowed, interrupting Barvil. Most of the people around the food froze, except the few who immediately ran away. 

    Barvil and Stavin turned to face a man dressed in rich clothing as he stormed across the caravansary field. "What are you doing in here? You know it's forbidden and the-"

    "I invited them," Stavin shouted, drowning the man out. "I invited them to take the last of my birthing day feast." 

    "You have no authority to let these people in here. They are forbidden by city ordinance. I don't know who you think you are, but-"

    "I am Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston, Warleader Fifth of Kel'Kavin," Stavin said loudly as he stepped forward to confront the man. He held his Dragon's Tongue horizontally to block the man's path. "You will let these people eat." 

    The man froze in his tracks, though it was impossible to tell whether it was because of the gold-clad warrior or his claim to be a Friend of Evandia. "Lord Mayor Zel'Aldar will hear of this outrage," the man snapped. 

    "So will her Highness, Princess Marina," Stavin replied coldly. "Go complain if you wish, but make it plain to the good Lord Mayor that I will be seeking an audience with the princess as soon as we reach Twin Bridges again." 

    "You wouldn't dare," the man hissed. 

    Stavin laughed in his face. "I stood face-to-face with a dragon to get this armor. After that, there are few things I wouldn't dare." Turning, Stavin saw that most of the food was gone and only a few adults remained at the table. "Take it all with you. Take it to your families, to the people who weren't here to share." 

    Men and women began stuffing bread and meat into their clothes, and one enterprising old woman filled her leather hat with the last of the beans. In a matter of moments the table was bare of the leftover food, and even most of the bones had vanished. The people bowed to Stavin as they left, and he returned those bows as if they had come from Chosen lords and ladies. 

    "This is not the proper use of your title," the man from the caravansary snarled. 

    "No. If I were to use my title properly, I'd take you before the lord mayor for your insolence," Stavin said as he focused his attention on the man again. "If you truly wish to pursue this, I will accompany you to the lord mayor right now." The man's expression changed dramatically as his favorite threat was turned back on him. He shook his head vigorously, and Stavin smiled. "I thought not." 

    Without another word, Stavin turned and mounted his horse. Barvil was right beside him, and they hurried to catch up with the caravan. 

    They had only ridden a few dozen paces before Barvil started laughing. "Oh, Stavin, that was magnificent! I thought he was going to faint when you threatened to take him before the lord mayor." 

    "I just want to get away from this place, Sir," Stavin said in a sour tone. "I can't understand how this can happen in such a thriving society. How can they allow the poor to exist like that?" 

    Barvil shook his head slowly. "Remember what the princess told you about a stratified society? Those people are the lowest of the low. They either can't or won't work. Several of those children were probably orphans who were turned out into the streets rather than turned over to a Crown Orphanage as the law requires." Barvil paused to make sure he had Stavin's attention before continuing. "No society can be everything for everyone. This society thrives because it does the best it can for the most people it can." 

    Stavin mumbled, "Yes, Sir," as he stared at his horse's ears. They caught up with the caravan and took their places, but Stavin kept looking at the people who watched them pass, wondering how many of them were poor. 

    Trader Sahren led them into a small village several days later and stopped to trade. The warriors assumed their normal guard patrols, but Stavin couldn't stop watching the crowds, trying to spot poor children. He had transferred all of his sparks into a small purse that he kept on his belt. When his watch ended he continued to circle the area, handing out sparks to the children who didn't run away. 

    Other people were watching Stavin. "He shouldn't be doing that," Sahren said to Barvil without taking her eyes off Stavin. 

    "I know, but this is the first time he's seen poverty," Barvil replied without looking away from Stavin. "He doesn't understand that it's not that easy to make it go away."

    "I meant that he shouldn't be encouraging those children to think they can get a handout from a caravan. Most caravans are safe, but some--No one cares what happens to street children," she said in a sad tone, "and there is a market for children." 

    Barvil turned to face her. "Those men at the border. That's how they caught the children, isn't it?" At Sahren's nod, he turned and strode toward Stavin. 

    Stavin saw Barvil coming toward him with a grim expression on his face and wondered what he'd done wrong this time. He came to attention and said, "Sir, I was just-"

    "I know, Stavin," Barvil said to stop him from saying anything else. "We have to talk." Stavin followed Barvil as he turned away and made their way back to their tents. "I know you want to help these people, Stavin, and especially the children, but what you are doing is dangerous." 

    "Sir, I'm not afraid of-" Stavin began, but Barvil interrupted him. 

    "Not to you, boy! To them. Stavin, the only protection those children have against men like those child-thieves we killed at the border is their fear. They must not think that it is safe to hold their hands out to a caravan. If they do, they run the chance of being grabbed." 

    Stavin had gone red-faced in anger when Barvil called him a boy, but now all of the color drained from his face. "I just wanted to help them," he whispered. "Make their lives a little better." 

    "And you did, but it won't last. Those sparks will buy them food for a day or two, but the next time they hold out their hand, they could be taken." Barvil grabbed both of Stavin's shoulders, and when Stavin looked up, he smiled. "Stavin, few of our people have ever come close to the wealth you possess, and I understand your desire to help. You'd do better by them to donate that money to the temple of the Nurturer. The priestesses of Lady Sahren give out food and clothing to the needy." 

    Stavin came to attention. "Sir, I'd like to-"

    "Take Kar and Rolas with you," Barvil commanded. 

    Stavin bowed and turned away, walking quickly to find his friends. Rolas and Karvik were at the cook fire eating bread and drinking kava. "Kar, Rolas, I need you to come with me, please." 

    "Where?" Karvik asked. 

    "Why?" Rolas asked as well. 

    "I'm going to find the local temple of the Nurturer and make a donation," Stavin replied. 

    "Does Dad know?" Karvik asked. 

    "Why do you think you two are going with me?" 

    "I thought it was so it'd look like you were talking to us instead of yourself." Rolas laughed. 

    Stavin thought about smarting back, but decided not to. While he and Rolas hadn't really been friends, they had been in classes together until the Warmaster had held him back, and knew each other well. In addition, there was some truth to the jibe. There had been a time, not long after he had stopped growing, when the only person he'd had to talk to was himself, and he'd been caught at it a time or two. 

    Karvik interrupted by clouting him on the shoulder. "Ignore him, Stave. He's just jealous because when he talks to himself he can't get him to listen." 

    Stavin and Rolas both stared at Karvik for an instant before breaking out in loud laughter. "I yield! I yield!" Rolas said, holding up both hands. 

    Stavin just grinned and nodded, then led the way into town. He stopped a local man and asked, "Where is the Temple of the Nurturer?" 

    The man stared at the three warriors for a moment, then bowed and said, "Five streets the way you're going, and then left. The road leads out of town to the temple, good sirs." All three of the warriors bowed slightly, then marched side-by-side through the town.

    The Temple of the Goddess Sahren, the Nurturer, was a very large stone and wood structure located north of the town. The soil in this area was rocky and poor for farming, but it had been plowed and planted anyway, and the crops were thriving. There were also pastures where sheep grazed under the watchful gaze of a few shepherds. 

    Someone must have seen them coming because the door opened before they could knock. An old woman dressed in the plain white homespun wool robe of a Temple Priestess smiled as she stepped out to greet them. "Peace to you, Warriors. We do not allow weapons in the temple." 

    Stavin took another step forward and bowed deeply. "Your pardon, Priestess. I wish to donate to your temple for the benefit of the poor." 

    The priestess nodded her head deeply. "Receive our thanks in return, for every spark will feed a family for a day," the priestess said, gesturing to a box mounted near the door. 

    Stavin stepped over to the box and opened his purse, then dumped it into his hand. "Five gold, six silver, and seven copper sparks," he said, then dropped the whole handful into the box. 

    "Five Gods Above, Six Ages of Man, and Seven Provinces of the Empire," the priestess said. "You know the old ways, young warrior. Not many remember them in these times." 

    Stavin bowed deeply. "It is our honor to remember the old ways, and my fortune to be able to complete the old ritual." 

    "You are a surprising young man, Friend Stavin," the priestess said, then smiled at his obvious surprise at her knowing who he was. "Oh, you are far too recognizable in that armor, Friend Stavin. That's one reason why I came to greet you myself." 

    "Who are you, Ma'am?" Rolas asked, bowing again. 

    "I am Alhanis Zel'Kesten, Shepherdess of Lady Sahren's Flock in this portion of Evandia," she said with a smile. 

    Stavin took an involuntary step back and joined Karvik and Rolas as they bowed deeply. "I thought this was just a local temple," he said, wishing he didn't look so much like a child between the towering figures of his friends. 

    "It is, Friend Stavin, and it is not. We serve this area, but we are also the main temple for this province of Evandia. We have associate temples in most communities out to the northern and western borders." The Shepherdess smiled as the three young men shared a look between them. 

    Karvik asked, "How old is this temple, Lady?"

    "As old as Evandia," the Shepherdess said, "or nearly so. This was supposed to be provincial capital, not Twin Bridges, but someone in Lux changed their mind after the temple was nearly completed. The Shepherdess at the time decided to keep this temple rather than move, thereby avoiding the temptations, and politics, of the capital." 

    Karvik was looking around at the temple itself rather than at its keeper. "This is a huge temple. There must be hundreds of priestesses here," he said as he turned back to face the Shepherdess.

    "Just ten, young warrior," she replied with a smile. 

    "But how-" Karvik began, but the Shepherdess raised her hand to stop him. 

    "The poor. Those who can work tend our fields and flocks. Much of this temple, especially the dormitories, was built by the poor we aid." She smiled at Karvik's puzzled frown. "We encourage those who come to us to get back on their own feet, or to grow up in the case of children. That is the way of the Nurturer." 

    Stavin bowed deeply and said, "We of Kel'Kavin bow to the Old Gods, but your Lady is known to us and honored. I wish peace and a fruitful future to you and all those who follow your Lady."

    "Go with the Lady's Blessing, Friend Stavin, and continue to follow your heart. It seems to be a good guide." With that she turned and went back into her temple and the three warriors turned away as well. 

    "My mother is going to be so excited when I tell her about this," Rolas said as they walked away. 

    "Why?" Karvik asked. 

    "She honors Lady Sahren, and travels to the temple in Aravad every five years to make an offering. If I didn't already have plans for every spark, I would have brought my purse and made a donation as well." 

    "We're going back to Aravad, Rollie. You can donate there," Stavin pointed out. 

    "I have plans for everything I've collected so far, Stave," Rolas answered. 

    "What plans?" Karvik asked, but Rolas just smiled and held his peace all the way back to the caravan. 

    * * *

    The caravan moved on the next day, and reached Barren's Bridge eight days later. Stavin looked around and sighed as he let his mind wander back a year. So much had changed since he had first lain eyes on this city, and not all of it had been for the good.

    Trader Sahren once again circled her wagons for trade and the warriors began their patrols. The warriors all watched the caravan carefully, but they were not the only ones.

     



    Chapter 16

    AHRAN FEL'HADAR WATCHED THE CARAVAN WITH angry eyes. He had lost a lot of money when Sahren had refused to turn over Madam Elain's consignment, and more when the warriors she'd hired had killed all of his men. Even the wagon had been taken and not recovered. Then Elain's agents had come to him in the winter and expressed her displeasure. 

    He rubbed the stump of his right index finger and remembered the pain when Elain's enforcers had burnt it off his hand. They had burned Elain's tattoo off his chest with hot irons as well, and branded his cheeks with glyphs that proclaimed him a liar and a cheat. Only a few men followed his commands anymore, but they should be enough to exact his revenge against the Kavadian slut and her people. 

    * * *

    Sharvit and Orkahn were on watch with Aldric and Tavan late in the night when flaming arrows arched through the sky and landed on the roofs of the wagons. All four young men yelled "Fire!" and ran to grab buckets of water to combat the flames. Then a burning arrow hit Sharvit in the shoulder, and he fell to the ground screaming. 

    The traders reacted to the alarm and boiled out of their wagons like angry ants, fighting the fires with buckets of water. All of the other warriors joined in as well, and soon everyone was fighting the fires as more arrows fell. 

    Stavin noticed that one arrow continued to burn even after he had thrown a full bucket of water on it. He pulled the arrow out of the wagon's side and threw it to the ground, then put out the remaining fire on the wagon. He quickly realized what he had to do and started climbing the wagon's side to reach the roof. He pulled the flaming arrows out and threw them to the ground, then raced to reach the next wagon while the traders doused the flames. 

    Stavin was climbing a wagon to rip another flaming arrow free when a tremendous blow to the back knocked him flat on the roof. He'd been sleeping in his mail, as always, but hadn't paused to put on his plate before joining the fight against the fires. He gasped for breath and felt a stabbing pain in his back when he breathed. He rolled over and felt something catch on the roof, then rolled a little more and heard a snap, like an arrow breaking. Pain blocked his vision for a moment, then eased as he rolled back onto his stomach. 

    Every time Stavin moved, he felt like he was going to scream. He managed to turn his head enough to see that two wagons were burning and the figures of the traders and warriors were still fighting the flames, when suddenly the entire area went dark. 

    Stavin was momentarily terrified by the thought that he'd gone blind, but then lights began to appear, and the sound of people shouting in the distance reached his ears. 

    "What's going on here?" a man's voice shouted. "Who let their fires get out of control?"

    "No fires got out of control!" Barvil's voice shouted back. "We were attacked with fire arrows." 

    "Search the area! Find whoever did this!" the man's voice shouted, and there was the sound of many running feet as people hurried to obey the order. 

    Barvil shouted, "Is everyone all right?" as the caravan settled down. 

    "Light some torches," another voice shouted from the other side of the caravan. 

    Stavin was inching toward the end of the wagon over the seat, moving, then pausing for the pain to fade, then moving again. He heard people below him, but couldn't cry out for help. It hurt too much to breathe. 

    "Who is the master of this caravan?" the voice of the man who had been giving orders demanded. 

    "Sahren Kel'Vandar, of the Kavadian House of Zel'Vandar," Barvil replied. 

    "Where is she?"

    "Sahren! Where's Sahren?" Barvil shouted, but received no answer. The babble of many voices asking the same question rose, then was silenced by a scream of grief and horror. Stavin closed his eyes and wished that he could close his ears as well as the scream went on and on, repeating the word 'No!' over and over again. 

    Stavin redoubled his efforts and reached the end of the wagon, but no one was there. He laid still and fought not to cry from the pain in his back and the more intense pain at the thought of losing Sahren. No! Not Sahren!

    It was some time later that he heard his own name being called, and he tried to draw attention to himself by waving his hand over the end of the wagon. He finally heard someone shout, "There he is," and relaxed as the wagon rocked when someone climbed onto it. 

    Karvik was the first to reach him and asked, "Are you all right?"

    Stavin tried not to move as he whispered, "No." 

    "What happened? Where are you hurt?" Karvik asked as he climbed up beside him. 

    "My back," Stavin managed to hiss through gritted teeth. 

    Karvik knelt beside him and carefully searched his back with both hands. "Here it is," he said, and Stavin felt something tug at his mail. "You got shot in the back with a fire-arrow. Good thing you had your mail on. Too bad you didn't have your back plate. Can you move?" 

    Stavin tried to move, but the pain was too intense and he almost fainted. "No. It hurts to breathe." 

    "Broken ribs at least," Marvat said from the right side of Stavin's head. "We have to be careful how we move him."

    "Slow and gentle," Farval said from his other side, and Stavin felt strong hands grab his shoulders. His vision dimmed as agony dragged him close to oblivion while his friends dragged his body off the wagon. After what seemed like an eternity, he was laid out on the ground and Farval asked, "Did you stay conscious through all of that?"

    Stavin whispered, "Yes." 

    "Too bad. It would have been easier on you if you'd fainted." 

    Barvil led a well-dressed man to where Stavin was laying and asked, "How bad?" 

    "He took a fire arrow in the back, Sir," Marvat answered, "but his mail kept him from burning. He's got at least one broken rib, maybe more." 

    "We need a Healer. Two or three would be better," Barvil said as he turned to the man. 

    "Doesn't your caravan have a Healer of their own?" the man asked. 

    Barvil turned and looked at one of the burned wagons and whispered, "We did." 

    The man followed Barvil's gaze and quickly walked away. Barvil knelt beside Stavin and said, "I'm not going to lecture you about your armor again, Stavin. I don't think I need to. Kar, stay with him and watch for blood at his lips. He may have a punctured lung. The rest of you, armor up and begin patrols. Whoever did this may not be finished." 

    Stavin was aware of Karvik sitting beside him, but his attention was focused farther away. All around him he could hear the sound of weeping, angry shouting, and overlaying all of it was a deep sense of loss.

    "Who else?" he asked. 

    "What? Did you say something, Stave?" Karvik asked. 

    "Who else got hurt?" Stavin managed to ask in a stronger voice. 

    "Sharvit got an arrow through the shoulder. He's burnt pretty badly in addition to the arrow wound. Tavan got hit in the thigh, but pulled the arrow out before it burned him." Karvik paused before continuing. "Sahren got hit by three arrows. They were after her specifically. Angeleese and Damlan never made it out of their wagon. I saw five more bodies, but I couldn't tell who they were." 

    Stavin closed his eyes tightly against the pain of loss, afraid he would start crying and aggravate his injury. "I was sure we were safe here," he whispered. 

    "We all thought we were safe," Karvik replied. "Dad thinks it was that thief from last season. Elain did something to punish him and Sahren didn't think she needed to worry about him anymore, but Dad is convinced it was him." 

    The sound of many voices approaching from the city drew their attention and they looked between the wagons to see men in the uniform of the city guard coming toward them as well as several carriages with dozens of men and women in regular clothes following behind them. Everyone stopped as the guards surrounded the area, and elegantly dressed men and women climbed down from the carriages. 

    Barvil led Lord Zel'Elindar, Lord Mayor of Barren's Bridge, and eight other richly dressed men and women to where Stavin was laying face down in the dirt and bowed. "Here is Friend Stavin, Lord Zel'Elindar," Barvil said, indicating Stavin's golden mail. 

    Lord Zel'Elindar nodded and raised his hand to shoulder level. "See to Friend Stavin, Valin. The rest of us will be investigating this incident." 

    "With respect, Lord Zel'Elindar, many others are wounded as well," Barvil said as he stared into the lord's eyes. 

    Lord Zel'Elindar froze for an instant as he faced Barvil, then looked away. "After you've seen to Friend Stavin, tend to the others as well." 

    Valin bowed and said, "Yes, my lord," then knelt beside Stavin as Barvil led the rest of the people away. "As if I needed his orders," Valin snarled under his breath as soon as he was alone with Stavin and Karvik.

    "He was hit in the back with a fire-arrow. His mail stopped it, but it looks like he got a broken rib anyway," Karvik said as the healer put his hands on Stavin. 

    "Very well. Let's see now--This is strange. Something is blocking me," Valin said as he sat back. 

    Karvik groaned. "I should have thought of that. It's his armor: it blocks magic." 

    "Then we must remove it," Valin said, looking at Karvik. 

    Karvik said, "Sorry, Stave," and pulled Stavin's arms straight out over his head. Stavin cried out once, then fainted. With Stavin unconscious, Karvik got Valin to help him removed Stavin's mail and under padding. 

    Stavin awoke when Valin put his hands over the enormous bruise in the center of his back and pressed. Valin said, "Only one broken rib. No damage to his lungs. I'll wrap it with a splinting spell, then give him some Bone Heal to speed up his recovery." 

    Karvik said, "Thank you, Master Valin." 

    "Adept, though I take no offense. I should have introduced myself," Valin said, smiling at Karvik. 

    Stavin said, "Thank you, Adept Valin."

    "You are welcome, Friend Stavin. Now I'll see what I can do for the rest of your friends." Adept Valin stood and walked over to where the traders were seeing to their wounded. 

    "Help me get dressed, Kar. I can still barely move," Stavin said as he tried to get his under-padding over his shoulders.

    "There's a bruise the size of your head right in the middle of your back," Karvik said as he helped Stavin. "Let's both armor up and join the others on watch." 

    Stavin nodded, and both of them strapped on the rest of their armor, then walked together to the perimeter of the caravan and reported to Barvil. 

    "Reporting for duty, Sir," Stavin said as they came to attention.

    "What's your condition, Stavin?" Barvil asked, examining him closely. 

    "Fit for duty, Sir," Stavin snapped, looking Barvil in the eye. 

    Karvik looked his father in the eye as well and said, "He's badly bruised and really stiff, Sir. He's going to be slow." He ignored the sputter of outrage from Stavin. 

    "That won't matter with what you two will be doing. Stavin, you will be joining Lord Zel'Elindar in your capacity as a Friend of Evandia in dealing with whoever they catch of our attackers. The rest of us don't really matter, but your status makes this attack a capital crime. Kar, you're going along to watch his back. Both of you, be careful. The traders lost ten people, including Sahren. You will be their representatives as well, so pay attention and be prepared to tell everyone what you see and hear. Understood?"

    "Understood, Sir," Stavin and Karvik both snapped, then turned away. 

    "You didn't have to tell your dad about my back," Stavin snarled as they walked away. 

    "Yes, I did, Warleader Fifth Kel'Aniston. Besides, I'd rather have you mad at me for telling him than him mad at me for not." 

    "Why is that?"

    Karvik grinned. "You can't make me do chores." 

    Stavin froze for a moment, then grinned at Karvik. "Good point." 

    Lord Zel'Elindar turned to face Stavin as he and Karvik walked up. "Are you fully healed, Friend Stavin?" he asked politely. 

    "No, Sir," Stavin answered as he bowed, "but I am healed enough to deal with the cowardly scum who attacked us." 

    Lord Zel'Elindar bowed his head slightly and turned to a man in the uniform of the city guard. "General Kel'Arvil, what progress have you made?" 

    "I am waiting for my lieutenants to report back, Lord Zel'Elindar. I only know of one person who has been caught, and we are not certain that he was involved," the general replied. 

    "If I may, General Kel'Arvil, we have an idea about who may have been responsible for this attack," Stavin said and continued when the general nodded. "Last season we had trouble with a merchant named Ahran Fel'Hadar. He attempted to steal a valuable consignment from Master Trader Sahren, but failed. The next day he tried again with twenty-eight men. They all died at our hands, but they killed two of my companions as well as two of the traders."

    "We know of Ahran Fel'Hadar. His status was--neutralized--late in the winter," the general said in a cautious tone. "Why do you suspect him?"

    "Master Trader Sahren was hit by three arrows. This was not a random attack, nor was it for profit. Someone wanted revenge against Master Sahren, and the only person we know of in this city who would have a grudge against her is this Fel'Hadar coward," Stavin explained. 

    The general was nodding slowly by the time Stavin finished. "You have a good point, Friend Stavin." He paused and raised his hand slightly and a young lieutenant rushed to his side. "Tell our men to capture Ahran Fel'Hadar and anyone who is with him. Have them brought here." The lieutenant bowed and hurried away. 

    Lord Zel'Elindar was looking at Stavin and Karvik with a curious expression on his face. "Friend Stavin, last year you carried but a single red stripe, yet now you wear a hollowed star. Your companion also wears a star. May I ask how you've achieved such rapid advancement?"

    "We had a very active season, Lord Zel'Elindar," Stavin replied with a bow. 

    "I would be most interested in hearing about it while we wait," Lord Zel'Elindar said and received nods of agreement from everyone around them. 

    Stavin and Karvik took turns telling the tale of their entire first season, and all of the lords and ladies seemed properly impressed by their accomplishments. General Kel'Arvil was openly amazed. 

    "You claim forty-three victories in just a year and a half, Friend Stavin? That's a body-count that few warriors could claim even in times of open warfare between the kingdoms. And you, young man," he said, turning his attention on Karvik, "claim thirty-one victories. Have you let your companions claim any?" 

    Stavin and Karvik both grinned widely. Karvik looked the general in the eye as he replied, "Yes, Sir. My father claimed nineteen kills last season and his fourth star. He now claims the title of Warmaster, and is only a few kills short of surpassing Warmaster Kel'Horval's record and taking over the academy."

    The general was quiet as he considered the two young men in front of him. "That is a remarkable achievement. Tell me, how long will it be before you two achieve as much?" 

    Stavin snorted in amusement, then reddened with embarrassment. "Forgive me, Sir. I meant no disrespect. Warmaster Kel'Horval has one hundred and five kills to his name. Warmaster Kel'Carin, our leader and Karvik's father, has one hundred and four. We both have a long way to go before we match their achievements." 

    "Every year can't be like this, Sir," Karvik added. 

    "No, I suppose not, young man," the general agreed. "If nothing else, the sight of that golden armor will eventually start frightening the bandits away." He grinned and there was a scattering of laughter from the nobles. 

    The discussion turned to other topics, most of which made little or no sense to Stavin or Karvik. The sun was half way over the horizon when a dozen city guardsmen brought five men to face the general.

    "Sir, we captured Ahran Fel'Hadar and these men with three bows and a dozen pitch-coated arrows," the lieutenant in charge reported. 

    Lord Zel'Elindar looked at the thief and clenched his teeth. "Ahran Fel'Hadar, did you really think you could get away with setting a fire in the caravansary and risking the entire city?" 

    "Lord Mayor Zel'Elindar, I set no fire," Ahran said as his followers nodded. 

     "He is lying," a young woman said as she stepped forward. "I am Verronis Zel'Mahar, Truth Seer for Barren's Bridge. Ahran Fel'Hadar, did you order the attack on the caravan last night?" she asked. 

    "No." 

    "That is a lie. Did you shoot any fire-arrows at the caravan or Master Trader Sahren?" 

    "No! I swear!" 

    "That is a lie. Did you intend to murder Trader Sahren Kel'Vandar?" 

    "No! No, please believe me," Ahran begged, but the Truth Seer shook her head. 

    "That is also a lie. Lord Zel'Elindar, this man is a liar and a murderer. He deliberately set fire to the caravan and murdered Master Trader Sahren," Lady Verronis said as she stepped back and turned away. 

    "And what of these others?" Lord Zel'Elindar asked. 

    "They will have to wait. I am too tired right now to question the rest of them," Lady Verronis said as she continued to walk away. "I am returning to my home to rest. After mid day I will See what the others have to tell us." 

    Lord Zel'Elindar turned to the nobles around him. "I call for a vote of the Barren's Bridge City Council. Does anyone doubt the guilt of Ahran Fel'Hadar?" All of the nobles shook their heads no. Lord Zel'Elindar nodded. "It is unanimous, then." 

    "Ahran Fel'Hadar," Lord Zel'Elindar said as he turned to face the murderer, "you are accused and convicted of attacking Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston. You are accused and convicted of murdering Master Trader Sahren Kel'Vandar. You are accused and convicted of intentionally setting a fire that could have spread to the rest of the city, endangering countless lives. Each of these crimes carries the penalty of death by beheading. You will be taken to the block and immediately executed. General, see to it." 

    “No!” Ahran screamed. “No! You can't! You can't.”

    The general signaled his men, and a now weeping Ahran and his men were hauled away. Lord Zel'Elindar turned to face Stavin once again. "Justice is done. We'll see to the rest of them later. I trust that you are satisfied by these proceedings, Friend Stavin?" 

    Stavin bowed deeply. "Justice may be done, but my desire for revenge is far from satisfied." 

    "No, I suppose it wouldn't be," Lord Zel'Elindar replied, stepping forward to place a friendly hand on Stavin's shoulder. "Don't let a desire for revenge eat at you, Friend Stavin. Be satisfied with the knowledge that the headsman will end his life in less than a span." 

    Stavin bowed his acceptance. "I will inform the traders and my comrades of these proceedings." Stavin bowed deeply once more to the Lord Mayor, and again to the gathered nobles, then he and Karvik turned and walked away. 

    "I thought you were going to insist on beheading him yourself, Stave," Karvik said as soon as they were away from the nobles. 

    "I was," Stavin answered, "but my back hurts so bad I can hardly move my arms." 

    Karvik nodded and his mouth twitched like he was about to laugh, but he contained himself. "You know what the Warmaster says, Stave." 

    Stavin looked at him and they said it together. "Stupidity should be painful." Karvik laughed while Stavin shook his head. "This is a lesson I'll never forget." 

    Stavin and Karvik found Barvil standing beside Rahlina. "Sir, the attackers have been found, and Ahran Fel'Hadar is on his way to the executioner," Stavin reported as he and Karvik came to attention.

    Barvil looked at Stavin and asked, "Did they catch any of the others?" 

    "Yes, Sir," Karvik answered. "Four other men were captured with him, but the Truth Seer was too tired to question them all." He continued with a brief description of the events. 

    Rahlina looked at Stavin and bowed her head. "We are in your debt, Stavin." 

    "No," Stavin replied. "It was my honor and privilege to see the murderers of my friends brought to justice." 

    One of the traders came and stood beside Rahlina silently until she looked at him. Then he simply said, "We are ready." 

    Rahlina turned to Barvil and Stavin. "Join us in honoring our family." 

    The cemetery that the traders were allowed to use was a short walk from the caravansary. The warriors stood to the side and Stavin felt his breath catch in his throat when he saw the blanket-wrapped forms on the ground. There were ten of them, and while he couldn't tell most of them apart, there was only one member of the caravan who was as small as the second body. It was seeing Kethlan laid out with the rest that broke the last of his resistance, and tears streamed down his face as Sahren, Kethlan, Angeleese, Damlan and six other members of their family were returned to the land. 

     



    Chapter 17

    THE CARAVAN REMAINED IN BARREN'S BRIDGE for two more days before moving on. What little there was that was salvageable from the burned wagons was distributed among the closest kin of the deceased, and the rest was hauled away. 

    It was late the second day when General Kel'Arvil came to the caravansary and asked for Stavin. When Stavin, Barvil, and Rahlina joined him, he gave them his news. "The four men who were with Fel'Hadar are dead. They wouldn't give us any other names, and Lady Verronis believes that there were no others involved." 

    Stavin spoke for all of them when he said, "Thank you, Sir. It means a lot that you came out here to tell us yourself rather than just sending a message." The general bowed and left without another word, and Rahlina made her decision. 

    "It's past time we showed this city our backs." Raising her voice, she got everyone's attention as she walked to the center of the caravan. "Listen up, Zel'Vandar! We roll at dawn. Nanny Sahren--Nanny Sahren was planning to continue south to the bridge at Valovad. I intend to continue on that route unless someone can give me a good reason not to." 

    The morning sun found the caravan already on the road. Sharvit was in a wagon because of the amount of damage that the flaming arrow had done to his shoulder. Adept Valin had said it would be five days before he would be fully healed. Many of the traders wore bandages as well. Everyone was somber and quiet as they resumed their journey. 

    Rahlina followed Sahren's pattern of stopping to trade at every large town, and at small towns as well if it was near nightfall. There was only one incident where the warriors were needed, and Aldric got his second kill when a sneak-thief tried to use a sword. 

    The city of Valovad wasn't the largest city that Stavin had ever seen, nor the richest, but it was by far the strangest. The city architecture was all spires and towers growing out of small, squat buildings. Stavin wished he could ask Kethlan about it, and felt a stab of renewed grief as he realized yet another facet of his loss. 

    Valovad boasted two caravansaries, one on either side of the river, and Rahlina decided to stop at each of them for a day. By Sahren's original timetable they were six days early, so there was plenty of time. 

    Valovad boasted one of the largest bazaars in this portion of Evandia, and Barvil gave his men permission to visit the shops. "The whole hand goes or no one does," he ordered flatly, and everyone was glad that Sharvit was back on duty. 

    Barvil joined Marvat's hand as they strolled through the bazaar. They all had plenty of gold in their pouches, but none of them were buying anything until Stavin saw a spice merchant. "Sir, spices," he said under his breath, but he was clearly excited. 

    "Very well, Stavin, go ahead. Everyone else, keep your eyes open. I don't want any surprises." 

    Stavin went into the spice merchant's building and was met by a rotund man wearing the vest of a Master Trader and a strange little red hat. "Ah, young lord, welcome. Welcome indeed," the spice merchant said as he came to Stavin's side. "What can I provide for such a magnificent young man?"

    Stavin pulled a slip of parchment from his pouch. "I need these spices." 

    The merchant scanned the parchment and nodded. "I have an abundance of each of these spices, young lord. How much of each are you seeking?" 

    "An Imperial Fist of each," Stavin replied, "except the makanin. Two fists of that." Stavin saw the light of avarice in the merchant's eyes. An Imperial Fist was the weight of a fist-sized bag of salt, and few people could afford that quantity of spices. To make matters better, from the merchant's point of view at least, those who could afford it didn't tend to be very good at bargaining. 

    The merchant brought out large, sealed jars of each spice and placed them on the table. He then brought out a balance and, without being asked, handed Stavin a set of weights. "You will see, young lord, that the seal of His Majesty's Lord of Trade is intact. These weights were examined just this spring." 

    Stavin nodded and then did something that obviously surprised the merchant. He placed the largest weight on one side of the scale and used the rest of the weights to balance it out. "Very well. I'm satisfied by the accuracy of your weights," Stavin said, and sent a prayer of thanks to Kethlan's spirit. 

    The merchant cleared his throat and gave Stavin a piercing look before continuing. He picked up the jar containing Varin's Tears and said, "For an Imperial Fist I would usually charge four gold crowns, but for you, Lord, I will reduce my price to just three." He smiled broadly, but Stavin didn't.

    Stavin took a step back and brought his hand up to his chest. "Three! Do I look like I'm made of gold? Don't answer that! I wouldn't dream of paying more than a crown a fist." 

    "One! Young lord, you wear a fortune on your back yet you'd cheat me of my just due? Varin's Tears don't grow in Evandia. They are imported at great cost from the far reaches of the southern isles, often at the peril of the ships that bring them. Two and five silver. I could take a slight loss for such a magnificent warrior," the merchant said with a sorrowful expression. 

    Stavin didn't take it. He bargained hard, playing the game the way Kethlan had taught him. Look at his eyes, not his hands, lad. Listen to his tone, not his words. 

    Stavin and the merchant played the same game for the other nine spices, and in the end he laid out twelve gold and six silver crowns, lamenting his loss even louder than the merchant. A larger bag was produced to hold the eleven smaller bags of spices, and the merchant bowed deeply to Stavin. 

    "You are a remarkably talented trader, young lord, and I wish you well." 

    Stavin laughed. "I feel as if I have been robbed, good Sir. You got the better of me. One day I may return and we'll try again. Maybe I'll really get a bargain then." He was chuckling as he walked out of the building to rejoin his comrades. 

    "You took long enough," Marvat said in a sour tone. 

    "Just playing the game, Mar," Stavin answered with a hearty laugh. "Just playing the game." He smiled softly as he thought of Kethlan's lessons. The wily old trader had taught him so much.

    The hand continued around the bazaar and soon they had all joined the game, bargaining for various items and enjoying themselves. Barvil called an end to the game far too soon. "It's time to return to the caravansary and take the watch," he said as he draped a bag of assorted beads over his shoulder. 

    Marvat's hand took the watch as soon as they had eaten, and Farval immediately led his hand into the bazaar. Barvil went with them, right beside Karvik. Rank, after all, has its privileges. 

    The sun had set long before Farval and the rest returned, and Stavin grinned widely when he saw the bundle that Karvik was carrying. He couldn't tell what it was, but Karvik would tell him at watch change. 

    The night passed quietly and Rahlina had everyone up early and on the move to make the short trek across the river. Stavin rode by the lead wagon and signed for the toll, then stayed by Rahlina's side all the way to the caravansary. 

    The caravan had set up and a few customers had wandered over to the wagons when a richly dressed man wearing the vest of a Master Trader arrived in a carriage. "I would like to speak to the Master Trader of this caravan," he said as he strode up to the wagons. One of the traders led him to Rahlina. 

    "How may I help you, Sir?" Rahlina asked as soon as the man was presented to her. 

    "Are you the Master Trader?" the man asked. 

    "I am the leader of this caravan. My grandmother was the Master Trader, but she was killed in Barren's Bridge," she replied. 

    "Are you a Master Trader?" he asked. 

    "No. This is my last year apprenticing." 

    "Then your caravan has no credentialed master?" the man asked. There was an expression of wicked glee on his face now. 

    "No, Sir. We had three Master Traders with us, but all three were lost in Barren's Bridge," Rahlina answered, and the man clapped his hands as if he was delighted by that news. 

    "Then this is a masterless caravan. You cannot participate in trade in Evandia," he declared. 

    "Sir, our master was-"

    "You have no Master Trader with this caravan, therefore it is masterless and forbidden to trade in Evandia," the man snapped. "Our reciprocal agreements with the other kingdoms allow only caravans led by a credentialed Master Trader from some kingdom to lead a caravan. Until such time as this caravan procures the services of a Master Trader, it is impounded and forbidden trade except for purchasing food." The man stepped back and let a satisfied smile cross his lips. "Your caravan will sit here until it rots or you get a Master to take you out, and I can guarantee that no Evandian Master Trader will hire on with you. You may not leave the confines of the caravansary, but you will be required to continue paying for your space." Now the man's smiled turned nasty. "You'll lose everything as soon as you run out of coin to pay your rent."

    Barvil, Stavin, and the rest of the warriors had come to see what was going on, and now Stavin stepped forward. "Sir, I am Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston. I'm sure something-"

    "Your status has no bearing on this matter, young man," the man said, interrupting Stavin. "The king may have made you a Friend of the Kingdom, but that does not make you immune to our laws." 

    "I'm sure something-"

    "No, young man. There is nothing you can do about this situation. Only a Master Trader can lead a caravan, and there is no Master Trader here." 

    "It'll take moons to get a message through and get someone back from Aravad to take over the caravan," Rahlina said. 

    "It'll take longer than you think," the man said as he turned away from Stavin to sneer at Rahlina. "You're forbidden to leave the caravansary, or the confines of your own caravan. You are forbidden trade in Evandia, and that includes paying someone to deliver your message. I have a work crew coming to erect a fence, and Guild guards will ensure you don't leave." 

    Stavin hissed, "You thief," and took a step forward, but Barvil grabbed his shoulder and hauled him back. 

    "You can't fight the Traders’ Guild, Stavin," Barvil said as Stavin rounded on him. 

    "There has to be a way, Sir," Stavin said in an intense tone. 

    The man from the Traders’ Guild smirked and walked away, and everyone watched him go. As he had said, workmen were already erecting a fence around the caravan, and guards in Traders’ Guild livery were turning away anyone who approached. 

    The sound of sobbing drew their attention and everyone turned to find Rahlina sitting on the ground. "They've broken us," she cried as she wept. 

    "Not yet they haven't," one of the other traders snarled, but she just shook her head. 

    "We can't send for someone to take over the caravan. Even if we could, we'd likely be out of coin before they arrived. Those greedy bastards in the Traders’ Guild will confiscate it all the moment we can't pay the caravansary." 

    "Rahlina, is there anything we can do?" Barvil asked. 

    "No, and I'm dismissing you immediately. I have to, or we won't be able to pay you either." She gulped back her tears and stood, motioning for Barvil to follow her. At her wagon, she pulled out their contract. "Five silver crowns per day, plus half what Stavin saved us, comes to fifty-one gold crowns. Here," she said as she counted out the coins, "and I wish you well. Maybe if you come to Zel'Vandar next year we'll see one another again."

    Barvil bowed very deeply as he accepted the payment. "Sahren said we couldn't protect you from every bandit, Rahlina, and I'm sorry to see that she was correct. We'll be going, and I hope we do see you again next season." 

    Barvil turned away from Rahlina and strode over to his men. "We've been dismissed. Pack up and prepare to move."

    "Sir, isn't there some way we can do something about this?" Farval asked, voicing everyone's thoughts. 

    "Not against the Guild. Remember, we depend on them for our employment as well. We can't do anything," Barvil answered. 

    The warriors all led their horses out of the caravan and were stopped by a Guild guard. "No one may leave the caravan except to buy food, and no goods may leave at all by order of the Traders’ Guild," the man said as he blocked their way. 

    "These are not trade goods," Barvil answered. "We have been dismissed and are leaving." 

    "Giving up already, are they?" the man asked, sneering at Barvil. 

    "No, but they don't need the extra expense of our presence," Barvil answered in a carefully controlled tone. 

    "Then be gone. We'll see to it that nothing leaves this caravan until the Guild Masters seize it."

    Barvil led his men past the guard, and it was all most of them could do to keep from gutting him as they passed. Barvil led them to a tavern first. He'd intentionally not taken them to eat at the caravan to save as much food as possible for Rahlina and her people. 

    Stavin was literally shaking with rage as they sat down. "Sir, we can't let this happen. We swore to protect them from all bandits, and that's all these Guild bastards are." 

    "Stavin, we've been dismissed. There's nothing we can do against the Guild, and Rahlina can't either. I will send a message to Aravad for her, since the Guild is trying to prevent her from sending it, but she is right that it's unlikely that anyone will arrive in time to save the caravan." 

    "There's got to be a Master Trader who will hire on with them," Karvik said, but Barvil shook his head. 

    "That would be foolish. Opposing the Guild is not something that one does lightly. No Evandian trader would risk it." 

    Stavin didn't look up from the table as he answered Barvil. "Unless it was someone the Traders’ Guild didn't dare anger," he said, then looked up. His expression took on a nasty twist. "Someone with connections at the top and bottom of the Evandian hierarchy." 

    "Stave, I recognize that tone," Karvik said, eyeing his friend carefully. "You're planning to be clever about something."

    Stavin grinned at Karvik. "What if there was someone who even the Traders’ Guild didn't dare angering?" 

    "It'd take a very powerful person to do that, Stavin," Barvil answered. 

    "Or someone with powerful friends. Friends like the king--and Elain." Stavin grinned at Barvil as the rest of the warriors caught on to the idea. 

    "Spell it out, Stave," Aldric said. 

    Karvik answered, "If Stave becomes a Master Trader, the Guild won't dare try anything against him. He's too powerful. Or at least his friends are." 

    "But how does he become a Master Trader?" Farval asked. 

    "He has to be sponsored into the guild by another Master Trader," Barvil answered. 

    "Elain," Karvik said, drawing nods from his father and friend. 

    "It's only about four days ride up river to Twin Bridges, Sir," Marvat said, smiling. 

    The warriors rode out of Valovad before mid day, taking the road north. It was indeed a four-day ride, and they were a weary lot as they approached the East Bridge. Stavin rode forward and signed for their toll, and they all marveled at the magnificent bridge as they crossed. 

    It took several spans for them to cross the city, and it was fully dark as they rode their weary horses around to Elain's stables. Avid came out to meet them immediately. 

    "Welcome to Elain's, good sirs," he said as he bustled forward, then skipped a step as he recognized them. "Goodman Barvil, is that you? And Friend Stavin as well? Welcome back. You've stabled your horses? Good, good. Come, the mistress will be pleased to see you." 

    He turned away and led as the warriors all followed him to the back door of the inn. Inside, Elain turned to see who was there and smiled broadly as they entered. "Goodman Barvil, how nice to see you. Is Sahren at the Caravansary?" 

    All of the warriors stopped, then Barvil took two slow steps forward. "You don't know? Madam Elain, we were attacked by Ahran Fel'Hadar in Barren's Bridge. Sahren and nine others were killed sixteen days ago." 

    "Ahran? How--Oh, Gods Below, why didn't I have him killed?" she cried as her knees failed her. "Sahren, I'm so sorry," she wept, burying her face in her hands. 

    Barvil signaled Avid and they lifted Elain from the floor and carried her to her sitting room, with Stavin bringing up the rear. The rest of the warriors stayed in the common room. 

    "How?" Elain asked as Avid all but forced a glass of brandy into her hand. "How did my friend die?"

    "We were ambushed in the caravansary by archers with fire-arrows. Sahren was hit by three arrows. The caravan lost nine other traders as well," Barvil said, going to one knee in front of her. "The city guards found Ahran and his accomplices with bows and pitch-coated arrows. They were all beheaded." 

    "Sahren. Oh, Sahren," Madam Elain said as she began crying again. 

    "It gets worse," Stavin said, drawing her attention. "The caravan is trapped in Valovad. They don't have a Master Trader anymore, and the Guild has impounded them. We were hoping you-"

    "I can't, Friend Stavin," Elain said, interrupting him. "I can't leave Twin Bridges or everything will fall apart." 

    "We understand," Barvil said, "but Stavin has an idea." 

    "We hoped you'd help us find someone the Guild wouldn't dare mess with," Stavin said. "Someone with friends in high places." He finished with a smile and Madam Elain looked at him sideways. 

    "You, Friend Stavin?" 

    "Me. But I need a sponsor to the Guild. Someone who is a Master in her own right, and who is powerful enough that she can stand up to the Guild when they figure it out." 

    "You want me to sponsor you? Oh, Friend Stavin, I would be happy to, but--Friend Stavin, there are things you don't know about me. Things that would make you reconsider your request." 

    "Things like the fact that you are one of the most powerful criminals in Twin Bridges, and possibly all of Evandia?" Stavin asked and smiled at her startled look of incomprehension. "Princess Marina told me about you when we passed through earlier this season. She knows all about you, and the others like you who rule the underworld of Evandia." 

    "But how--? Why--?"

    "You keep the peace and regulate the crime rate. They don't approve of you, of course, but they acknowledge that you have your place. A place, I might add, that few others can lay claim to." Stavin looked her in the eye while he spoke and saw her understanding. 

    "And you still want to be associated with me?" she asked. 

    "Honestly, no. I would prefer not to be associated with a criminal at all, but after using my status to ship your consignments last season, I am already associated with you to some extent. And if I have to be associated with a criminal, being associated with a very powerful criminal is the best of the options." 

    Elain actually chuckled. "You've learned pragmatism, Stavin. That's a good step. The Guild demands that a thousand gold crown bond be posted by all of its Master Traders when they found their own House. That's partially to ensure a trader is competent by making him earn a fortune working for someone else first. It's also used as a threat to ensure you obey them. If you don't, you lose your bond." 

    Stavin smiled and chuckled. "A thousand gold crowns? Is that all?"


    Chapter 18

    MORNING FOUND STAVIN AND ELAIN WALKING into the Traders’ Guild office near her inn. The man behind the desk glanced up, then all but leapt out of his chair, putting his back against the wall behind his desk. 

    "M-Madam Elain, what a surprise to see you," he stammered. 

    Madam Elain snarled, "Stop that, Jarval, or I might decide to be offended." She paused, then continued in a more normal tone. "This is Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston. He wishes to establish himself in trade, and I have agreed to sponsor him."

    Jarval was staring at Stavin's golden armor, not saying anything until Madam Elain snapped, "Well?" Then he vanished through the door to his right and Elain chuckled. "For reasons that I've never understood, he has the idea that I want him dead. Really, though, having him terrified works so much better." 

    Jarval returned in just a few moments and bowed. "Madam Elain, Friend Stavin, the Masters will see you now." 

    Elain led Stavin into the office of the Evandian Master Traders Council and faced the three members of the council. Nodding to each of them in turn, she addressed the man in the center. "Grand Master Fel'Warvan, I bring before you and your colleagues Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston. Friend Stavin wishes to establish himself as a trader, and I have agreed to sponsor him." 

    Grand Master Fel'Warvan nodded. "We have heard that you've done very well for yourself in your capacity as a warrior, Friend Stavin. It is also our understanding that your people honor warriors above all others. Why is it that you now seek to become a trader?" 

    Stavin bowed slightly before answering. "Grand Master Fel'Warvan, it is my belief that I could have done much better for myself last season if I had been more experienced in trade. To that end, I have expended a great deal of effort learning what I could from our employers. Now I wish to put what I have learned to use." 

    The grand master exchanged glances with his associates, then nodded. "It is quite likely true that your fortune would be much more substantial if you'd had the proper background last summer, Friend Stavin. Very well. I'm sure Master Trader Elain has informed you of the requirements to become a Master Trader and found a Trading House in Evandia."

    "She has," Stavin answered. "I have a draft for one thousand gold crowns, drawn on my account with the Gold Merchants this morning." He held up the piece of parchment and the grand master waved him forward. After he placed the draft on the desk, Stavin returned to Madam Elain's side. 

    The grand master picked up the draft and briefly examined it. "Very well, Friend Stavin. The rules are simple: obey our bylaws, and the laws of Evandia. You'll be provided with a handbook detailing the Traders’ Guild Bylaws, but they all boil down to one thing: Don't do anything that will embarrass the guild. Don't lie if someone knows the truth. Don't cheat if you can be caught. And, perhaps most importantly, don't blame us if you go broke. Now, have you chosen your crest?"

    Stavin nodded. "I have chosen the Kel'Aniston glyph and a crouching mountain cat." 

    "I would have thought you'd choose the dragon," one of the other men said. 

    Stavin thought for a moment, then looked at Madam Elain. She nodded and said, "The dragon would be much more distinctive, Friend Stavin. Several trading houses have cat icons, but few would dare to put a dragon by their name. You could do so by right." 

    Stavin nodded and bowed slightly to Elain, then turned back to the council. A fourth man had joined them, and he held a vest in his hands. "Friend Stavin, I am Master Mage Caril. If you would care to put this on, I will mark you as a Master Trader." 

    Stavin was puzzled as he put the vest on over his armor. It was far too big for him, and looked silly. Master Caril smiled as he looked at Stavin. "Now to make you a Master Trader," the mage said and placed his hands on Stavin's chest. On the left, the glyph of a Master Trader of Evandia. On the right, the Kel'Aniston glyph and, he paused and looked at the masters and received a nod of permission, a golden dragon. "The Trading House of Kel'Aniston is established." 

    Stavin was surprised when he looked at his vest. It fit snugly over his armor now, and the glyphs seemed to have a three dimensional quality to them. He looked at the mage and received a smile in return. 

    "No one can forge Master Trader credentials, Friend Stavin. The spell is very specific, and only a mage of the Guild is allowed to learn it. Long life and a prosperous future to you, Master Trader Kel'Aniston." With that he bowed, then turned and left. 

    "Master Stavin," the grand master began, startling Stavin, "we also wish you a prosperous future. Jarval has your handbook."

    Stavin bowed very deeply, then turned and left with Madam Elain at his side. He took the proffered book of bylaws from Jarval as they passed, but didn't say anything until they were out in the street. 

    "That's it? Just turn over a thousand crowns and poof, you're the Master Trader of your own House?" 

    "Not everything is complicated, Friend Stavin. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a friend to mourn and you have some friends to rescue." Madam Elain smiled sadly as she led Stavin in to the inn, then disappeared through the door to her private rooms. 

    Barvil and the rest of the warriors met Stavin in the common room. "Any trouble, Stave?" Karvik asked as he examined Stavin's vest. 

    "None. Are we ready to ride?" Stavin replied, and got his answer when everyone turned toward the back of the inn. 

    They spent the next five days retracing their path to Valovad. Stavin spent most of it reading while Karvik led his horse. They rode into the caravansary early the fifth day, and Stavin walked up to the guards. 

    "I am Master Trader Kel'Aniston. I am taking control of this caravan." 

    The guard looked at him, then shook his head. "My orders are to keep everyone out of this caravan." 

    "Am I correct in thinking that you are employed by the Traders’ Guild?" 

    "Yes." 

    "And as such, you are at the command of any Master Trader of Evandia?"

    "Yes." 

    "Then get out of my way," Stavin finally snarled, "or I'll have you moved." 

    The guard looked at Stavin, then at the wall of armor behind him and suddenly decided to move. "I'll report this to Master Trader Bel'Valat!" he almost shouted as he scampered out of the way. 

    "Do that," Stavin snapped. "And tell him that this caravan has a Master Trader now." Stavin watched the man leave at a dead run, then cut the rope around the caravan and walked through with the others right behind him.

    Rahlina met them and went to Barvil. "What happened? Why did you come back?"

    Barvil almost laughed. "Have I ever mentioned that Stavin has a stubborn streak that's wider than he is?"

    "Stavin?" Rahlina said as she really looked at him. 

    "Master Trader Stavin, of the Evandian Trading House of Kel'Aniston," Stavin said with a bow, then ruined it by laughing. "These bandits are in for a surprise." 

    Rahlina led them into the center of the caravan, and there was a great deal of shouting and laughing as the warriors explained what they had done. It wasn't long, however, before the Valovad Traders’ Guild reacted.

    "What's the meaning of this?!" the man who had impounded the caravan shouted as he climbed down from his carriage. 

    Stavin strode forward and stopped when he was about three paces from the man. "I am Master Trader Stavin, of the Evandian House of Kel'Aniston. I have taken over this caravan. It is no longer masterless." You honorless slug.

    "There is no House of Kel'Aniston!" the man snapped. 

    "There is now," Barvil said as he and the rest of the warriors spread out to bracket Stavin.

    "I refuse to release this caravan to some jumped-up barbarian," the man snapped, and suddenly found himself facing Stavin's Dragon's Tongue. 

    "Who are you?" Stavin asked. 

    "I am Master Trader Haral Bel'Harvan," the man replied as his eyes crossed to lock on the weapon pointing at his nose. 

    "You'd do well to remember your place, Bel'Harvan," Stavin snarled. 

    "You're no trader," the man snapped, but he took a step back from Stavin anyway. "Guild Bylaws forbid taking offense at something said by another trader." 

    Stavin's eyes narrowed. "Chapter seven, paragraph three, sub-paragraph four," Stavin said, letting a smile twist his lips. "No Master Trader may take exception nor demand obeisance from another Master Trader while in the Guild Hall. At all other times a Master Trader shall comport himself as befits his social position and rank." Stavin's smile became a snarl. "You will accord me the proper respect. Do I make myself clear?" he asked and saw the look of comprehension in the man's eyes. 

    "Yes, Master Stavin. But the Guild will hear of this outrage," he said as he backed away. 

    "The outrage of you trying to steal the Zel'Vandar caravan? Or the outrage of you insulting me? Perhaps I should return to Twin Bridges and speak to Princess Marina? I'm sure she would be most interested in these events." Stavin glared at the man and saw him back down. "Now remove that fence from around my caravan, or we'll do it and charge you for the labor." 

    "In all my thirty years as a Master Trader, I've never seen such a blatant misuse of authority. I'll be registering a complaint against you and whoever sponsored you to the guild. Just see if I don't." 

    Stavin smiled again, and this time it was even nastier. "My sponsor was Master Trader Elain Fel'Carvin. Go ahead, make her mad. I dare you." 

    Master Trader Haral blanched at the mention of Elain's name. He backed away, shaking his head, then all but ran to his carriage and whipped his horse in an effort to escape as the laughter of the warriors chased him. 

    Rahlina was standing behind Stavin, grinning from ear to ear. "You have a wicked sense of humor, Stavin. Come, the mid day meal is almost ready. I had Uncle Endar make extra as soon as you arrived." 

    The meal was oat porridge, and Stavin looked at Rahlina with a questioning expression when he was served. "We've been on short rations since the fence went up, trying to stretch our funds as far as possible." 

    Stavin nodded. "I understand. What do you want to do now?"

    "You're the Master Trader, Stavin," Rahlina pointed out. 

    "I bought a fancy vest for a thousand gold crowns," Stavin replied. "You're the one who knows what you're doing." 

    Rahlina nodded. "I'd like to leave." 

    "Now?" 

    "Now. We've been here for ten days." 

    "Then we load up as soon as we're finished eating." Stavin looked around and nodded. "We can trade at another town. Are the caravansary fees paid?"

    "Yes. They come at dawn to collect. We're paid until the morning, but--"

    "But to hells with that," Stavin said with a grin. "Take control, Rahlina, and I'll follow your lead." 

    The wagons were ready to roll two spans later, and Rahlina had Stavin on the seat beside her as they started out. "The Master Trader has to be on the lead wagon when we are in a town, Stavin. Your vest has to be visible," she explained. 

    Stavin turned to Barvil, but he just laughed. "You're in a wagon again, Stavin. Tie your horse to the back. Riding with Rahlina will also give you more time to study that book. I wouldn't expect the Traders Guild officials to take you slapping them down gracefully." 

    The caravan didn't make it out of the caravansary before the Traders’ Guild struck back. Thirty armed men formed a phalanx across the road, and three richly dressed men walked forward. 

    "I am Senior Master Trader Bel'Valat. Who is the man claiming to be a Master Trader?" the center man asked. 

    Stavin stood, not bothering to climb down from the wagon. "I am Master Trader Stavin." 

    "This caravan is impounded. You have no right to take it anywhere without our permission." 

    "This caravan is under my control," Stavin replied, "as defined by Chapter one, section one, paragraph two of the Evandian Traders’ Guild Bylaws."

    "You will not take this caravan out of here, young man, no matter what trickery you've managed. We don't recognize you as a Master Trader," one of the other men said as he crossed his arms over his chest. 

    Stavin took a moment to climb down from the wagon and walk forward to face the men. Once he was close to them, he gestured to his vest. "Do you recognize this? It's identical to the one you wear." 

    "That means nothing."

    "Do you recognize the right of a Master Trader to take over a masterless caravan?" Stavin asked. 

    "We don't recognize you," the third master said as he looked at Stavin.

     "You don't recognize me how?" Stavin asked, letting an edge of anger creep into his voice. "You refuse to recognize me as an Evandian Master Trader, or you refuse to recognize me as a Friend of Evandia?"

    Master Trader Bel'Valat sneered at Stavin. "The king may have honored you, but you're no trader from any kingdom." 

    Stavin let his smile fade. "Then recognize me as this: I am Stavin, of the Cat Clan of Aniston, Warleader Fifth of Kel'Kavin. Step aside, Bel'Valat, or face the consequences of disrespect." 

    "You can't threaten us, Friend of Evandia or not. You've sworn to uphold the bylaws of the Traders’ Guild," Master Trader Bel'Valat said. 

    Stavin let a wry grin twist his lips. "You refuse to recognize my rights as a Master Trader, but demand that I obey the bylaws of the Guild?" The three masters exchanged looks, then Stavin continued. "It is you who are breaking the bylaws of the Traders’ Guild," Stavin said with a satisfied smile. "Section one, paragraph eight: Anyone who holds Master Trader credentials shall be accorded the respect and consideration due all Master Traders. Since I do hold Master Trader credentials," he said as he indicated the Master Trader glyph on his vest, "it is you who is breaking the bylaw." 

    "Stop quoting that damn book!" one of the other masters shouted. 

    "That book is the only thing keeping you alive right now," Stavin said as he focused on the man who had spoken. 

    "This is an outrage!" 

    "The outrage is Master Traders acting like common bandits," Stavin replied loudly, in an angry tone. "I left a complaint with Madam Elain in Twin Bridges. She was to deliver it to the Traders’ Guild Master Council yesterday. In that message I detailed what happened here, and my intention to take over this caravan to prevent you from stealing it. I wonder how they'll react to the report that we were forced to kill thirty and three bandits within the confines of the Guild Caravansary." 

    "We are the Guild Council for Valovad," Senior Master Trader Bel'Valat snapped. 

    "And I was granted Master Trader credentials by the Traders’ Guild Master Council in Twin Bridges. They are the only ones who can grant master's credentials. Since they outrank you, you are in the wrong." 

    "There are only ten of you," the master to the right said, eyeing the wall of armor behind Stavin. 

    "True, that leaves only three for each of us, but that's all right. I'll just take you three." Stavin grinned as it finally dawned on the masters that they were in no way safe. 

    "You wouldn't dare," Master Trader Bel'Valat said, but he didn't sound very sure of himself any more. 

    Karvik shouted, "Stave!" and Stavin turned to catch his Dragon's Tongue by the haft. When he turned back, the guild guardsmen were fleeing down the street, and the three masters were right behind them. Laughter, that of the warriors as well as dozens of onlookers, chased them as they fled. 

    Stavin walked back to Rahlina's wagon and stowed his Dragon's Tongue within reach of the seat, then climbed aboard. Rahlina was shaking her head as he settled himself beside her. 

    "You took an awful chance, Stavin. They will complain about you to the Guild." 

    Stavin nodded. "And I will send a complaint from our next stop about them and what they just tried. There are provisions in this book," he said, holding up the Traders’ Guild Bylaws, "that make what they just did an offense that could get them stripped of their credentials. Refusing to accept my credentials and treat me as an equal is a serious offense because it is only the Master Trader Credentials that keep trade under their control." 

    "I know that, Stavin," Rahlina said as she flipped the reins to get her team moving again. "The Kavadian Traders’ Guild Bylaws are almost identical to that set. Most of the Traders’ Guilds are just offshoots of the original Traders’ Guild of the Luxandian Empire." 

    Stavin raised his eyebrows at that, then settled back as the caravan began to move. 

     



    Chapter 19

    THE NEXT TOWN WAS JUST A day's journey down the road, and Stavin agreed with Rahlina that they should stop for the night and trade in the morning. They had agreed that Rahlina would be making the decisions, and he would just nod his approval. 

    There was no caravansary, but there was a large field next to the town and several people came out as they were forming a crescent for trade. Stavin met them and bowed. "Greetings. We would like to set up our caravan and trade in the morning," he said as they stopped facing him. 

    "What caravan is this?" the leader of the delegation asked. 

    "Zel'Vandar. I am Master Trader Stavin Kel'Aniston." 

    "We heard about you in the morning messages. The Traders’ Guild Council of Valovad is in an uproar about you stealing this caravan from them," the leader said, frowning. Then he chortled. "Well done, Master Stavin. Well done indeed." 

    "They were the ones trying to steal the caravan," Stavin replied. 

    "Oh, no doubt. No doubt at all, Friend Stavin. They've gotten away with it several times in the last few years," another of the men said. "I am Master Trader Fel'Oraval. I own the General Mercantile here in Seravan." 

    "I need to send a message to the council in Twin Bridges, Master Fel'Oraval. The officials in Valovad tried to keep us from leaving, and refused to recognize my status as a Master Trader." 

    There were startled glances between the men, then the man who had spoken first stepped forward. "I am Mayor Fel'Carter. If you can leave someone else in charge of the caravan, I'll take you to my office. You can send your message from there." 

    Stavin bowed and said, "Thank you. Rahlina is taking care of the caravan, so I can go with you now." 

    Stavin and the town officials all went to the mayor's office, and Stavin pulled out the complaint he'd spent half a day composing with Rahlina's help. The mayor brought out a message tube and handed it to Stavin. 

    "If you'd care to place your message in here and seal the tube, I'll send it to Twin Bridges in the morning with our regular messenger." 

    Stavin rolled the thin parchment and slid it into the tube and capped it, then took the burning candle that the mayor offered him and sealed the end. He didn't have a signet to press into it, so he left it blank until it cooled a little, then carved the Kel'Aniston glyph in the wax with the tip of his knife. "That should suffice," he said, then handed the tube back to the mayor. "Thank you very much, Mayor Fel'Carter." 

    "It is our pleasure to aid a friend of the kingdom, Friend Stavin," the mayor replied with a bow. "And anyone who opposes those greedy bastards in Valovad is doubly welcome. Few caravans come through here anymore because of them and their policies." 

    Stavin nodded. "I wish we hadn't stopped there. I'll talk to Rahlina and see how long she wants to stay in the morning." 

    "Who is in charge of your caravan, Friend Stavin? You, or this Rahlina person?" Master Fel'Oraval asked with a grin.

    "Rahlina Kel'Vandar is the granddaughter of Sahren Kel'Vandar, our original Master. This is her last year apprenticing before she gets her Master's vest. She is much more knowledgeable than I am, and she's agreed to teach me as much as she can."

    "Ah, I thought she might be your wife," Master Fel'Oraval said. "The Gods Above know that my wife makes most of the decisions for us." 

    Stavin grinned but didn't say anything else before leaving to return to the caravan. Barvil met him as he walked up. "Did you get your message off, Stavin?"

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin replied, snapping to attention. 

    "Very well. I can't put you on night guard anymore. You're going to be needed all day, so you'll take one of the daylight positions. Marvat is taking the night watch. The evening meal is ready, so eat and then get some sleep." 

    Stavin gave Barvil a puzzled frown. "Sir, I can still--"

    "No, Stavin, you can't. You, Master Trader Stavin, have to be visible during the day when the other Masters in this town come out here," Barvil said, placing a hand on Stavin's shoulder. "That's a duty that only you can perform."

    Stavin finally nodded and said, "Yes, Sir." 

    The night was quiet. Morning had the traders setting up their booths, and Stavin began walking circuit around the caravan. He tried to make it look like he was just strolling about, but the fact that he was in full armor and carrying his Dragon's Tongue let everyone know what he was really doing.

    * * *

    Shari sat back from her desk and rubbed her eyes. The light from Arandar--she smiled as she thought of the highest of the Gods Above. Though honored with the rest of the Gods Above and Below, Arandar was their highest deity. And Stavin, with his golden armor, was like a living statue of Arandar the Bright. 

    She looked out at the sky and shook her head. It was already past the time when she got the most light. She looked at the parchment she was copying and shook her head. If I don’t stop now my eyes will burn all night.

    She put her crystal away and closed her inkpot. An errant thought made her look south, even though spans of rock and thousands of dragons of distance separated them and wondered yet again what Stavin was doing.

    "Ready to go, Shari?" her father asked from the doorway.

    "How did you know?" she automatically asked.

    "Kind of dim outside. Didn't think you'd have enough light to work by. Looks like I was right."

    "You usually are, Daddy." She stood and threaded her way through the room. "I wish Stavi could write and tell me what is happening. I know that isn't practical, though."

    "No, unfortunately it isn't," Charvil agreed. "We're too far off the trade route to Kahrant's Pass. And Sahrena warned you about unscrupulous traders." He sighed and shook his head. "Your mom never liked it either. But you have an advantage over Nahrana and Sahrena: Stavin writes all the time. Yes, he'll probably end up delivering the letters himself, but he is writing them."

    They had been walking as they talked. Shari felt the familiar tilts and slopes of the road under her feet. "I remember when I was four and you went away. I was afraid you were leaving me forever, and I cried for days."

    Charvil grunted. "Nahrana told me. But I did come back. And so will Stavin."

    Shari cuddled against his muscular arm and whispered, "Keep telling me that, Daddy. Tell me until I believe it."

    * * *

    The Traders’ Guild offices in Valovad were echoing with the shouts of the master traders as they discussed what Stavin had done. "It's an outrage!” Master Bel'Orlav screamed as he stood facing his accomplices, clenching his fists at his side in impotent rage. 

    Master Bel'Valat was just as angry as he replied, "It's an offense against all we stand for! The Master's Council must uphold our rights!" 

    "We should go to Twin Bridges ourselves and confront the council," Master Fel'Lovar snarled, reducing the noise level in the room by a significant amount. "If he really is a Master Trader, he was bound by the bylaws to obey us." 

    Master Bel'Valat nodded as a smile slowly spread across his face. "You're absolutely correct, Boldan. We'll leave Haral in charge and go ourselves. A message, they might choose to ignore. In person, they'll have to acknowledge us." 

    The next morning the three members of the Traders’ Council left Valovad on the road north, riding in a fine carriage as befitted their august positions. It was a six-day journey, and they arrived near evening of the last day. The carriage driver took them straight to the Traders’ Guild offices, and Senior Master Bel'Valat all but stormed into the guild. 

    "I demand to see the council at once," he snapped at Jarval, glaring around to see if anyone was going to oppose him. 

    Jarval stood and bowed. "I will see if the council is available, Master Trader. Your names, please?"

    "I am Senior Master Trader Jolan Bel'Valat, leader of the Traders’ Guild Council in Valovad. With me are Master Trader Boldan Fel'Lovar, and Master Trader Sarvba Bel'Orlav, the other members of the council." 

    Jarval bowed to each of the masters, then indicated some comfortable chairs against the wall. "If you would care to take a seat, I will inform the council that you are here." He bowed again, then left through the door behind his desk. 

    Master Bel'Orlav looked at the chairs and grimaced. "I think I'd rather stand after sitting in that carriage for the last six days." The others chuckled, but didn't say anything. They didn't sit down, either. 

    Jarval returned after nearly a span. "The council has agreed to stay late and hear you, Masters," he said with a deep bow. "Please follow me." He led them to the council chamber and held the door, bowing as they passed, then closed the door firmly behind them and locked it. 

    The first thing the Valovad masters noticed was that the Master's Council members were dressed in their full formal regalia. The second and more ominous thing they noticed were the six guardsmen standing at attention against the back wall. 

    "Senior Master Trader Bel'Valat," Grand Master Fel'Warvan said, drawing every eye in the room to himself, "thank you for coming to us so promptly. You must have made good time, considering we only sent for you three days ago." 

    The three masters shared looks, then Master Bel'Valat bowed. "We have been on the road for six days, Grand Master. We wish to file a complaint with the guild against a person who claims to be a master trader. His name is-"

    "Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia, Master Trader and head of the Evandian Trading House of Kel'Aniston," the man to the Grand Master's left said, interrupting him. 

    "Well, yes, Senior Master Bel'Roval. He came to our caravansary and, without even a by-your-leave, took over a masterless caravan that we had impounded. He didn't apply to us for permission, as was proper, or anything. He just threatened our guards and cut our fence." 

    "As is the right of a Master Trader in regards to a masterless caravan, so long as the owners of the caravan have hired him," the man to the Grand Master's right said. 

    "They were forbidden to trade in Evandia, so they couldn't have hired him without violating the ban," Senior Master Bel'Valat said with a satisfied smile. 

    "Unless he was already under contract to them," the Grand Master said in a hushed tone. "You three miscreants have caused us an unfortunate amount of embarrassment. I have before me Master Trader Stavin's complaint against you. In it he details your seizure of the caravan for being masterless, which was, by the way, rather vicious of you considering their losses in Barren’s Bridge at the hands of Master Trader Fel'Hadar. In it he also confesses his intention to take over the caravan as his primary reason for applying for Master Trader's status. While that is riding on the edge of misbehavior for a master, we chose to ignore it because, you see, he and his comrades were under contract to Zel'Vandar to protect their caravan from bandits. That is, by the way, how he characterizes you." 

    The Grand Master paused to let them react for a moment, then continued. "We received his second, more serious complaint against you three days ago. He accuses you of refusing to acknowledge his credentials as a Master Trader. He accuses you of refusing to accept his leadership of the Zel'Vandar caravan. He accuses you of threatening to use force to rob his caravan. And, perhaps most disturbingly, he accuses you of showing him disrespect, not only as a member of a Warrior Clan, but as a Friend of Evandia." Now the Grand Master looked past the masters to the guards against the wall and nodded. Almost as one they stepped forward and seized the Valovad council members by the arms. 

    "Friend Stavin has, rather graciously," the Grand Master continued with a heavy dose of sarcasm in his voice, "agreed to allow us to deal with you rather than complain to His Majesty concerning your disrespectful actions. However, his message implied that he would take this matter to the king if we were not to take appropriate actions against you. Since the king's good will is far more important to us than you three, the Master's Council will now consider your punishment. Senior Master Fel'Jondar, what say you?"

    "Guilty of disrespect to Friend Stavin. Guilty of disrespect to a member of a Warrior Clan. Guilty of malfeasance under the auspices of the Traders’ Guild, bringing shame to the Guild," the man to the Grand Master's right said. 

    "Senior Master Bel'Roval, what say you?" the Grand Master asked. 

    "I vote guilty on all counts."

    The grand master nodded. "I also vote guilty on all counts, as well as being the biggest horses' asses I've dealt with in a long time." The Grand Master's voice had risen to a shout, and his face took on a look a rage like few men had ever seen. "Gods Below, don't you realize what having someone like Friend Stavin as a master trader means? He has the king's ear! He could have been our ambassador to the court, a friend to the Guild as well as the king. But instead of honoring his position, you three greedy fools only saw the caravan you wanted to seize slipping through your fingers." The Grand Master stopped talking as the men in front of him realized just how deep a hole they had dug for themselves. 

    The Grand Master stood, as did the senior masters beside him. "There have only been seven times in my tenure as Grand Master of the Evandian Traders’ Guild that I have had to take this action. I had hoped to never do so again, but you have forced it on me. Senior Master Trader Jolan Bel'Valat, Master Trader Boldan Fel'Lovar, Master Trader Sarvba Bel'Orlav, you are stripped of your Master's Credentials, your bond with the Guild forfeit due to your misbehavior in this matter." 

    All three of the Valovad masters shouted "No!" more or less simultaneously. Senior Master Bel'Valat tore free of the men who were holding him and stepped forward, holding his hands up beseechingly. 

    "Grand Master Fel'Warvan, you can't do this!" he cried. "We were upholding the traditions of the Traders’ Guild! You can't punish us for that!" 

    "Traditions set by you, not the guild. The Traders’ Guild Bylaws guide us, not the Valovad tradition of taking the least excuse to seize the goods of the unfortunate. We've ignored the complaints we've received about you before, but this time you chose the wrong caravan." The Grand Master shook his head sadly. "If you had just accepted Master Trader Stavin's credentials and not tried to face off against him, we would have ignored it this time as well, embarrassing as it would have been for the guild. However, you didn't. You chose to dishonor the Traders’ Guild by ignoring his rank and status. Then, to make matters worse, you threatened the well-being of a Friend of Evandia. It is in the interest of the Traders’ Guild as a whole to punish you to deflect his anger. It's unfortunate that we can't tuck you away in prison somewhere and avoid any further embarrassment by your actions becoming known, but that will have to wait until Friend Stavin decides to lodge a formal complaint against you with a magistrate or His Majesty."

    Master Mage Caril stepped forward and frowned in concentration. His voice seemed to echo as he said, "Evat Kal Covat. Dovan Kal Covat. Savil Covat Ev Canal." There was a flaring of light from the master's glyph on each of the three trader's vests, and when it faded their glyphs had disappeared. "Your credentials are withdrawn," he said with a slight bow, then turned and left the room. 

    Grand Master Fel'Warvan once again addressed the three former traders. "I'll allow you to spend the night and return to Valovad with the carriage. Rest assured that my message concerning your dismissal will be there before you. Expect to remove your belongings, at your own expense, from the guild offices within a day of your return." That having been said, he turned and left the room, followed by his associates and the sound of men weeping.

     



    Chapter 20

    THE ZEL'VANDAR CARAVAN CONTINUED ITS CIRCUIT, circling north toward Twin Bridges again and trading as they went. Stavin split his time between sitting on the wagon seat beside Rahlina and riding his horse beside her wagon. In either case, she kept up an almost continuous monologue about the duties and responsibilities of a Master Trader. 

    After the fifth day on the road, Stavin escaped from Rahlina and found Karvik. When he was sure they couldn't be overheard, he let his expression turn sour. "Gods Above, Kar! I didn't know anyone could talk like that. She hasn't stopped for more than a span at a time since we left Seravan, and that's usually just to eat." 

    Karvik sniggered. "Orana's little sister Naris is like that. She can talk about nothing for span after span." 

    Stavin's expression turned rueful. "Well, she's not talking about nothing. She's telling me everything a Master Trader is supposed to know, but I'm reaching the point where I can't absorb any more information. She's been apprenticing under one or another of her family's masters for seven seasons, plus being immersed in the trader culture during the rest of the year. There are concepts that she's known most of her life that are totally foreign to me." 

    Karvik just grinned for a moment. "You don't know how long I've waited to hear Scribe Stavin admit there are things he doesn't know." He was already moving when Stavin's hand brushed past his armor. "None of that, now. You'll just hurt your hand." 

    "If you knew what I was thinking--" Stavin snarled. 

    "Oh, I think I do. That's why I moved. But really, Stave, you do tend to act like you know everything. And you should be grateful that Rahlina's trying to teach you everything a Master Trader is supposed to know. If you're going to be a trader--"

    "I'm not going to be a trader, Kar," Stavin interrupted in a sour tone. "I don't plan on ever leading another caravan." 

    "That's a waste, Stave."

    "Indeed it is," Barvil said from behind his son. He stepped forward and smiled at the boys. "The council is likely to have something to say about you using your new status, Stavin. If nothing else, your Master Trader credentials will save us on cartage when we buy the town supplies. You know that we pay a trader to deliver our grain and other goods. What you might not know is that we do it because we have to, not because we want to. Farindia, like Evandia, requires that caravans be led by a Master Trader, so we have to pay a caravan to haul the goods. Now, with your new status, we can send you with our wagons and haul it ourselves."

    Stavin and Karvik shared an eloquent glance, then turned back to Barvil. "I'd have to be back early, then, wouldn't I, Sir?" 

    "Yes. Or, what is more likely, you'll be scheduled to end your expedition in one of the towns we buy from and meet our wagons there. They can travel empty without a Master. Given the Zel'Vandar contract, we may be switching to Aravad for our primary supplies. Then you can continue as you have been and bring our supplies back with you at the end of the season." 

    Stavin and Karvik shared another glance, then Stavin heaved a massive sigh. "I guess I'd better pay attention to Rahlina, then. I had actually hoped to just hang this vest with my winter clothes and never worry about it again." 

    Barvil actually chuckled at that admission. "You've got too much invested in it to do that, Stavin. And you can expect the Elders to get full value out of it, and you, even if it means using you as a trader instead of a warrior." 

    The look on Stavin's face reduced both Barvil and Karvik to tears as they laughed. 

    * * *

    The three former traders arrived in Valovad to find that their one-time subordinates had very thoroughly turned against them. Where once they had received respectful bows from the rest of the traders, now they received only sneers of contempt. There was another shock waiting for them as well: The Master's Council had sent three new men to take over rather than promoting any of their protégés. 

    Master Trader Haral met them as the climbed down from the carriage. "This is your doing," he snarled. "Your disgrace has tainted us all. Grand Master Fel'Warvan has made it clear that no one who served under you will ever serve on the Traders’ Council." He paused to spit at the feet of his former masters and friends. "Senior Master Kerran Bel'Caman leads the Valovad Council now. His orders are simple: you will have your belongings removed before sundown, or they'll be auctioned off in the morning." 

    "Haral, no, you don't understand," Jolan began, but Haral cut him off. 

    "I understand quite well," he snarled. "I understand that I may as well retire now, before I lose my bond with the Guild as well. Remove yourselves and your belongings from the Guild offices, or by the Gods Below, I'll bid on your furnishings myself." 

    Jolan Bel'Valat felt his control slipping as his one-time friend stomped away. Three Guild Guardsmen came forward then and the leader looked him in the eye. "This is Traders’ Guild Property. You must leave immediately." 

    "You worked for me for eleven years, Avan," Jolan snapped. "Don't you dare speak to me that way." 

    "I've been demoted from Captain to Sergeant because of you," the guardsman snarled. "Do you really think I'm in the mood to put up with you right now?"

    Jolan swallowed convulsively, then looked at his friends. They all decided that it was better to leave than be beaten. "We will return with workmen to remove our goods," he finally said, then led the way out of the Guild Offices as fast as he could without appearing to run away.

    It took half the day to find someone who would haul their goods, and they had to pay three times the going rate for even the most basic help. The clumsy commoner laborers took no care to properly handle the fine furniture and delicate porcelain from their offices. Almost everything was damaged in one way or another. When Sarvba objected and threatened not to pay, he was told, "Pay up before we unload. You don't pay, we'll keep the goods." They paid, and the goods were unceremoniously unloaded onto the ground outside their homes. 

    The next day the three met in Jolan's study. Boldan was shaking his head in sorrow as he spoke. "My account with the Gold Merchants isn't as substantial as I had hoped, but I'm in decent shape."

    Sarvba nodded. "Much the same with me. I would return to Reynadia if I could. But I can't. Not as I am now, a failure." 

    "We are not failures," Jolan snapped. "Oh, we've lost a little bit of prestige. A little authority. We're not dispossessed. We're not broken, stripped of funds. And, perhaps most importantly, we're not friendless." He looked around and smiled at his friends. "I've sent several messages to people who owe me favors. I will have my revenge on that little barbarian." 

    "Jolan, what have you done?" Boldan asked. 

    "The little barbarian has enemies as well. Enemies who will be more than happy to help us with our revenge--for a price, of course." 

    Boldan and Sarvba shared a look, then turned their attention back to Jolan. "What price?" Sarvba asked. 

    "I don't know, yet," Jolan answered honestly. "I imagine that, given who he is and what he's done in the past, it will be reasonable." 

    "I'm in," Boldan said.

    Sarvba nodded. "And I." 

    * * *

    The caravan approached Twin Bridges once again and stopped in the East Bridge caravansary. Rahlina and the rest of the traders set up their wagons to trade, but it wasn't long before a Royal Guardsman came looking for Stavin. 

    "Friend Stavin, his Majesty desires a word with you at your earliest convenience," the man said and looked at Stavin expectantly. 

    Stavin grinned. "Earliest convenience, as in as soon as I can get there?" he asked. 

    "Yes, Friend Stavin," the guardsman answered with a grin. 

    Stavin turned to find Barvil behind him. "I'm off to the palace, Sir." 

    Barvil nodded. "Watch your mouth, Stavin. This sounds like a more serious summons than the first one." 

    Stavin snapped to attention and bowed, then saddled his horse and joined the guard for the ride back to the palace. They rode straight into the royal stables, and grooms took their horses. Stavin looked at his Dragon's Tongue, then shrugged and handed it to the guardsman along with his knives as they walked, saying, "I should have left them with the caravan." 

    They walked in silence through the palace until they reached a guarded door. "Friend Stavin is here in answer to His Majesty's request," the guardsman said as they stopped. "He has already surrendered his weapons." 

    The guardsman at the door knocked once, and the door opened a little almost immediately. "Friend Stavin has arrived," the guardsman said, and the door opened the rest of the way. 

    "This way please, Friend Stavin," the man said, bowing to let Stavin pass him. 

    Stavin found himself in a large chamber and took off his helmet, tucking it under his left arm. A long, oval table all but filled the room, but only the king sat there. The king looked up and smiled when Stavin stopped. 

    "Ah, there you are. Come in," the king said and Stavin walked to his side and went to one knee, bowing his head. 

    "I am at your service, Your Majesty," Stavin said without looking up. 

    "The traditions of Farindia live on," the king said. "Stand, Friend Stavin. I have been hearing interesting tales about you, both from last summer and this one as well. From your vest, I see that one of the stories is true. I'm reliably informed that you have been making a name for yourself, though some of the names I've heard you called weren't at all complimentary." The king chuckled and smiled at Stavin. "You seem to have set a good portion of the Traders’ Guild at one another's throats."

    Stavin bowed his head. "The Traders’ Guild officials in Valovad tried to steal our caravan, Your Majesty. It is our sworn duty to protect them from bandits, in the wilderness or city as the need arises." 

    "Well said, Stavin. The Traders’ Guild has let it be known that the three traders who were responsible for that incident have been stripped of their credentials. I get the impression that they were hoping you wouldn't come to me about it." Stavin didn't say anything in answer, so the king continued. "Why didn't you?" 

    Stavin swallowed to moisten his suddenly dry throat. "Your Majesty, I felt it was beneath your concern. I felt I could deal with them myself, to fulfill my duty to our employer."

    The king gave Stavin a wry look and said, "You wanted to shove it in their faces that you beat them at their own game." 

    Stavin studied the floor as he answered, "Yes, Your Majesty." 

    The king chuckled, making Stavin look up. "There's no shame in asking for help when it's needed, but I understand your desire to slap them down a notch. The Gods Above know I have to resist the urge often enough. And what is that star on your shoulder? Warleader Fifth, if I recall the old code correctly." 

    Stavin snapped to attention as he said, "Yes, Your Majesty." 

    "Has anyone ever managed a star on his first expedition before you?" 

    "No, Your Majesty." 

    The king chuckled again. "That dragon must have foreseen great things for you, Stavin. Have you learned anything new about the properties of your gift?" 

    "I have, Your Majesty," Stavin replied with a bow. "The armor resists magic. Human magic, at least." The king looked curious, so Stavin related the events in Ormund as concisely as he could. 

    The king's spine stiffened and he sat forward when Stavin mentioned the amulets and Eshokanal's glyph, though he avoided saying the name by referring to the Evilest of the Gods Below instead. 

    "You carried four of the Evil One's amulets across a quarter of the kingdom? Stavin, we value you far too highly to see that as anything but a foolish risk. Have you and your friends fully recovered from your exposure?" 

    "Yes, Your Majesty. My armor got a little loose for a while, but I seem to have made up for it." Stavin dared to grin at the king and got a grin in return. 

    "And what of the amulets? What became of them?" 

    In answer, Stavin reached into his armor and pulled out a thick leather pouch. "I keep them with me as a reminder of what I did, Your Majesty."

    "Defeating the Evil One's servants is an accomplishment to remember," the king said, but stopped when Stavin shook his head. 

    "Not that, Your Majesty," Stavin whispered. He was looking at the floor again as he continued, "I keep them as a reminder that in order to get them cleansed, I had to kill a helpless old woman." 

    The king's face took on a slightly puzzled expression. "I've heard part of the story of Adept Sharindis before. From what I understand, and what you just told me, you did her a favor." The king paused as Stavin mutely nodded. "You don't see it that way, do you?" 

    Stavin looked the king in the eye as he whispered, "No, Your Majesty. In the end she was just a frail, helpless old woman. My armor protected me from her magic, right up until I beheaded her." Stavin was again studying the floor as he said, "I can't get the picture of her last instant out of my mind." 

    "So you torture yourself with the memory. You are a remarkable young man, Stavin. What will you do now that you have achieved more than just about anyone in the history of your valley?" 

    Stavin smiled shyly. "Your Majesty, I'm only on my second expedition. I have three more years before I can do anything else." 

    "Even with the riches and prestige you've acquired?" 

    "I am sworn to five years' service with the expeditions, Your Majesty, as are all men of my people. To do less for any reason other than physical infirmity would be dishonorable." 

    "And you'll not be called dishonorable. I agree completely, Stavin. There have been many times when I've done something for the sake of honor when I would have preferred another course. We're in the minority, though, sad to say. Too many of my people choose expediency and comfort over honor." Stavin remained silent and the king soon spoke again. "There will come a time when you no longer owe your people service. What will you do then?" 

    "I am apprenticed to our Master Scribe, Your Majesty. I will eventually take his place--unless he chooses my wife instead. She is smarter than I am, after all." 

    "Why do you say that?" the king asked with a grin. 

    Stavin smiled sheepishly. "Because it's true, Your Majesty. Shari has grasped concepts that I'm just beginning to understand. She's also been at it longer than I have. She's already teaching the first-year students."

    The king smiled. "It sounds like you made a good match. It's also fortunate, for you and me as well, that you are safely married, and Marina was aware of it. I have already had to inform ten noble houses that you are not available to marry one of their daughters." The king grinned at Stavin's stunned expression. "You must be aware of the tradition of marrying for power, Stavin. Our favor, and your own remarkable achievements, make you a prime candidate for such a marriage. That, plus your account with the Gold Merchants. That's probably the more influential of the reasons. The fact that you are already married saves me from doing something distasteful like pressuring you to marry some horse-faced nitwit." 

    "Your Majesty, I--" 

    "Oh, don't worry about it, Stavin. As I said, I'd find that as distasteful as I'm sure you would. Marina and I--I said I was not to be disturbed," the king suddenly snapped, looking past Stavin toward the door. 

    "Your forgiveness, Your Majesty, but you also gave orders to be informed immediately when Lord Zel'Candan arrived," the man said, bowing deeply.

    The king rubbed his forehead with his right hand while his left clenched into a fist on the table. "It's been a pleasure to see you again, Stavin, and to get to know you a little better, but this is something I can't avoid." Looking past Stavin, the king addressed the servant. "Send Lord Zel'Candan in here and see that Friend Stavin has an escort back to his caravan." 

    "At once, Your Majesty. Friend Stavin, this way, please." The man bowed and indicated the door. 

    Stavin bowed deeply to the king and said, "I am honored that you took the time to speak with me, Your Majesty." At the king's nod, Stavin backed away three steps, then turned and followed the servant toward the door. 

    An elegantly dressed man was coming in at the same time and he gave Stavin a nasty scowl as he passed. "Your Majesty," he said as he brushed past Stavin to face the king, "I am most insulted that I was kept waiting for the sake of a commoner." 

    Stavin slowed his steps and heard the king's reply. "I interrupted my audience with Friend Stavin for your sake, Lord Zel'Candan." 

    The servant was looking back at Stavin, making motions to hurry him along, but Stavin had seen something that was finally registering on his conscious mind: Lord Zel'Candan was carrying a knife in the presence of the king. 

    "You've insulted me for the last time, Kalin!" Lord Zel'Candan shouted, and then he drew the knife he'd refused to relinquish before his audience. 

    The king stood and stumbled back, shouting "Guards!" as Lord Zel'Candan advanced on him. 

    Stavin turned and saw what was happening and acted immediately, per the training he'd received for most of his life. The heavy bag containing the amulets was still in his hand, and he threw it, striking Lord Zel'Candan in the head and distracting him for a moment. Stavin was running as soon as the bag left his hand, and slammed his armored shoulder into Lord Zel'Candan's ribs, knocking him away from the king. 

    The would-be assassin turned and struck at Stavin, but his knife slid harmlessly off Stavin's armor. Stavin took the next knife strike on his forearm, silently thanking Elder Kel'Kaffrey for the rough lessons of the winter. He moved into his opponent's reach and brought his elbow up into Lord Zel'Candan's throat. 

    Suddenly there were twenty Royal Guardsmen surrounding them, and two of them grabbed Stavin's arms and pulled him away from the lord. What they thought had happened and what they intended to do about it was interrupted by the king's voice. 

    "Free Friend Stavin and place Lord Zel'Candan in irons," the king all but shouted, and the guards obeyed, even though it was obvious they were confused by the order. "Stavin, are you all right?" the king asked as he stepped toward where Stavin was standing between two guardsmen. 

    "Yes, Your Majesty," Stavin replied, bowing deeply to the king. "He isn't, though." Stavin nodded toward Lord Zel'Candan and everyone followed his glance. The lord was choking on his crushed larynx, and finally stopped moving as they watched. 

    "You seem to be as deadly without weapons as you are with them, Stavin," the king observed mildly. "I wish you hadn't killed him, though. His trial for treason would have sent a message to the rest of his friends that even I have limits that cannot be exceeded."

    Stavin looked down and bit his lips. "I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty. I'm trained to kill, not contain."

    "Stavin, don't take that as an indication that I find any fault in your actions," the king replied, striding over to grab Stavin by both shoulders, making him look up into the kings face. "You saved my life. That's all that really matters." 

    Stavin swallowed and bowed his head. "Yes, Your Majesty." 

    The king turned his attention to his guards and his expression darkened. "How was he able to bring a knife in here? Your standing orders are that no one is to bring weapons near the royal family, and only Marina or I can override that order." 

    "Your pardon, Your Majesty," the servant said as he peeked around the guardsmen, "but you said to accede to any of Lord Zel'Candan's wishes, no matter what they were. He said that requiring him to relinquish his knife was an insult to his honor and wouldn't do it." 

    The king pursed his lips and shook his head slowly. "So the fool who let him keep his knife was me. I should know better." The king looked at Stavin and then bowed his head. "Thank you for saving me from my own shortsightedness, Stavin. As for you guardsmen and your orders, from now on, no matter who it is or how insulted they are, no one but the Royal Guard may bring weapons near the royal family." 

    The king bent down and picked up the dirk that Lord Zel'Candan had used and examined it. It was a heavy weapon with nearly a cubit of double-sided blade below an ornately jeweled hilt that was wrapped with gold wire. "Damned impractical as a knife. It's nearly a short sword." He pointed at the sheath that was still tied to the dead man's belt, and one of the guardsmen knelt and pulled it loose, then handed it to the king. 

    The king turned to Stavin and asked, "What reward would be appropriate for your actions, Stavin?"

    Stavin bowed automatically as he thought, then said, "It was my honor to be of service to you, King Kalin. That's what friends are for." 

    The king let loose a loud bark of laughter, then smiled broadly at Stavin. The guardsmen were likewise grinning. "I have too few friends like you, Stavin. At this point you could have asked for just about anything, even elevation to Chosen status for you and your heirs. I really should give you the Zel'Candan lands and titles as the spoils of combat." The king stopped speaking as a look of panic crossed Stavin's face. He chuckled and continued. "I can see by your expression that's not anything you'd want, though. So I'll give you my thanks once again, and a warrior's due of his slain foe's weapon." He handed the knife to Stavin and patted his shoulder. "There'll be a celebration tonight honoring your service. You really should stay around for it." 

    Stavin bowed deeply. "As you wish, Your Majesty. I should, however, send word out to the caravan so my commander knows what's going on." He grimaced slightly. "I'm really supposed to be there. I am the only Master Trader in the caravan."

    The king shifted his gaze to one of the guardsmen and said, "See to it. And inform Lord Zel'Corvis that Master Trader Stavin is staying in the palace, and I would be very upset if there was any trouble about it." He looked back at Stavin in time to see him hand the knife to one of the guardsmen who were bracketing him. "Why did you--?"

    "No one but a Royal Guardsman may bear weapons near the royal family, Your Majesty," Stavin answered seriously. "I believe in that order and willingly obey it." 

    The king chuckled as he grinned at Stavin. "Not that you really need weapons. As you wish. There's something by your foot that belongs to you as well." 

    Stavin looked down, then squatted and picked up the bag of amulets. He opened it and poured all four amulets out into his open hand. "They were good for something after all," he mused softly. 

    A new voice intruded just then, saying, "That's got to be the most expensive item I've ever seen used as a weapon."

    "General Zel'Fordal," Stavin said brightly, turning to smile up at the elderly general. 

    The general smiled and handed Stavin his helmet. He'd dropped it when he attacked Lord Zel'Candan. "It's good to see you again, Friend Stavin. The shouting in the halls is that you've save our good king from an assassin." Turning to the king, he nodded. "Is it true?"

    The king waved a hand toward the body. "Indeed he did. We'll be celebrating his feat this evening. The full story can wait until then. For now, though," he turned his attention to a servant, "take Friend Stavin to a guest suite and see that he is properly cared for." Turning his attention back to Stavin he said, "While your armor is impressive, it is not appropriate for court. The chamberlain will see to it that you're properly turned out." 

    Stavin bowed to the king and general, and let the servant lead him away. 

     



    Chapter 21

    "HE FAILED!" A VOICE SNARLED IN the darkened room. 

    "He was stopped," a more dispassionate voice replied. 

    A third voice, higher than the other two but not necessarily feminine, said, "By an unanticipated factor. If the nosy little barbarian had just left the room as he'd been instructed we would be in control of the palace right now. We've lost our primary weapons against the Zel'Andrals, but we have others."

    "We've lost more than that. We've lost the element of surprise," the first voice snapped. 

    "Then we'll have to regain it," the higher voice said. "It's time to prepare for the celebration. Our good friend Stavin is to be honored for saving the king. We'll have to make plans to deal with him as well." There was the sound of swirling fabric and a door lock clicking, then the room was silent. 

    "We're going to have to make more arrangements than that, old friend," the second voice said in the silence that followed. 

    A chuckle came from the darkness, and a much more restrained voice replied, "The Royal Guard has to have someone to slaughter." 

    * * *

    Stavin followed the servant across half of the palace to a suite of rooms that were bigger than any house in Kavinston. The man opened the door and led the way in, then closed the door behind them. 

    "Your pardon, Friend Stavin," he said diffidently, "but you're expected to bathe before the celebration." 

    Stavin looked at him and asked, "Where? And will the water be hot?" 

    The servant was briefly flustered, then answered, "In the bathing chamber, Friend Stavin." He pointed to a door at the side of the room. "The water is always kept hot in these suites." 

    Stavin all but sighed. "Good. I'm so tired of cold baths. It's all we usually get on the road, unless we stop somewhere that has a good bath house." 

    There was a knock at the door and it opened immediately, before Stavin or the servant could answer. An elderly man came in and bowed to Stavin. "Friend Stavin, I am Jarel Fel'Cortas, the king's third valet. He asked me to see to your needs." 

    The servant bowed to the valet and said, "I was just about to take Friend Stavin to the bathing chamber." 

    "I'll see to that. You can return to your duties." He stepped over to Stavin as the servant left the suite. "Now, Friend Stavin, let's get you out of that armor, shall we?"

    Stavin let the valet help him get his armor off, and was even willing to put up with the man scrubbing his back, but that was as far as he was willing to let things go. "I assure you, I am capable of bathing myself. I've been doing it for years now. Really," he said as the valet tried to wash his hair. 

    "Friend Stavin, it is my duty to my liege to ensure you are properly turned out for tonight's festivities. Now hold still and I'll--"

    Stavin didn't hold still. He ducked his head under the water and then began scrubbing his hair with the fine soft soap the room was supplied with. "I really can deal with this myself," he said as he lathered his hair. 

    The valet looked at him with an expression Stavin remembered all too well from his childhood. "We generally use this kind of soap for our hair in the palace, Friend Stavin," he said mildly, holding out a bottle of liquid. 

    "Why? This is a lot nicer than the soap our chandler makes," Stavin said as he ducked under the water to rinse his hair. 

    The valet gave him a stern look as he surfaced. When Stavin stood to get out of the tub he held a towel ready, and Stavin gave him a questioning look. Sighing, he handed Stavin the towel. "Will you at least let me trim your hair? It looks like someone has been hacking it off with a knife," the valet said as he looked at Stavin's head. 

    "I have been. It has to be kept short under my armor." 

    The valet gave him another eloquent look, and Stavin followed him to a low-backed chair. "Sit here, please. Will the current style be sufficient, or would you prefer something else?" 

    Stavin shrugged. "I suppose whatever you think is best will be fine, Sir. I've never paid that much attention to hair styles." 

    The valet spent what Stavin considered to be an inordinate amount of time trimming his hair, then he stepped back and nodded. "That will do. Now we need to get you dressed. I had an assortment of clothing brought from the palace clothier for you." He shook his head as he looked at Stavin. "You're thin as a waif. I don't know how much of it will fit someone with your small frame." 

    "I could wear my under padding to bulk up a little, if I have to," Stavin suggested. 

    The valet looked at him curiously, then walked over to his armor and examined the padding. "It'll add the appearance of about twenty pounds to your frame. But you've been wearing this for a long time, haven't you?" 

    "I hardly ever take it off. Why?" 

    The man looked at Stavin with a pained expression, then took the padding to the bathing room. There was the sound of sloshing water, then he returned with the garment held out in front of himself. "What is this made of, Friend Stavin? It won't hold water at all, but it did seem to rinse clean." 

    "It's dragon scale, like all of my armor. Only the dragon knows how he made it." 

    The valet seemed startled for a moment, then looked at the under padding curiously. He rubbed the cloth between his fingers, then laid it aside. "Let's see what kind of clothes we have that will come close to fitting you while that dries." 

    Stavin and the valet sorted the clothing by what came close to fitting and what Stavin wouldn't be caught dead wearing. It took a while, and by the time they had a set of clothes that would fit and were acceptable to Stavin in style and color, the valet was shaking his head. "That is an extremely conservative style for the palace, Friend Stavin." 

    "I'm from a Warrior clan, not a Chosen clan. This is the finest set of clothing I've ever worn." 

    The valet cocked his head to the side, then helped get Stavin into his under padding and the rich clothing over that. He nodded in satisfaction as the clothes settled into place, then reached up and fiddled with Stavin's collar. "I need--ah, that will do." He went to the pile of discarded clothing and returned with a ribbon of blue silk. "Your golden clothing is showing at the collar. We'll just tie this around your neck to close your collar and we'll be through. It'll also add a little color to your outfit. Really, you are going to look like a hen pheasant compared to the rest of the young men, but, as you say, you're not of a Chosen clan. Given the king's marked favor toward you, you may set a fashion trend." 

    Stavin gave him a pained look. "If any of my people see me dressed like this, I'm never going to hear the end of it."

    The valet chuckled. "We're a bit early, but I can guide you to the banquet hall now if you'd like." 

    Stavin nodded. "Whatever you think is best, Sir." 

    The valet led him out of the suite and through half the palace again, though they took a different direction from the one Stavin had come. The valet walked up to a man in an elaborate tabard and said, "Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston is here as a guest of the king." 

    The man bowed deeply to Stavin, as did both of the Palace Guardsmen who stood next to the door. Without a word the man turned away and opened the door, stopping in the middle of the doorway. He banged his staff on the floor three times and announced, "The king's guest, Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston," in a loud voice, then stepped to the side and bowed deeply. 

    "On your way, Friend Stavin," the valet said. "I'll watch for you when you're ready to leave and meet you here to guide you back to your rooms." 

    Stavin took a deep breath and walked into the room, only to be dazzled by the riotous mix of colors as the people in the room all turned to stare at him. He fought down the sudden panic that almost made him dash back out the door and walked forward into the crowd. 

    A woman was making her way toward him and it took a moment for him to recognize Lady Ehrwan, the keeper of Mary Death's memorial. "Friend Stavin, please join me," she said with a smile, and Stavin gratefully complied. 

    "Thank you, Lady Zel'Fordan," he replied with a slight bow as he followed her toward a group of young nobles. He had to admit to himself that the valet was correct: he looked positively drab next to the nobles, while they looked like a flock of peacocks. 

    Lady Zel'Fordan stopped and said, "My friends, I present our king's savior, Stavin, of the Farindian house of Kel'Aniston." Stavin bowed as the gathered nobles nodded their heads deeply. 

    Stavin managed to say, "I am pleased to meet you all," in a firm, even tone, even though he was terribly nervous. 

    "Relax, Friend Stavin," one of the young men said. "Given your most recent accomplishment, no one is going to find fault with you tonight. Tomorrow will be a completely different story, but tonight you're safe." 

    "Ahlvan is quite right, Friend Stavin. And I assure you that you are among friends here," another man said. "I'm Dahvin Zel'Fordal, the youngest of my father's sons. We, the six of us, know the true story of what happened in the king's council chamber today. I understand that the Bard Laureate has already made a song of it and will sing it tonight for the edification of the court." He smiled at the look on Stavin's face. "He's really very good, you know. He'll properly honor your accomplishments." 

    Stavin gave the nobles all a slightly panicked look and asked, "He's going to sing? About me?" 

    "Friend Stavin," one of the young women said, "I understand from Marina that if you hadn't acted as quickly and decisively as you did, the king would have been injured and possibly killed by that traitor. As it was, the alarm that was given and the total lack of confusion that followed you saving the king saved Marina as well. A woman that I'll not call a lady was poised to plunge a dagger into her back as soon as the call went out that the king was dead. She took her own life before she could be captured and questioned, but there is no doubt that this was an elaborate and far-reaching plot to slaughter the royal family and place someone else on the throne." 

    "Who would do that, Lady? And why?" Stavin asked, looking at all of the nobles. "King Kalin is a good king. Evandia is prospering. Who would want to supplant him?" 

    "Someone who wants the power of the crown at his own fingertips," the third young man said. "There are people, Friend Stavin, to whom power is the be-all and end-all of their existence. To them, a minor thing like committing treason and murder would be no bar to their ambitions." 

    Lady Zel'Fordan took the young man's arm and smiled up into his face for an instant, then turned to Stavin and looked him in the eye. "Friend Stavin, this is my betrothed, Sarvan Zel'Andral." She smiled at Stavin's surprised expression when he heard the name. "He is the king's nephew. If King Kalin and Princess Marina were both dead, he would be next in line to the throne, and probably would have died today as well if you hadn't acted as you did." 

    "We are probably all on that list, Ehrwan," the woman who had spoken so familiarly about the princess said. "Friend Stavin, I am Carissan Zel'Fordal. Dahvin, Ehrwan, and Marina are my cousins. So is Sarvan, though a little more distantly. My betrothed," she indicated the man who had first spoken, "Ahlvan Zel'Naris. I think the only person who hasn't been properly introduced is Glora Zel'Bordal." She indicated the shyest of the women, the only one who hadn't voiced an opinion as of yet. "She and Dahvin aren't betrothed yet, but they are so besotted with one another that they might as well be." 

    The subjects of her comment both blushed, but they were smiling about it. "You two were worse, Cari," Lady Glora said as her smile deepened. 

    "Perhaps, but it's you we're talking about now," she replied, drawing a chuckle from the rest of the group. 

    "Friend Stavin," Lord Dahvin said to get Stavin's attention, "I would be pleased to have you at my side tonight. Sarvan and I can keep you protected between us. It's an unfortunate game in the palace to trick a newcomer into doing something that could lead to a duel. The idea is to force that person to back down and lose face rather than to actually fight, though there are a few fools I'd enjoy watching you defeat in the circle. It wouldn't be good for the kingdom, though, so let's avoid it." 

    "Thank you, Lord Zel'Fordal," Stavin said as he considered the implications of that revelation. 

    The sound of a bell came from the front of the room and everyone began moving toward the tables that were arranged along the sides. The young lords led Stavin to a seat at the head table and took up positions on either side of him while the other four members of their group arranged themselves to their sides. They all remained standing until King Kalin and Princess Marina made their appearance. 

    "My noble lords and ladies," the king began, speaking in a normal tone that forced everyone to be silent so they could hear him, "I called for this celebration in honor of Friend of Evandia Stavin Kel'Aniston." He paused and motioned toward where Stavin was standing. "Most of you know at least part of this tale, but none of you know all of it. Indeed, it will probably be quite some time before the full extent of this conspiracy is revealed." The king looked around the room and nodded in satisfaction. He had everyone's undivided attention. 

    "What we know so far is that Lord Jarvik Zel'Candan, his daughter Veralis, and his son Walan all came to the palace today to do murder upon me and my heirs. Jarvik came to me to once again voice his dissatisfaction at my handling of the Andarian incidents. When he came into my presence, he drew a knife and attacked me." There was a murmur of surprise throughout the room as the rumor was confirmed. "Veralis was poised to kill Marina in the general confusion after my death, but ended up killing herself instead to avoid being questioned. Walan was ready to murder my nephew Sarvan to eliminate our line completely. He failed, however, in his attempt to commit suicide and has been questioned by our Truth Seer." The king stopped speaking as the room as the gathered nobles reacted to the king's announcement. The bell rang again, drawing everyone's attention back to the king. 

    "We have Friend Stavin to thank for foiling this plot. He reacted with remarkable speed when Jarvik attacked me, and killed the traitor with a well-placed elbow strike to the throat. He has not requested anything of me in return other than to be allowed to continue in his duty to his people. However, there is one reward that he can and shall receive. Lord General Zel'Kordil, you know your duty." The king sat and a man in the full regalia of the General of the Royal Guard stepped forward. 

    "Indeed, my liege, I know my duty, and take great pleasure in it tonight," the general said as he bowed to the king. Turning, he faced Stavin and said, "Friend Stavin, please join me." Stavin hurried around the table to face the general, automatically snapping to attention. 

    "Friend Stavin, the Royal Guard exists to prevent anyone from threatening the royal family. It sometimes happens, however, that even our best efforts are defeated. In those instances, we depend on the bravery and fighting skills of our men and women to save our charges. It is our tradition to confer an officer's commission on any guardsman who discharges that duty. While you may not be wearing our uniform, you are a scion of the Farindian Royal Guards, and therefore eligible." The general looked past Stavin and nodded. Two Royal Guards colonels walked forward with the short officer's cape of the Evandian Royal Guards held between them, and stopped behind Stavin. "In accordance with the highest traditions of the Royal Guard, this day you saved the king from an assassin. I am therefore very pleased to confer upon you the rank of Lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard." 

     The colonels set the cape on Stavin's shoulders and hooked the clasp, then stepped back and came to attention beside him. Stavin fell back on his parade-ground training and bowed very deeply to the general.

    He managed to say, "I am deeply honored, Lord General Zel'Kordil," as polite clapping in the room gave way to loud applause. 

     



    Chapter 22

    FIVE ROYAL GUARDSMEN RODE INTO THE Zel'Vandar caravan and were met by Barvil and Rahlina. "I am seeking the commander of your guards," the leading guardsman said, facing Barvil. "Is that you, Sir?"

    "It is," Barvil agreed, bowing slightly. 

    "We have come to inform you that Friend Stavin will be staying in the palace for a short time. He killed an assassin--"

    "He what!?" Rahlina squeaked, stepping forward and grasping Barvil's arm as she looked at the guardsman. 

    "The king's interview with Friend Stavin was interrupted by the arrival of a lord who the king needed to meet with," the guardsman replied. "Friend Stavin was still in the room when Lord Zel'Candan drew a knife and attacked the king. He--"

    "He wasn't hurt, was he?" Rahlina again interrupted. 

    The guardsman gave her a nasty glare before continuing. "Friend Stavin got the assassin away from the king and then killed him with an elbow strike to the throat. Neither the king nor Friend Stavin were injured." 

    Barvil was giving Rahlina a curious look, then turned his attention to the guardsman. "How long will Friend Stavin be in the palace?"

    "I don't know for sure, but I'd expect at least tonight and tomorrow. Depending on what the general and king decide, it may be longer." 

    Rahlina looked at the guardsman and said, "Stavin is our Master Trader. He's supposed to be here all the time. We've had trouble about this before."

    The guardsman nodded. "We've heard the rumors. Word is that Lord Zel'Corvis has already sent a message to the Traders’ Guild that Friend Stavin is going to be staying in the palace. I doubt that you'll hear anything more about it."

    "Your pardon, but who is Lord Zel'Corvis?" Barvil asked. 

    "Lord Minister over Trade," the guardsman replied with a grin. "The Guild doesn't dare risk making him angry, and he doesn't dare risk making the king angry. It's one of those positions that are given or taken away at the king's whim." 

    Barvil bowed deeply, and Rahlina joined him a heartbeat later. Barvil straightened and said, "Thank you for informing us."

    "It was our pleasure, Sir," the guardsman said, then grinned. "Friend Stavin is surprisingly deadly for such a young man. He did our job for us far faster than I would have thought possible." 

    "You should try fighting him," Barvil replied with a similar grin. 

    "No, thank you," the guardsman replied as the rest chuckled. "We heard about Zel'Marran. I don't think I need any more humility right now." The guardsmen all bowed to Barvil, and he and Rahlina returned it, then they tied their horses to the fence and began browsing among the wagons. 

    Barvil looked down at Rahlina and let loose a chuckle. "It would appear that Stavin is making even more of a name for himself." 

    Rahlina shook her head slowly. "Yes, he is. I wonder how long we'll be here?" 

    * * *

    "You handled that quite well, Friend Stavin," Lord Sarvan said as Stavin returned to his seat. 

    "Indeed," Lady Ehrwan agreed. "I was just barely able to see your fingers twitching to indicate how nervous you were. It is unusual for anyone who is not a member of a Chosen clan to be elevated to the Royal Guard. I can only think of three Warriors in the entire battalion, and you are one of them." 

    "Four," Lord Dahvin corrected. "We had three up until now." He saw Stavin's curious look and smiled. "I also hold the rank of lieutenant in the Royal Guard, Friend Stavin. The Royal Guard is usually made up of younger sons or exceptional daughters from Chosen clans, with a few exceptional men or women from Warrior clans. As a matter of fact, two of the Warriors in our midst are women assigned to guard Princess Marina."

    "You'll have to take him to the barracks tomorrow and introduce him around, Dahvin," Lord Sarvan said, smiling at Stavin. "You're not recognizable without your armor, and the commanders at least are going to want to meet you." 

    Lord Ahlvan chuckled. "I'd expect the whole garrison is going to want to meet him, Sarvan. I hope you have a healthy tolerance for alcohol, Friend Stavin. There are twenty men who owe you a beer right now." 

    "Your pardon, Lord Zel'Naris, but what do you mean?" Stavin asked as he looked at the young lords and ladies around him. 

    "The twenty members of the king's protective detail each owe you a beer for doing their job--and for saving their lives, as well as that of the king," Lord Ahlvan replied, his earlier mirth subsiding. "If Jarvik Zel'Candan had killed King Kalin, the guardsmen around him would have been executed for failing in their duty. The twenty men and women around Princess Marina, and Sarvan's ten keepers would have suffered a similar fate if the other assassins had succeeded." 

     Stavin's head whipped around to stare at Lord Dahvin, and the young lord smiled sadly as he nodded. "It's true, Stavin, though most of them, us, would have taken our own lives. I wasn't on duty today, but I'm usually one of Sarvan's keepers. I would have lost a lot of good friends, though." 

    "Then I am very pleased that I was there, Lord Zel'Fordal."

    "So am I," Lady Glora said, and there was a special gleam in her eyes as she looked at Lord Dahvin. 

    The sound of a bell came from their left and everyone shifted their attention. Stavin saw a man in an elegant blue robe standing in front of the king's seat. He was older, with a silky white fringe of hair around his bald head, but his face was cherubic and his eyes seemed to gleam as he looked around. 

    "Bard Laureate Fel'Coumo," Lord Sarvan whispered into Stavin's ear.

    As the room quieted, the bard began to sing. Stavin felt his face heat in embarrassment as the song developed. He wouldn't call his audience with the king the easy banter of friends. He didn't remember anything about a steely resolve to save the king at any cost. He never said, stand fast or die. The whole action had taken less than ten breaths to accomplish, but the bard was stretching it out into more than a span. The only thing he got right, as far as Stavin was concerned, was his comment to the king of, that's what friends are for. Even that was elaborated and stretched all out of proportion. 

    The bard indicated that his song was finished by bowing deeply to the king. The room immediately erupted in loud applause, and the bard took a moment to smile and bow to the nobles, accepting their adulation as his due. 

    If there had been a sharp knife at hand, Stavin would have cut his own throat. As things were, he sat between the lords, hunching his shoulders in embarrassment, and trying to look inconspicuous. The attempt was in vain. His choice of clothing made him stand out in the colorful crowd. 

    Lord Sarvan saw his blush and had to laugh. "Don't worry, Friend Stavin. No one has ever actually died of embarrassment." 

    "Perhaps not, Lord Zel'Andral, but it doesn't stop me from wishing I could," Stavin answered. All of the lords and ladies around him laughed at that admission. 

    Servants began bringing a sumptuous feast into the room, distracting everyone. Smells wafted through the room, bringing smiles of appreciation from the nobles as some of the palace's signature dishes were recognized.

    Stavin watched with interest as serving carts were brought to the table and the servants bowed deeply before speaking to Lord Sarvan. "What is your preference, Lord Zel'Andral?" the lead server asked. 

    Lord Sarvan smiled and indicated Stavin. "Friend Stavin is the guest of honor. I think you should begin with him." 

    The man immediately shifted his attention to Stavin, bowing very low. "I beg your pardon, Friend Stavin. What is your preference?" 

    Stavin opened his mouth to speak, but he didn't know what to say. He was rescued by Lady Ehrwan. "I recommend the pheasant, Friend Stavin. And the cooks do wonders with the vegetable medley."

    Stavin was ready to kneel and worship at her feet as he turned and said, "Thank you, Lady Zel'Fordan." Turning back to the server, he nodded. "That shall be fine." The man nodded and placed a plate in front of Stavin that was heaped with sliced meat, assorted steamed vegetables, and what appeared to be thinly sliced white tubers. 

    Other servers were seeing to the nobles, and Stavin noticed that they were skipping from person to person rather than just going down the line. Another server had seen to Lord Sarvan while Stavin was being served. It occurred to him that they were going by rank, and that in itself was a revelation. The only people who had been served before them had been King Kalin and Princess Marina. 

    When the servers had gone on to lower tables, Lady Ehrwan elbowed Lord Sarvan in the ribs, and from the sound he made, it wasn't a gentle nudge. "That was mean." 

    Lord Sarvan ducked his head a little and said, "Sorry."

    "Don't apologize to me, Sarvan." She shifted her attention to Stavin. "Please forgive Sarvan, Friend Stavin. He sometimes forgets that he's supposed to be an adult now." 

    "Lady?"

    "We all know that you've never attended a feast in the palace," she explained. "He should have guided you concerning the selections available, but he fell back on his bad old habits." 

    Lord Sarvan was actually looking contrite as he looked down at Stavin. "Please accept my apologies, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin couldn't help but chuckle. "Think nothing of it, Lord Sarvan. Actually, that's a lot closer to what I'm used to than anything else that's happened to me today." 

    "How so?" Lord Dahvin asked.

    Stavin grinned up at the young lord. "I'm the youngest of six children, Lord Zel'Fordal. You know how big brothers are." That comment drew subdued laughter from the nobles who were close enough to hear it. 

    Minstrels were strolling around the room now, playing softly as the nobles ate and laughed. Stavin ate cautiously, aware that in spite of everything that had happened he was a commoner among nobles. He watched the table manners of those around him and consciously imitated Lord Dahvin. 

    The laughter from the center of the king's table grew loud for a moment, then subsided as Princess Marina looked down the table straight into Stavin's eyes. She was still smiling broadly and nodded her head ever so slightly in his direction. 

    The evening wore on, and after what seem to have been a long time to Stavin, the bell rang once again. The king stood and waited until every eye was on him before speaking. 

    "My noble lords and ladies, thank you for joining us this evening in honoring Friend Stavin." With that the king turned away and everyone rose, remaining where they were as the royal party left. Once the king and princess were gone, everyone began moving and talking. Stavin remained where he was for a moment before heading toward the door. 

    The valet was waiting just outside the door and smiled when Stavin appeared. "This way, Friend Stavin. From what I saw, you had the best possible company for the feast." 

    "The lords and ladies were very kind. Especially Lady Ehrwan," Stavin answered. 

    The valet smiled and said, “Lady Ehrwan is known for her kindness,” then guided Stavin through the maze of passageways that led to his suite. Once there, Stavin went to the bedroom and carefully removed his borrowed finery. He began to remove his under padding as well, but the room had a distinct chill and he decided to keep it on. He turned down the lamp, then climbed into the huge bed. He was reminded of the first night he'd spent as master of the Kel'Carin household and laughed softly. This bed was easily half again the size of Barvil and Sahrena's. 

    He stared at the ceiling as the big bed seemed to swallow him in its soft embrace, but sleep was being a stranger this night. His mind was still racing, reviewing everything that had happened from the first moment he'd seen Lord Zel'Candan. 

    The big knife had looked so right on the lord's hip that he'd almost missed it. Indeed, if the lord hadn't been so nasty he might have. He'd also been curious as to what the king would say. What answer would he give when he thought Stavin was out of earshot? It had been his gratitude that the king was defending him that had been partially responsible for his turning to look back. 

    The thought, the king really does like me, ran through Stavin’s mind several times. It hadn't been an act. It hadn't been that he just wanted to be associated with the dragon-scale armor, as several people had suggested over the winter. King Kalin had really meant it when he'd called Stavin a friend. 

    And the amulets had proven their value beyond their weight in gold and diamonds. The four amulets, together with their chains, weighted almost two Imperial Fists. He'd nearly thrown his shoulder out when he threw the bag. He chuckled in the empty room as he remembered how Lord Zel'Candan had staggered when the bag had hit the back of his head. He replayed the fight in his mind, and had to admit to himself that he'd been lucky that the stunned lord hadn't struck at his unarmored head. Warmaster Kel'Horval might have found some fault with his unarmed combat technique, but he'd always said, in the end, if you're alive and he's dead, you did fine. 

    Stavin sighed and wriggled his shoulders deeper into the bed. The banquet had been terrifying until Lady Ehrwan had taken him under her wing. He was also grateful to the young lords for protecting him from any spiteful nobles. 

    It had taken him a while to put it together, but since Sarvan Zel'Andral was in fact second in line to the throne, his protection was sufficient to keep just about everyone else at bay. 

    Lord Dahvin was another powerful ally. His father was Lord General Zel'Fordal, and his aunt had been Queen Carissa. That put him somewhere in line for the throne as well. He'd also shown what seemed like a genuine sense of humor that Stavin could relate to. 

    The great nobility of Evandia, and all of them being nice to me, he mused as a smile stretched his lips in the darkness. That thought calmed his restless mind as it ran through his head and he finally drifted off. 

    Stavin was asleep, but the inborn caution of a caravan guard was at full alert. When there was a noise from the other room his eyes snapped open, but he didn't move aside from that. He was just starting to drift off again when the door to his bedroom opened. There was no light except for the dim glow of the lamp, but that was sufficient for him to see someone ease into the room. 

    The intruder didn't make a sound as he moved toward the bed, and Stavin narrowed his eyes so the person would think he was asleep. He maintained the pretense right up until the intruder raised a knife. 

    Stavin rolled away and came up onto his knees, then did a backward summersault off the bed, landing on his feet. "Did you really think I'd be that easy to kill?" he asked with a grin.

    The assassin didn't say anything. He just began circling around the bed. Stavin stayed where he was until the man reached the near corner of the bed, then he laughed and jumped, rolling across the bed to land on the other side. 

    Now the assassin snarled. "You'll die this night, fool. You've made more enemies than you can imagine." 

    Stavin just smiled. When the assassin reached the corner of the bed, Stavin snatched up the lamp and threw it at his head. The assassin instinctively raised his hands to block it, and the lamp shattered against the hilt of his knife. Lamp oil splashed onto the man and the guttering wick ignited it. In an instant he was turned into a screaming torch, his knife forgotten as both of his hands beat futilely at the flames that covered his body.

    The door whipped open, but it was only the valet. "Friend Stavin, what--"

    "Help me!" Stavin commanded and the man came forward. Stavin grabbed the heavy quilt from the bed and charged the assassin. He tackled the man, then he and the valet smothered the flames. The man was still writhing in pain and screaming. Stavin snatched the knife from the floor and tossed it away.

    "Go get help," Stavin commanded, and the valet immediately dashed to the door. He was back in just a few moments with four Palace Guardsmen. 

    "We heard the screams," the lead guardsman said as he entered the room. "What happened?"

    "He was sent to kill me," Stavin replied. "I'm not impressed with the quality of the assassins in Evandia." 

    The guardsmen looked at him, then at the groaning man on the floor. "Was he armed?" the leader asked.

    Stavin nodded and pointed toward the bed. The knife was where he'd thrown it, and the guardsman walked over to look at it. "No markings," he muttered as he carefully inspected it. Looking back at the man on the floor, he snapped, "Bring him." As two of the other guardsmen grabbed the groaning assassin, the leader turned toward Stavin and bowed. "He will be questioned, but he probably won't provide us with much information." 

    Stavin nodded. "Do as you think best, but I think the guards around the king should be warned first." 

    "They were," the guardsman replied. "As soon as we heard the screaming we sent the alert, then came to investigate." 

    Stavin bowed and watched as the guardsmen took the assassin away. Turning to the valet, Stavin said, "I need to get out of here. That smell is turning my stomach." 

    The valet didn't look like he felt any better than Stavin did, and they both left the bedroom, closing the door firmly behind them. Stavin moved over to his armor, but the valet cleared his throat. 

    "I think regular clothing would be more appropriate, Friend Stavin." 

    Stavin stopped for a moment, then shook his head and continued to his armor. "I think my armor would be better. Lord Dahvin is taking me to the Guards' barracks to introduce me to the commanders of the Royal Guard. Help me, please." 

    The valet did as he was asked, but Stavin held up his hand when the man picked up his trader's vest. "I don't think that would be appropriate under the guard's cape."

    The valet tilted his head to the side, then nodded and carefully folded the vest, laying it aside. "What do you wish to do now, Friend Stavin?"

    Stavin stuffed his gauntlets into his helmet and set them beside his vest. "I want to get out of here. I can still smell the bedroom." 

    The valet nodded and led the way out of the suite, turning to the right and leading Stavin away from the stench of burned flesh. They hadn't gone far when they heard the sound of running feet behind them. Stavin turned to see two Royal Guardsmen jogging up the passageway toward them. 

    The guardsmen slowed to a walk as they approached Stavin and the valet, and Stavin could see the confused expressions on their faces. "We were sent to retrieve Friend Stavin," one of them said as they stopped.

    Stavin stepped forward and looked up at the man. "Where are we going?" 

    The guardsman looked at Stavin and swallowed visibly. "Um, Friend Stavin, that's a Royal Guards officer's cape." 

    "Yes. At the banquet last night I was made a lieutenant in the Royal Guards for saving King Kalin," Stavin replied. 

    The guardsmen snapped to attention. "Sir, you are wanted in the guard barracks concerning the man who was taken from your suite this morning." 

    Stavin bowed his head slightly and said, "Very well." 

    The guardsmen shifted their attention to the valet, and the leader said, "We'll escort Lieutenant Kel'Aniston." 

    The valet nodded. "I will arrange to have the suite cleaned and aired, Friend Stavin." At Stavin's nod he walked away and the guardsmen indicated the other direction up the hallway. 

    "This way, Lieutenant," the leader of the pair said, and Stavin fell in with them, though he couldn't match their stride. To their credit, once they realized that Stavin was struggling they slowed and shortened their pace to accommodate him. 

    The guardsmen led Stavin down through the palace to a much rougher-hewn section of the building. The transition from opulence to utilitarianism was dramatic. Passing through one door was all it took. Stavin noticed that only guardsmen were present in this portion of the palace, and his presence was noted with intense curiosity by the men and women they passed. 

    The guardsmen led him down a set of stairs to what could only be called a dungeon. Barred doors opened to either side of a dimly lit passageway, and from somewhere ahead of them came the sound of a man screaming. That sound echoed through the hall, and seemed to be coming from the door the guardsmen were leading him to. 

    A guardsman opened the door as they approached, eyeing Stavin's cape curiously but not saying anything as he passed. The two men who were escorting him stopped outside the room.

    "Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," a deep voice said and Stavin's attention was drawn to General Zel'Kordil, "come over here." 

    Stavin went to the general's side and came to attention. "Yes, Sir?" 

    "I'd like a summary of the events in your suite this morning." 

    Stavin gave the general a quick rundown of the action, remaining at attention the whole time. When he was done, the general turned away to look at the assassin. 

    "He tried to claim that he was just there to tend the fire." 

    Stavin looked up at the general and asked, "With a knife, Sir?" 

    The general looked at Stavin and a grin seemed about to erupt at any moment. "I didn't say we believed him. No one knows who he is, and we can't trace his knife. A mage erased all traces of identification from it, and him." 

    "I'm surprised he's still alive," Stavin said in a soft tone, but the general heard him. The man began screaming again as a bloody dressing was removed from his leg.

    "He shouldn't be. Once he failed, he should have taken his own life. He was supposed to take his own life, like the others did, fail or succeed." Stavin was looking up at the general with wide eyes. "He was spelled. It's quite likely that Lord Zel'Candan and his children were also spelled to act as they did, though no trace of a spell was found." 

    "I didn't think--Why didn't he kill himself, Sir?" Stavin asked, looking at the man again. 

    "Because of you and that lamp," the general replied, grinning now as he looked at Stavin. "Spells like that are hard to break, but the pain and terror of burning broke it. He also carried this." The general picked up a strange object from the table. "It was supposed to keep you asleep until he was done."

    Stavin swallowed hard and his hand crept up to touch his armor. "It was cold, so I kept my under padding on. I really don't like sleeping bare anywhere but at home anyway, Sir."

    Now it was the general's turn to be puzzled. "What difference did that make?" Stavin explained about the protection his armor provided, and the general nodded his understanding. "So you kept your dragon-made under padding on, and that saved you from the blade of an assassin." The general's expression turned sour as he said, "I wish we could get His Majesty to wear something like that." 

    Stavin was prevented from answering by the assassin. As another dressing was being removed he began screaming again, then choking. He was writhing in pain on the table where several healers were tending him, then suddenly collapsed. The healers worked on him for a few more moments, then turned away. 

    "What happened?" the general demanded of the group of healers, and one old man turned toward him with a sour expression on his face. 

    "The pain and shock of his injuries appears to have been too much for his heart."

    "Damn," the general muttered. "He was our best lead to whoever is plotting against the king. Come with me, Lieutenant. It shouldn't be much more than five or six spans before dawn." He smiled down at Stavin. "I need some kay." 

    Stavin said, "Yes, Sir," and fell in beside the general as they left the room. 

    General Zel'Kordil led Stavin up through several levels of the palace before they reached a large room that was filled with long trestle tables. There were only a few men there, and their attention seemed to be absorbed in the plates of food in front of them. The general led Stavin to a serving line and grabbed a plate and mug. 

    "Rank has its privileges," the general said conversationally, "but this early in the morning the stewards aren't up yet. Thank the Gods Above that the cooks are." He led Stavin down the line, holding out his plate to receive portions of the food he desired. Stavin limited himself to scrambled eggs, cubed white tubers fried with bacon and onions, and a short stack of pancakes.

    The general saw Stavin's selections and said, "I'd have thought you'd be eating a lot of meat, Lieutenant."

    Stavin's complexion paled a little more. "Not after the way that man smelled, Sir." 

    The general considered that for a moment before shrugging and moving on. "These urns contain kava," he indicated the left-hand urn, "or kay," nodding to the urn on the right. 

    "Your pardon, Sir, but what is kay?" Stavin asked. "I've never heard of it before."

    "Kay? It's kava, but made very strong, with a bit of makanin bark in it. Powerful stuff if you're not used to it." The general was filling his mug with kay, and Stavin briefly considered it, but settled for plain old kava instead. The general then led him to a table and took a seat, indicating that Stavin should take the seat to his right. 

    The general was concentrating on eating, so Stavin ate as well. He found the food to be far superior to anything he'd ever eaten, with the exception of his mother's cooking. He was devouring his pancakes when he heard a chuckle from the general. 

    "Sir?"

    "Whatever else you are or may become, you're a normal teenager, Lieutenant. How old are you, anyway? I don't think I've ever heard." 

    "Seventeen, Sir." 

    The general considered that, then looked at the hollowed star on Stavin's shoulder. His only comment was, "Remarkable." 

    Several other officers joined them then, and Stavin smiled when Lieutenant Zel'Fordal sat across from him. "You're up early, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," he said with a smile. 

    "We had some excitement this morning, Lieutenant," the general said before Stavin could reply. "Our new lieutenant just added another kill to his total." Every eye at the table was focused on the general now, and he gave them a brief summary of what had happened in the early morning. "We suspected that the plot went deeper than the Zel'Candans. Now we have proof." 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal nodded to the general, then looked at Stavin. "How are you holding up, Lieutenant?"

    "I'm fine, Sir," Stavin replied between bites. 

    "An assassin attacked you in your bed just a few spans ago, and you say you're fine? How can you be fine after something like that?" Lieutenant Zel'Fordal asked in a stunned whisper. 

    Stavin tilted his head to the side and shrugged. "It seems to happen to me a lot, Sir." 

    "How often is 'a lot', Lieutenant Kel'Aniston?" a major asked from the other side of the general. 

    Stavin gave the officers a brief account of his battle experience, including the number of times he had been injured, in an off-handed manner that left everyone glancing at one another. 

    A colonel on the other side of the table shook his head slowly as he looked at Stavin. "I've been in uniform for the better part of forty years, and I've only faced one man in a death-match."

    "If I count the assassin, I'll have killed forty-five men, Sir," Stavin said, then took a deep breath. "Six more and I'll have my second star." 

    "You say that so casually," the general said as he looked down at Stavin. 

    "I'm sorry, Sir. I don't mean to seem casual about it. I honestly never thought I'd manage even one star. Once my five expeditions were completed, I had planned on spending the rest of my life in the Archive or teaching in the Academy." Stavin looked down at his lap and continued in a softer tone. "I have a hot temper, Sir, and I let some bullies drive me to do something foolish by calling me a coward. Since then, it seems that everywhere I go, someone tries to kill me."

    The meal continued in relative silence as the officers digested Stavin's comments along with their food. When the dining hall was nearly full, the general patted Stavin on the shoulder and said, "Come with me, Lieutenant." Stavin immediately dropped his fork, wiped his mouth, and stood to follow the general to the front of the room. 

    General Zel'Kordil walked up onto a small platform and Stavin followed a respectful pace behind him. The room quieted as the general stopped. "Gentlemen, ladies, I want you all to take a good look at the young man beside me. He is Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia. By now you've all heard about yesterday. This morning he was attacked by an assassin, which tells us that the plot against the king extended beyond the Zel'Candans. All watch sections are to remain on high alert, and Special Order six is to remain in effect until further notice." The general looked around the room for a moment, then turned to Stavin and pushed the cape clear of his left shoulder. Turning back to the room, the general spoke in a hard, uncompromising tone. 

    "I saw some sour faces out there when I introduced the lieutenant. I want each and every one of you to look at the star on Lieutenant Kel'Aniston's shoulder. This is the insignia of a Warleader Fifth by the old code. That translates to just a little above Captain under our current ranking system. He earned that rank in battle. I suggest that you nobly born youngsters consider that before you say anything unfortunate." 

    Stavin saw several men look down as the general spoke. I should have expected that, he mused, realizing that Chosen guardsmen wouldn't like having a Warrior ranked above them. 

    The general turned and headed back to his seat, and Stavin obediently followed. Once they were seated again, the general addressed the other officers. "No slack. Anyone who is disrespectful to Lieutenant Kel'Aniston will be disciplined, no matter who they are related to."

    The gathered officers snapped, "Yes, Sir!" almost in unison. 

    The general shifted his gaze to Dahvin Zel'Fordal. "Your father tells me that you've already taken young Stavin under your wing, Dahvin. Spend the day with him. That should keep the jealousy within acceptable bounds." Turning to Stavin, the general smiled. "Her Highness wants to see you this morning, Lieutenant. Lieutenant Zel'Fordal will see that you get there. But before you go, drop by the armory and retrieve your weapons. You're a Guardsman now: You're supposed to be armed." 

    Stavin sat up straight in his seat, and the look of surprise on his face drew chuckles from the men around them. The general stood and left with the higher ranking officers trailing behind him. Soon only Stavin, Lord Dahvin, and three other lieutenants remained at the table.

    "If you're ready, we'll go get your weapons and then go see what Marina wants." Stavin's eyes widened at Lord Dahvin's use of the princess' name and Dahvin chuckled. "We're first cousins, Lieutenant. We spent a lot of time together when we were growing up. We very seldom use titles among ourselves unless it's a formal occasion."

    Stavin nodded, not fully trusting his voice yet, then stood. Lieutenant Zel'Fordal joined him and guided him down to the armory. Stavin left his Dragon's Tongue there, but tucked his knives away. Then the master of the armory handed him the huge ornamental knife that Lord Zel'Candan had carried. Stavin shook his head slowly. "The king was right. This thing is damn near a sword. Too bad I don't know how to use it."

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal choked, then coughed. "You don't know how to use a sword?" he asked in a stunned tone. 

    Stavin sighed. "I'm too scrawny to use a proper sword, and we don't go for short swords. Besides," he said, turning a grin up to the tall young lord, "who'd trade a Dragon's Tongue like mine for a sword, no matter how fine it was?" 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal laughed a little at that. "You have a point. But carry it anyway. Right now, you and I are the only ones who know. Anyone else seeing you with it is going to assume that you're as deadly with it as you are with everything else." 

    Stavin considered that idea for a moment, then started trying to figure out how to attach the sword to his armor. Lieutenant Zel'Fordal saw his dilemma and spoke to the man in the armory. "Get us an officer's baldric." The man immediately brought a polished black leather baldric and handed it to Lieutenant Zel'Fordal. "Here, Stavin, use this."

    Stavin slipped the baldric over his head, then took it back off. He took off his cape, then put the baldric on and followed it with the cape. He affixed the big knife to the baldric, and adjusted it so it was settled comfortably at his left hip. 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal was nodding his approval as Stavin finished. "At least you know how to wear a sword." 

    "Oh, yes," Stavin laughed. "I spent span after span trying to find a way to use a full-sized sword. They were usually dragging on the ground behind me, no matter how hard I tried to prevent it." 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal chuckled and patted Stavin's shoulder. "Let's go see Marina." 

    The pair drew plenty of attention as they marched through the palace. They soon arrived at the door to Princess Marina's suite and stopped as the guardsmen there came to attention. "Lieutenant Kel'Aniston is here in response to Her Highness's request," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said as Stavin stood at attention beside him. 

    The right hand guard knocked on the door, but he never took his eyes off Stavin. Or, more precisely, he never took his eyes off Stavin's weapons. "Sir," he said as he shifted his attention to Lieutenant Zel'Fordal, "are you sure--"

    "Lieutenant Kel'Aniston is a full and trusted member of the Royal Guard, and your superior officer," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal snapped. 

    The guardsman swallowed visibly. "Sir, it's just that--"

    "It's just that you don't know him," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said in a weary tone. "Do you know why he was made a lieutenant in the Guards? He's taken down two assassins in as many days without weapons. Giving him back his weapons just makes him more effective. There aren't many things that could make him more dangerous." 

    The guardsman was saved from having to answer by the door opening. The man who looked out saw Stavin and smiled. "Her Highness will receive you in her study, Friend Stavin," he said, opening the door all the way and stepping aside. 

    Stavin led the way and they walked into the princess' suite and to the room where he had left Amarna and the others. The princess was there, but she was not dressed for the day yet. All she wore was a silky blue robe that didn't do much to hide her figure. When she saw Stavin her face lit with a bright smile, and she walked directly to him. Before Stavin knew what was happening she had wrapped her arms around him and clasped him in a tight embrace. 

    "Thank you for saving my father, Stavin," she murmured into his hair. 

    Stavin was struggling not to wrap his arms around her in return. Given the disparity in their height, she was pressing his face into her ample bosom. He managed to say, "It was my honor to serve the king," but he felt her shake her head. 

    "I don't mean the king, Stavin," she said without letting him go. "Thank you for saving my daddy."

    Now Stavin gave up his struggle and let his arms go around her. He said, "You are very welcome," as he returned her hug. 

    "Let the poor man breath, Marina," Lord Dahvin said from beside the door. 

    Princess Marina eased her grip on Stavin, but kept one arm around him as she guided him to a sofa and said, "I'm told they came after you this morning," she said as they sat down.

    "An assassin came to my suite in the early hours, Your Highness," Stavin began, but the princess shook her head. 

    "You need never again be formal with me in private, Stavin. Formality has its place, but not between friends when they are alone." She smiled as Stavin glanced at Lord Dahvin. "Dahvin doesn't count. He's family." 

    Stavin bowed his head. "If that is your wish, Your High--Marina." 

    "It is, Stavin."

    Lord Dahvin said, "You'll soon find yourself on a given name basis with quite a few of our generation of the nobility, Stavin. I'd appreciate the same consideration as Marina. Titles can be tiresome." 

    Stavin again bowed his head. "As you wish, Dahvin." 

    Princess Marina asked, "What happened this morning, Stavin?"

    Stavin told the full story, and Princess Marina's complexion paled a little when he reached the end. Lord Dahvin was shaken as well. He hadn't heard all of the details before. 

    "You went bare-handed against a knife-wielding assassin, and you act like it was nothing?" he demanded.

    "I still had my under padding on, Dahvin," Stavin answered matter-of-factly. "That gave me quite an advantage."

    "How so?" Princess Marina asked. 

    Stavin smiled sheepishly. "It's dragon scale. That man could have hit me, but he couldn't have cut me. And, really, as fast as I am when I'm not encumbered by armor, he'd have had a hard time hitting me." 

    "Unless he went for your throat," Dahvin pointed out. 

    Stavin shook his head. "Unless they train against armored opponents, most knife fighters go for the heart or liver, not the throat. They are bigger, easier targets. Elder Kel'Kaffrey explained that the center of mass is harder to move quickly, so it's better to strike there."

    Princess Marina was staring wide-eyed at Lord Dahvin. "I wonder how many of our guardsmen know that?" 

    Lord Dahvin shook his head. "I didn't." 

    Princess Marina shifted her attention back to Stavin. "How long will you be staying with us, Stavin?" 

    Stavin had to shrug once again. "I don't know. I have a responsibility to the Zel'Vandar Trading House to get their caravan back to Aravad. Rahlina hadn't planned on staying in East Bridge for more than one day." 

    "Who is Rahlina?" Lord Dahvin asked. 

    Stavin explained what had happened to the caravan in Barren's Bridge and Valovad. "Rahlina doesn't have her vest yet, so she can't take the caravan home without me." 

    "And you have to go home as well," Princess Marina said softly. "You have your wife waiting in Kavinston." 

    Stavin smiled shyly. "I may have a baby waiting for me as well. Shari was in the fourth moon of her pregnancy when we left. She may have already delivered."

    "You don't waste any time, do you, Stavin?" Princess Marina said with a wide grin. "I was going to try to get you to stay with us and send for your wife," she continued, "but you have responsibilities to your employer, and your wife wouldn't want to travel with a newborn." A figure came to the door and Princess Marina looked over at her chamberlain. "Already?" 

    "I'm afraid so, Your Highness," the man said with a sympathetic smile. 

    She shook her head slowly. "I wish we could have more time, Stavin, but I have responsibilities as well. Dahvin, make sure Stavin sees my father this morning so he can return to his other duties."

    Lord Dahvin nodded. "I'll take him there next. He doesn't rise as early as you do." 

    Stavin stood and bowed very deeply to the princess. "I am very happy that I was there to save your father, Marina. Until we meet again, I wish you happiness." 

    "Fare well, Stavin. Return to us when you can." With that she stood and walked to a different door where a brace of maids were waiting. Stavin joined Lord Dahvin and they walked out of the princess's suite. 

    "We'll go see if the king is up yet and get permission for you to leave," Lord Dahvin said as they walked out of the suite. He guided Stavin down several passageways and reached the guarded doors of the king's suite in time to hear him bellow, "That's unacceptable!" 

    "He's up," Lord Dahvin observed casually. 

    The king's voice came from behind the closed door once again. "Well, find out! I don't care what it takes, find out!" The door opened and General Zel'Kordil walked out, trailed by four other officers. 

    The general saw Stavin and grimaced. "It's a good thing you're so close by, Lieutenant. His Majesty wants to see you right away." 

    Stavin and Lieutenant Zel'Fordal both snapped to attention. Stavin said, "Yes, Sir," as the general walked past them. Stavin took a deep breath and walked forward with Lieutenant Zel'Fordal at his side. "I am here in answer to the king's summons," Stavin said to the guards. 

    The guards looked over their shoulders at the door to the king's suite, gave Stavin a better you than me, look, and knocked. The door opened immediately. The guardsman said, "Lieutenant Kel'Aniston to see his Majesty," to the servant and the door opened. 

    "This way, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," the servant said, bowing to let Stavin and Lord Dahvin pass. 

    "That was quick," the king said when he saw them enter. "Where were you?"

    "We just left Princess Marina, Your Majesty," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal answered. 

    The king's eyebrows lifted for a moment, then he shrugged. "I was just discussing how an assassin could have gotten as far as your suite with General Zel'Kordil." 

    "Yes, Your Majesty," Stavin said with a slight bow. 

    The king's eyebrows rose again, and Lieutenant Zel'Fordal explained. "We heard, Your Majesty. I suspect the grooms in the stables heard as well." 

    The king's expression turned rueful. "I just get so infuriated by this sort of thing. Jarvik having a knife I can understand. Hells, I let him do it. But an unknown intruder making his way through half the palace without being challenged, and knowing which suite Stavin was in, is inexcusable." 

    "I don't think anyone would disagree with you about that, Your Majesty," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said. 

    "No, I suppose not," the king agreed, pacing the room. "Are you truly all right, Stavin?"

    Stavin bowed slightly. "Yes, Your Majesty. He never came closer to me than you are now."

    "And you still killed him," the king mused. 

    "I don't think I can claim that kill, Your Majesty. He died of his injuries, but a lamp can hardly be considered a weapon." 

    "You used one quite effectively," the king said as he gazed at Stavin. "What shall we do with you now?" 

    "With respect, Your Majesty, I request permission to return to my other duties."

    "Your caravan?"

    "Yes, Your Majesty. It's time we turned toward Kavadia and home."

    The king nodded. "Go with our thanks and that of the kingdom as well. I'll expect you to drop in whenever your schedule brings you to Twin Bridges. Don't make me send for you again." 

    Stavin bowed very low and replied, "I look forward to our next meeting, Your Majesty." 

    The king shifted his attention to Lieutenant Zel'Fordal. "Dahvin, make sure Stavin has an escort back to his caravan." The king paused to chuckle. "There's a watch section pulling extra duty this morning. Take them." 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal grinned as he bowed and said, "Yes, Your Majesty." The king walked away and Lieutenant Zel'Fordal led Stavin from the room. He was chuckling by the time the door closed behind them. 

    "What's so funny?" Stavin asked. 

    Dahvin grinned at him. "Pulling extra duty, indeed. That's the watch section that was on duty yesterday. Do you think fifty-one Royal Guards will be a sufficient escort?" 

    Stavin gaped at Dahvin for a moment, then simply sighed, "Oh, Gods Below." 

    The two lieutenants made their way back to the suite where Stavin had left his vest and the rest of his armor, then the armory to collect his Dragon's Tongue. "One more stop, Stavin," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said, guiding Stavin to a door with the general's name on it. "You have to take leave of the general as well." 

    Stavin stepped forward and knocked twice on the door. It opened and a major looked him in the eye expectantly. Stavin said, "Sir, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston request a moment of the general's time, Sir." The major looked away for a moment, then turned back and opened the door the rest of the way. 

    Stavin walked into the general's office and stopped a pace from his desk and came to attention. "Sir, I have His Majesty's permission to return to my other duties, and request your permission as well." 

    "Very well, Lieutenant. I'll expect you to report when your journeys bring you to Twin Bridges again." The general shifted his gaze to someone behind Stavin. "Did His Majesty have any special instructions?"

    "I'm to provide an escort for Lieutenant Kel'Aniston. His Majesty suggested the watch section on extra duty." 

    The general smiled and nodded. "An excellent idea. See to it." The general stood and looked at Stavin again. "You've always got a place here if you desire it, Lieutenant. Remember that." 

    Stavin bowed very low and said, "I shall remember, Sir. Thank you." Then he turned away and Lord Dahvin joined him as he walked out of the general's office. 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said, "We have to have a word with the leader of yesterday's watch section, then we'll go get your horse," as he lead Stavin through the guards barracks. They emerged into a large courtyard where a group of men and women were engaged in the time-honored tradition of physical training. 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal walked over to the captain who was leading the exercise and came to attention. "Sir, I have orders to take your watch section as an escort for Lieutenant Kel'Aniston as he returns to his caravan." 

    The captain looked at Stavin as he wiped sweat from his face. He said, "I'm pleased to meet you, Lieutenant. I'm Captain Zel'Tarlin. We'll be ready to go in two spans." Turning to face his subordinates, he bellowed, "Dragon Watch, dismissed to quarters. Clean up and return in dress uniform for escort duty as quickly as possible." 

    "Dragon Watch?" Stavin asked, looking up at Lieutenant Zel'Fordal. 

    "Our watch sections are called Dragon, Draiger, Ocellen, Bear, Condor, and Snow Cat, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston. I suspect that's why His Majesty was so amused by the idea of sending them with you."

    Stavin didn't say anything, but he was having to work hard to suppress his laughter as they headed toward the stables. They were met as soon as they entered the stables. "Saddle Lieutenant Kel'Aniston's horse," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal ordered, and two grooms immediately moved to obey him. 

    "Wow," Stavin murmured. 

    "What?" 

    "I haven't had someone saddle my horse for me since I was ten. It's part of our training to always take care of our own mounts." 

    "Not in the royal stables," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said, and turned his attention toward the stalls. 

    The grooms were leading Stavin's horse forward, and she looked like they had spent spans currying her. The groom handed Stavin her reins with a deep bow, stepping back as Stavin automatically checked her tack. He froze when he saw her saddle blanket. Seemingly of its own volition, his hand came up and felt the fabric. The plain wool blanket that all of the Kel'Kavin warriors used had been replaced by the deep blue and red blanket of the Evandian Royal Guard. Stavin looked up at Lieutenant Zel'Fordal and he knew that his smile said more than words ever could. 

    Lieutenant Zel'Fordal smiled in return, then said, "I'd suggest walking her back to the caravan, Stavin. The watch section will be marching behind you and Captain Zel'Tarlin." 

    Stavin smiled and nodded. "Thank you for all of your help, Dahvin."

    "My pleasure, Stavin." 

    Stavin slid his Dragon's Tongue into the sheath beside his saddle and then joined Lord Dahvin as he led the way back to the drill field. Several members of Dragon Watch were already there and they formed into ranks facing the two lieutenants. 

    Captain Zel'Tarlin soon joined them. They waited for the entire watch section to form up before he turned to Stavin and said, "We are ready, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston."

    Stavin bowed and said, "Thank you, Sir." He turned and walked his horse toward the palace gate. Captain Zel'Tarlin and Lieutenant Zel'Fordal led the fifty members of Dragon Watch behind him. 

     



    Chapter 23

    SHARINDIS AWOKE IN THE MIDDLE OF the night to a horrible sensation. She was wet, as if she'd lost control of her bladder. She was embarrassed more than anything, but then a tearing pain gripped her across the stomach and she knew what was happening. When the pain eased she raised her voice and called out, "Mom!" 

    Marinis slammed the door open just a moment later, the lantern in her hand illuminating the dark stain on the bed. "Are you in labor?" she asked as she set the lamp on the table and sat next to Sharindis. 

    "I think so. I think--I'm sorry about the bed. I didn't know it would happen like--Oh, there it is again!" she grunted as a contraction gripped her like a vice. 

    Marinis looked over her shoulder and said, "Karlit, go get Barban and Nahrana." 

    Karlit was gone long enough for six more contractions to grip Sharindis. He led Shari's mother and Barban Kel'Kaffrey, the village midwife, up to Shari's room. 

    Barb immediately shooed Karlit out of the room. "You'll be of no use until the babe is born. Off with you." She closed the door firmly, and walked over to the bed. "Now, let's see how you're doing, shall we?" She knelt beside Shari's bed and quickly examined her. "You've just barely begun, Shari. Marinis, we're going to need clean linens and cleaner water. If you'd put a large kettle on to boil, then see about making us all some kava, that would be very helpful." 

    Marinis caressed Sharindis' forehead. "We've all been through this before, Shari. It'll take a while, but you'll be fine." She left the room and headed down stairs. 

    "Is everything all right?" Karlit asked. Charvil was sitting with him, sipping kava. 

    "Yes, Shari's doing fine. Barb wants some kava and boiled water." 

    "Does she need anything else?" Karlit and Charvil both asked, making Marinis laugh. 

    "Sora gave birth to little Noral just twenty days ago, and you act like you've never done this before. Just leave the birthing rituals to the midwife and mothers, and everything will be fine. You're both fathers. You should know this." 

    Both men looked chagrined, and Marinis went to the kitchen. She prepared the things Barb would need, making extra kava and preparing a tray of bread, sausage and cheese. Then she went upstairs and joined in the hardest part of the birthing process for the helpers: waiting. 

    Sharindis was in labor the rest of the night and most of the day. Karlit did his best to keep Charvil's mind occupied, but the occasional scream from the second floor eventually proved to be more than he could stand. Both men left the house and went somewhere else. 

    "I swear, I'd rather suffer the pain myself than listen to my child scream and not be able to do anything about it," Charvil muttered as they walked toward the town hall. 

    "I know. Oh, how I know," Karlit agreed. "Remember, I have three older girls, and Sora just gave birth. This is my fifth time through this, and I'll tell you what." He looked up at Charvil and slapped his shoulder. "It never gets any easier." 

    Charvil snarled, "Oh, you're a lot of help," then turned toward the practice grounds. 

    They returned to the house near mid day to find Mikal Kel'Kaffrey waiting for them. "I was just about to go looking for you. Barb came down a few moments ago. Congratulations, gentlemen, you have a grandson." 

    Both men shared a happy grin, and headed for the stairs. Karlit knocked, then slowly opened the door. "Can we come in?" he asked, peeking toward the bed. 

    "Yes, come in," Barb answered. She met the men with the baby in her arms. "Gentlemen, I would like you to meet your grandson, Karlin Kel'Aniston."

    * * *

    There was a commotion in the city of East Bridge that was spreading outward from the bridge, reaching the caravansary at last like the sighing of the surf. Hundreds of people could be seen gathering along the main thoroughfare, and all of them were looking toward the bridge in anticipation of something special. 

    The people in the caravansary were no exception to the rule, and soon even the traders were straining to see what was coming. The cheers started slowly with the people nearest the bridge, but soon they burst out all along the road. Someone or something very special was coming. 

    Barvil looked up the road and finally saw a group of men coming toward them. Soon he could see the leaders, and sunlight glinted off the golden armor of the man in the very front. 

    "Oh, Gods Below, what did he do?" he asked no one in particular. No one answered, because not even Karvik could begin to guess what Stavin had done this time. 

    Stavin eventually reached the caravansary gate and turned to face Captain Zel'Tarlin and Lieutenant Zel'Fordal and snapped to attention. "Gentlemen, thank you for the escort. Lieutenant Zel'Fordal, I look forward to my next visit to Twin Bridges." 

    "And I. Fare well, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," Lieutenant Zel'Fordal said, then stepped forward and clasped forearms with Stavin like an equal. 

    "Dragon Watch!" Captain Zel'Tarlin snapped, "Render honors forward!" As one the entire watch section, fifty-one members of Chosen clans from all over Evandia bowed deeply to Stavin. Stavin returned the bow, then stood at attention as they executed a parade-ground perfect about-face en-masse, and the two officers walked past them to lead the way back to the palace. 

    "What in the hells was that all about?" Karvik asked as soon as the guardsmen started marching. 

    "An excellent question," Barvil said, looking at Stavin. "And what are you wearing?" 

    Stavin snapped to attention automatically. "Sir, as a reward for saving the king I was made a lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard," he explained. 

    "And the parade?" Marvat asked. 

    "The king ordered the watch section that was supposed to have kept the assassins away yesterday to escort me out of the city. He seemed to find it amusing that it was the Dragon Watch." 

    Several of the warriors chuckled at Stavin's explanation. Then Rahlina shouldered her way forward to face Stavin. "Are you all right, Stavin?" she asked. 

    "Yes." 

    "Are you ready to go?" 

    "Yes. Is the caravan?"

    Rahlina smiled and nodded. "Just as soon as we can pack up and hitch the teams--and we get our Master Trader to put his vest back on to lead us out." 

    Stavin smiled sheepishly and nodded, then said, "Yes, Ma'am." 

    Rahlina and the traders began packing, and Stavin spent the time detailing the events in the palace to Barvil and the rest of the warriors. When he got to the end, Barvil nodded. 

    "You are correct, Stavin," Barvil said as Stavin looked up at him. "The second assassin isn't going to count toward your second star." 

    Stavin shrugged. "Then my count stands at forty-four. Look at this, Sir," he said, drawing the long knife and handing it, hilt-first, to Barvil. 

    "Damn," was all Barvil said for a moment as he examined the big knife. "There must be four or five gold crowns worth of gold and jewels on this thing." 

    "Hell of a trophy," Farval said as he leaned forward to look at it. 

    "That's about all it's good for," Stavin agreed. 

    "Oh, you could use it," Barvil said, tapping the blade with his finger. "This is a Solgar Steel blade. See the proof mark? The fancy trinkets aside, the blade alone would cost about five gold crowns. It's as good as any sword our smith can make." 

    All of the warriors took a turn checking the knife before Barvil said, "Pack up and prepare to move." Then they quickly rolled their gear and saddled their horses. Stavin carefully folded his cape and stowed it in his saddlebags, and the big knife with it. Then he put on his vest and jogged up to join Rahlina on the lead wagon. 

    "I was concerned that we were going to be staying here for a while," she said as he sat beside her. "Trade was brisk yesterday, but today has been slow. I don't know what a third day would have been like." 

    "Well, we're heading to Kavadia now. We should be in Aravad in fifteen or sixteen days." 


    Chapter 24

    "THEY ARE HEADED NORTH EAST," A man said in a darkened room, somewhere in Twin Bridges. 

    "Excellent," a different man said. 

    "Indeed," the first voice agreed. "Our revenge against the interloper will be easier with them on the road."

    "I only regret that we can't see his death personally," a third voice said. 

    "I will be satisfied just knowing he is dead," the first man said.

    * * *

    The road network in Evandia only provided a few routes from Twin Bridges to the Kavadian border. From East Bridge, the road led to the city of Nasan after just three days. It was a good-sized modern town that more than twenty thousand souls called home, but Rahlina only kept them there for a day to trade. Being so close to Twin Bridges gave the people there easy access to the capital and its markets. 

    Rahlina shook her head and a sour expression twisted her face as she walked over to Stavin. "We had more customers in East Bridge. We should probably move on first thing in the morning."

    Stavin nodded his agreement. "Pass the word to everyone, then. We'll get out before they come to collect the caravansary fees." 

    The traders did as instructed, and Stavin informed Barvil of their plans. Barvil simply nodded and said, "We'll have to switch off in the early morning to let the second set of night guards get some rest. Do you feel up to joining Farval for the last eight spans?"

    "Yes, Sir!" Stavin answered with a wide grin. 

    Barvil chuckled and shook his head. "I've never seen anyone so anxious to get on guard duty." 

    Stavin smiled and stepped closer to Barvil, then spoke softly so that only he could hear. "I've never felt so useless, Sir."

    "We all have our duties, Stavin," Barvil replied just as softly. "If you think it's bad now, just wait ‘til you lead your first expedition."

    Stavin heaved a huge sigh and went to his tent. Karvik was already there, but he wasn't asleep. "You're back early," he commented as Stavin stripped off his plate armor.

    "We're leaving early, and I'm joining Far on the last watch." 

    "Good. You need to do something once in a while." 

    "I do all I'm allowed," Stavin snapped hotly, then stopped when he heard Karvik sniggering. "You'd better be glad I like you so much." 

    "You'd better be glad that the king likes you so much. I asked Dad about that commission in the Royal Guard. Do you realize that you're the first person from Kel'Kavin to serve in the Royal Guard of any kingdom since the last of our ancestors were sent to the valley over two hundred years ago?"

    "I know. It was one of the history lessons that really made an impression on me." And made me wish I could be the first.

    Karvik grunted and laid down, turning away from Stavin. "You'd better get to sleep. It's been a while since you pulled a night watch." 

    Stavin rolled over and closed his eyes. Sometime later, he awoke briefly as Karvik left for his watch. Then it was his turn. "Stavin! Stave, wake up," Karvik whispered harshly. 

    Stavin rolled up onto his elbows and blinked owlishly at Karvik. "Already?" 

    "Slide out and I'll help you with your armor," Karvik whispered. 

    Stavin did as he was told and Karvik helped him buckle in. "Come to the cook fire. There's strong kava and some bread and cheese waiting." 

    Stavin went to the fire for a quick morning meal as Karvik jogged to catch up with his watch mates. Farval was already there and he handed Stavin a mug of kava when he walked up. He said, "Eat quick, Stave," as he took a bite of his food. "We've got to let the others get a little rest before we ride out in the morning." Stavin just nodded as he stuffed bread and cheese into his mouth and washed it down with kava. Years of living with his big brothers had left their mark on him, and he was done eating before Farval. Farval chuckled and shook his head, but didn't say anything as he led Stavin to the wagons. 

    Farval looked Stavin in the eyes while they waited for the guards to make their last round. "Stay alert. There's only two of us, so we've got to watch more closely. If something happens, yell before you attack."

    "I've done this once or twice before, Far," Stavin answered as he watched Karvik walking toward them. 

    "And I'm the one who'll get Barvil's teeth-marks on my butt if anything goes wrong, so I'll remind you as often as I think is necessary." 

    Stavin nodded and said, "Yes, Sergeant Kel'Dorval."

    "Continue Karvik's route. I'll cross over and take Marvat's place," Farval said, patting Stavin's shoulder and giving him a push. 

    Stavin walked beside Karvik for long enough to hear him say, "Nothing happening," then Karvik headed for their tent. 

    Stavin walked at the measured pace all of the warriors used, and seldom saw Farval. He slowed his pace once in a while to watch for Farval to round the end of the caravan behind him, then hurried to regain his spacing. Dawn came slowly, and dark clouds heralded a storm blowing in from the east. 

    Barvil waved Stavin over as he came into view, and Stavin gratefully accepted a mug of kava. "Kar already packed your gear. Go join Rahlina for the ride out." 

    Stavin bowed deeply, then went and got his horse and gear. He was yawning hugely, and Karvik laughed when he saw. "Early morning, Stave?"

    Stavin glared at him for a moment, then smiled. "Laugh all you want, but remember this; I'm sitting next to Rahlina on the wagon seat, so if I fall asleep it won't make much difference. You have to worry about falling out of your saddle." 

    Karvik's expression soured, and he led his horse over to his position. They all ate together, then Rahlina addressed her people, trader and warrior alike. 

    "We're looking at a storm before mid day. If it gets bad, I want to stop and circle the wagons. Rig your tarps before we go so we'll be able to get the animals under cover in a hurry." She looked around at the caravan to ensure everyone was listening before she continued. "Warriors should tie your horses with our teams and get into the wagon you're riding with. This looks like a bad storm." 

    Barvil spoke to the warriors next. "You all know the drill. If the storm turns bad, cover your mounts and help with the teams. It's early for an ice storm, but it's possible, so be prepared for the worst." He looked at the sky and shook his head as he walked to his horse.

    The caravan left Nasan a span later, riding into the reddened sunrise. The day held cloudy but dry until well into the evening. The first fat drops of rain spattered the ground just a few spans before sundown. Stavin was riding beside Rahlina's wagon and looked at her with a questioning expression. 

    "Do you think it's late enough to stop for the night, Stavin?" 

    "Yes. Do you?" 

    Rahlina nodded. "Let's get everyone settled and inside before we get soaked." She turned her wagon into a clearing just a few moments later and circled. All of the wagons followed her example and the warriors quickly joined the traders as they stretched tarps out to make shelters for the animals. Once the horses and mules were seen to, the warriors joined the traders in the snug interiors of the wagons. By then the rain was falling in bands, driving at the caravan one moment, then easing, only to drive in again moments later. 

    Stavin was in the lead wagon with Rahlina and Endar. "This sure beats weathering the storm in our tents," he said as he snuggled down to wait. "I remember last year when I spent the big storm with Keth--" Stavin's voice cut off as pain stabbed through his heart. 

    Rahlina spoke in a gentle tone. "Uncle Keth liked you, Stavin. He considered you a true friend." 

    Stavin looked into Rahlina's eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. "I miss him. I only knew him for a year, but I miss him every day." 

    Rahlina smiled sadly and leaned back. "You're in good company, then. Did I ever tell you that Uncle Keth was the master of my first caravan?" she asked. When Stavin shook his head, she smiled and continued. "I was so excited. The Kel'Vandars are the only ones who can become Master Traders, so I knew I was going to be a master one day. Fel'Vandars and Bel'Vandars man the wagons, but only a Kel'Vandar can lead a caravan as a Master Trader. I was going to be the youngest person to ever get my vest." She smiled and shook her head as she laughed. "The conceit of youth. My brother got his vest last season. My little brother. You're younger than he is, though. That ought to make him scream." She smiled viciously, and Stavin joined Endar as he laughed at her. 

    "There's a difference between earning a vest and buying one, Rahlina," Stavin said with a self-deprecating laugh. "All I did was post a thousand crown bond with the Guild. You are earning your credentials the right way."

    "You say that so casually," Endar said from the back of the wagon. 

    Stavin shrugged. "I can't really claim to have earned my vest or that gold, Endar. Most of it was given to me because of the king's favor, but I didn't really do anything to earn it. Not like you do. Killing Adept Sharindis was--horrible. I know it was her wish and the only way to get the amulets cleansed, but it was still the least honorable thing I've ever done." 

    The storm shook the wagon just then, and rain beat against the roof and walls. "This is a bad one," Rahlina said as she looked up. "If it turns to hail, we'll have to give the animals better cover." 

    Stavin said, "I can do that," and both Rahlina and Endar stared at him. He smiled and tapped his armor. "Hail can't hurt me through this." 

    Rahlina's eyebrows lifted, but she didn't say anything. Soon the sound changed, and she looked at Stavin. "Are you sure?"

    Stavin just chuckled and put on his helmet, then climbed out onto the seat and down beside the animals. He took the tarp that Rahlina handed him and draped it across the animals' rumps, then arranged saddle-blankets and harness pads to give them a little extra protection. Looking out through the pounding hail, he saw others doing the same thing and hurried over to help. 

    It took just a few short moments to get all of the animals protected, and he chuckled as he realized that the other warriors had joined in, turning their armored backs to the storm to aid the traders. 

    There were more wagons than warriors, and Stavin moved on to help the next wagon. He and the driver had finished with the animals and Stavin was headed back to Rahlina's wagon when a huge crack of thunder made him duck down and look up. As soon as Stavin's face was turned toward the sky a hail stone the size of his fist smashed into his mouth. 

    The next thing Stavin knew he was being carried by Rahlina and Endar. He was functional enough to help get into the wagon; Rahlina shoved him down on her bed, and pulled his helmet off. 

    Rahlina hissed in shock when she saw Stavin's face. "Oh, Gods Below, Stavin! That looks horrible!" 

    Stavin was still trying to get his bearings and felt his lips. His fingers came away bloody and he mumbled, "Ah, hells." Once he saw the blood, the pain came to tell him he was really hurt. 

    Rahlina grabbed a rag and wet it from her flask, then reached out and grabbed a few hailstones from the seat. Wrapping it up, she gave it to Stavin and said, "Hold this on your lips. It'll help with the swelling." 

    Stavin sank back against the wall of the wagon and held the ice to his pulped lips. The pain was causing him to tear up occasionally, and he had to blink rapidly to clear his vision. 

    "Are your teeth all right, Stavin?" Rahlina asked, looking at him intently. 

    Stavin spent a moment testing his teeth with his tongue, then nodded. He wasn't ready to try talking again just yet. 

    "You were doing fine until you looked up," Endar said as he moved over to Stavin's side. 

    "That wasn't the smartest thing you've ever done, Stavin," Rahlina added. "If you had a closed helmet you could get away with it, but yours is too open in the front." 

    Stavin sighed and nodded, still not wanting to speak.

    The storm continued for most of the night. Stavin stayed in Rahlina's wagon, dozing in the corner while she and Endar slept in their beds. He was feeling more than a little sorry for himself. He knew it was his own fault that he'd been hurt. That's what I get for looking up at the storm. Still, it wasn't fair. He'd just been startled into looking up. He was silently reciting the litany once again when he finally drifted off into a deep sleep. 

    Yelling from outside the wagons awoke Stavin sometime later, and he struggled out of the wagon to see what the trouble was. It turned out to be nothing more serious than the traders assessing the damage from storm. He climbed down and went to join Barvil and the rest of the warriors. 

    "Gods Below, Stave!" Karvik exclaimed as soon as he saw Stavin's face. "What happened? Did you try to kiss Rahlina and get punched?" 

    Stavin glared at Karvik and made a rude gesture. "I go' hi' in the mouf wif a hail sthone," he lisped. 

    "What'd you do, look up at the storm?" Marvat asked. When Stavin mutely nodded, he started laughing. 

    "It'h not funny!" Stavin snapped. 

    "Yes it is," Marvat and several others countered. 

    Stavin glared at them but soon their laughter awoke his sense of the ridiculous. I suppose I'd be laughing, too, if it was Kar who'd done something that stupid. 

    "The morning meal is ready," one of the traders said as he passed them, and everyone turned toward Endar and the morning meal. 

    The warriors all filed over to get something to eat, and Endar gave Stavin a sympathetic grin as he filled his bowl. "There's a packet of willow bark at the end if you need it, Stavin," he said, nodding to the table that held the kettle of kava.

    Stavin nodded his thanks and collected his mug and the packet, then went to sit and eat. He dumped the powder in his kava, then let it set while he ate a bowl of oat porridge. He washed it down with the kava, gagging a little at the bitter combination. 

    "Harness up!" Rahlina shouted, and the traders who were finished eating began guiding the mules into position. Stavin took his bowl to the wash tub and cleaned it out, then went to saddle his horse. She, at least, seemed to have some sympathy for him and lipped his hair when he put her halter on. 

    Stavin chose to ride beside the lead wagon rather than on the seat with Rahlina so he could keep his helmet on. They had only been traveling for about half the day before they reached the next town. It was small, barely a village at all, and Rahlina shook her head when Stavin looked at her. 

    The caravan continued north east, but now the road turned in a more northerly direction. They could see the lights of a town ahead of them when the sun had set, and Rahlina kept them moving. It took about four spans to reach the town, and the traders parked their wagons and saw to their teams in near total darkness. The cloud cover was still blocking the moons. 

    Stavin slept fitfully that night. He kept rolling over and bumping his lips on his arms. He'd wake up with tears in his eyes, wipe them away and settle back in place. It was on one of those occasions that he looked out and saw that the sky was beginning to brighten in the east. 

    Karvik was on guard duty, so he grabbed his plate armor and put on what he could, then swung his chest and back plates over his shoulders and went looking for the night watch. 

    Rolas was the first guard he saw and walked over to join him. "Help me strap in, please," he said as he matched pace with Rolas. 

    "You're up early," Rolas commented as he started buckling Stavin's armor. "Did you drink too much kava last night?" 

    "No. I keep bumping my lips and waking myself up," Stavin answered. Rolas laughed and slapped his shoulder, then continued on his rounds. 

    Stavin walked over to where Endar was already starting the morning meal and sat down, watching the fire. He didn't have long to wait before something else distracted him. A voice came from the direction of the town. 

    "Ho, there! What's this? When did you arrive?" a man asked as he walked into the caravan. 

    Stavin walked over to face him and bowed slightly. "We arrived last night. Who are you, good Sir?"

    "I'm Garvin Bel'Bandan. Who are you?" 

    Stavin bowed and said, "Master Trader Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia."

    The man's eyes widened. "Friend Stavin? The one who recently saved the king?" he asked. When Stavin nodded he stepped back a pace and bowed very deeply. "We are honored, Friend Stavin. What is your desire?"

    "We'd like to set up and trade for the day," Stavin said, nodding toward the slowly awakening caravan. 

    The man smiled broadly. "That would be marvelous. We seldom get caravans this large. Most just pass us by."

    Stavin nodded and the man walked back to the town gates at a rapid pace. Stavin saw Rahlina come out of her wagon and walked over to join her. "A man just came out to see who we were. I told him we're staying to trade." 

    Rahlina looked at him, then at the town. "It's a small place." 

    "He said they seldom get large caravans here. That should make up for some of it. Besides," he continued softly, "I want to see if there's a Healer here. My lips are killing me." 

    Rahlina chuckled and nodded. "Very well." 

    The traders had hardly gotten their booths setup when the first customers arrived. The crowd started as a trickle, but soon turned into a torrent as what was probably half the population of the town came out to browse the wagons. Stavin spotted Garvin and walked over to him. 

    "Your pardon, Sir, but is there a Healer in this town?" he asked. 

    Garvin and another man turned toward him, and they both bowed deeply. "I'm Aldar Bel'Cooper, Friend Stavin, Mayor of Korvan's Corner. We have a Journeyman Healer in town. What is your need?"

    Stavin brought his hand up and touched his lips. "I got hit by a hailstone." 

    Aldar and Garvin shared a look, then Garvin hurried away. "He'll be back soon, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin nodded and looked back toward the caravan. Trade was brisk, and he couldn't help but smile. Then he winced, because the smile stretched his sore lips. Garvin returned with another man in tow, and they both bowed deeply. 

    "Friend Stavin, this is Journeyman Healer Torvan Fel'Carain," he said with a bow. 

    Stavin gave the Healer a deep nod. "Can you heal my lips?"

    "I will do all that is within my power, Friend Stavin," Torvan replied with a very deep bow. He stepped closer and placed his hands on both of Stavin's cheeks. He closed his eyes and started muttering, and soon Stavin could feel his lips tingling. In a few moments the Healer stepped back and gave Stavin a critical look. "How is that, Friend Stavin?" 

    Stavin smiled, then ran his lips through a series of movements from yawning to frowning. "No pain. What do I owe you?" 

    "One gold--"

    "Tor! He's a Friend of Evandia!" Mayor Bel'Cooper snapped.

    Stavin laughed and said, "It's all right. I'll pay."

    "It's unseemly," Garvin snarled. "We all owe you for the service you've done the kingdom."

    "It's all right. Really. Healers have a living to make, just as traders do," Stavin said, looking back and forth between the men. He was pulling his pouch out at the same time and handed over one gold crown. "It's worth it to me to be able to eat without hurting myself." 

    All three men bowed deeply to Stavin, then turned away. Stavin watched them for a moment, then walked over to Rahlina's wagon. She looked over at him, then grinned. "I see your lips are back to normal." 

    Stavin nodded as he continued to walk through the caravan. Barvil saw him and nodded in satisfaction, but didn't say anything. Trade continued to be brisk until after mid day. Then the crowd seemed to vanish as quickly as it had appeared. 

    Stavin walked over to Rahlina's wagon and smiled when she looked at him. "Not bad for such a small village," he commented. 

    "Very good for such a small village," Rahlina agreed, "but I doubt we'll see much more." She looked up at the sky and sighed. "I asked one of the gaffers what the weather was going to be like. He thinks we've got another bad storm coming soon. I think we should see to the animals and stay the night here, then move on in the morning." 

    Stavin nodded and began passing the word to the traders and warriors. 


    Chapter 25

    SHARI AND KARLIN SPENT THEIR FIRST days together with Karlit and Marinis in almost constant attendance. To absolutely no ones surprise, so were Sahrena and Nahrana. 

    Shari also had the company of her best friend, Sorandis. Sora was nursing Noral while Shari nursed Karlin, and together with their mothers they spent the days talking and making plans. Karlit and Charvil were conspicuously absent.

    "Mom," Sharindis said, looking at Nahrana, "how did all of you know Karlin was a boy when Healer Kel'Kadus didn't. Or at least he wouldn’t say?"

    "The most telling thing," Marinis said, "was how sick you were. There were other signs as well. Things you learn with experience. We've all seen it and been through it."

    Sorandis added, "Healers are also afraid of being wrong. It erodes people's faith in them when it might be important. So they stay noncommital on things like if it is a boy or girl. It's not as if it really matters. Babies are lovable, boy or girl."

    Shari nodded as she moved Karlin away from her breast. "So true."

    Sahrena sat forward and asked, "Can I hold him?" in what Sharindis thought was the most timid tone she'd ever heard from her godmother.

    Shari smiled as she said, "Of course," and handed Karlin over. 

    "Oh, Little One, you are so precious." She looked at the rest of the women and smiled. "This is what makes the aches and pains of getting older worth the trouble. This," she looked down into Karlin's face, "is what life is all about."

    Marinis asked, "When is Dorvina due?"

    Sahrena shook her head. "Almost four moons. The boys will be home by then. "Darak will see his daughter born."

    "I wish Stavi had been here.” Sharindis murmured. “So you're sure it's a girl?" she asked, and the mothers all said, "Yes," softly. She looked toward Sorandis and said, "I guess we'll learn."

    Nahrana chuckled and said, "In time, Shari. In time."

     



    Chapter 26

    THE CARAVAN HEADED OUT EARLY THE next morning, and Rahlina headed them on the more northerly of the roads that left Korvan's Corner. She had asked what towns lay along each of the roads, and chose the one that led back to Kolovad. 

    The caravan had been on the road for two days before trouble found them. Stavin was riding on the wagon with Rahlina, listening to yet another dissertation about the duties of a Master Trader, when a man burst out of the bushes in front of the wagon and raised a crossbow, then shot point-blank into Stavin's chest. 

    Stavin was, as always, in armor, but the power of the bolt overbalanced him and drove him backwards off the seat into the wagon. He shook off the shock of the attack and stuffed his helmet on while Barvil's horn called everyone to the defense of the caravan. 

    Another man attacked Barvil while the man who had shot Stavin ran toward them and jumped up onto the wagon's step, trying to get to Rahlina. He died with one of Stavin's knives in his throat, and Stavin shouldered his body out of the way as he jumped down to fight with his Dragon's Tongue in his hands. 

    Other bandits were fighting with the rest of the warriors, and Stavin immediately ran to join the fight. A swordsman confronted Stavin and he struck, but this man knew how to counter the Dragon's Tongue. Stavin found himself in a real fight for the first time in ages, and had to duck under his opponent's sword in desperation. He finally saw an opening and struck, driving the blade of his Dragon's Tongue through the man's breast plate and heart, then kicked the dying man off of his weapon to attack another. 

    Stavin charged into the battle, looking for another fight, and soon got one. Another swordsman had just beaten Farval to his knees, but turned on Stavin as soon as he saw him, leaving Farval down, but alive. 

    Stavin again found himself facing a superior opponent, and it was only the impervious nature of his armor that saved him from receiving a sword thrust through the chest. Stavin swept the legs out from under the swordsman before the man recovered from having his thrust stopped. A quick stab with his Dragon's Tongue ended the man's life. 

    Stavin had hardly withdrawn his blade from the man's chest when a blow to the back drove him forward a few steps. He turned as he fell to his knees and struck upward with his Dragon's Tongue, coming in under the guard of a fourth man. The man grunted as the blade stabbed into his gut, but instead of backing away, he grabbed the shaft of the Dragon's Tongue and pulled Stavin closer, swinging his sword in an overhand blow that crashed down on Stavin's shoulder. The blade was stopped by Stavin's armor, but the force of the blow drove him to his hands and knees. Before the man could strike again, Stavin drove his water steel knife into the back of his knee, dropping him to the ground on his back. Stavin struck with his knife again, this time shoving the blade into the man's throat. 

    Stavin surged to his feet while the man choked on his knife and yanked his Dragon's Tongue out to face another opponent, but the battle was done. 

    Barvil was stalking around with his bloodied sword still in his hand. Stavin hurried over to see what was happening. As soon as Barvil saw him, he said, "Kar went down. So did Marvat, Rolas, and Aldric." 

    Stavin was shocked, and immediately went to find Karvik. He found him with a pair of the traders easing his armor off. Two crossbow bolts had struck him in the chest, and there was a spatter of blood at his lips. Stavin knelt and looked at him. "Kar?"

    Karvik gasped, "Came out of nowhere. Didn't even see them until it was too late." 

    "Hold on, Kar! I'm getting the Heal All." Stavin jumped up and ran, but Barvil was already on his way back with the jar of ointment. 

    Barvil knelt beside Karvik and looked him in the eye. "We can't pull them out, Kar. We have to push them through." Karvik nodded and grimaced in pain. Barvil looked at Stavin, then used his small eating knife to strip the fletching from the short arrows, then coated them with Heal-All. Barvil and Stavin each prepared to push the arrows through, and on Barvil's count they shoved as hard as they could. Karvik screamed once, then fainted. Barvil pulled the arrows the rest of the way through his son's back, then he and Stavin pushed more Heal All into the wounds. 

    "Bandage him carefully, Stavin. Get him into a wagon, and keep him sitting up." 

    "Yes, Sir," Stavin answered, then looked at the traders. They lifted Karvik and got him into their wagon, propping him up behind the seat. Once Karvik was seen to, Stavin went looking for Barvil again. 

    Barvil was standing next to Marvat and Aldric's bodies, while Rolas stood beside them with a bandage on his arm. Marvat had been hit by a crossbow bolt, but had died from a sword thrust to the throat. Aldric had died from a sword thrust that had cut through his armor and into his chest. 

    "We have one prisoner, Sir," Farval said as he and Sharvit dragged a man over and dropped him beside Marvat's feet. 

    Barvil looked down at the wounded man and just glared silently for a moment before asking, "What were you after?"

    The man looked up defiantly. "Ain't telling you nothin'," he whispered. 

    Barvil knelt and looked him in the eye. "You can die easy or hard. It's up to you." 

    "Ain't telling you nothin'," the man whispered again. 

    Barvil's eyes narrowed and he grabbed the man by the throat, but it was too late. He was already spitting up blood and choking, and in just a few moments he was dead. Barvil began searching the body, and soon sat back with a leather patch in his hand. "Kel'Portan Guards," he whispered. "Who would send them after this caravan?"

    "Someone who wanted Stavin dead," Farval answered. Barvil's head snapped around to stare at him. "The second man I fought had me down, but abandoned me to attack Stave." 

    "Stavin," Barvil snapped, looking around until he spotted Stavin's golden armor. "How many?" 

    "Four, Sir," Stavin answered. 

    "I got two. Who else?" Barvil asked as he looked around.

    "I got one," Farval answered. 

    "One for me," Sharvit added. 

    "One for me as well," Orkahn said.

    "And me," Tavan said as he stepped forward. 

    "A ten-man team from the Kel'Portan Guards would have cost around a hundred gold crowns," Barvil mused. "They were committing treason by attacking Stavin, and knew it." 

    "The plot against the king?" Stavin asked. 

    "Almost certainly," Barvil agreed. 

    Rahlina walked up then and looked at the bodies on the ground. "Two more gone," she whispered. "None of my family were injured." 

    Stavin nodded and said, "That's good, Rahlina. We need to honor Marvat and Aldric before we continue on." 

    Barvil looked at his men and sighed. "Far, Tavan, start digging. Everyone else, start gathering stones." The warriors all moved to follow Barvil's orders, and so did a number of the traders. The graves were dug and Marvat and Aldric laid in them before Barvil spoke again. 

    "It is sometimes the fate of our warriors to die in the service of our people. Sergeant Marvat Kel'Sangran had eleven kills in his five expeditions. Aldric Kel'Ranat had two kills on his first expedition. They shall both be remembered among our honored dead. Sharvit, Orkahn, begin filling the graves." Everyone stood silently as the graves were filled halfway, then the stones that had been gathered were carefully placed, and the graves filled the rest of the way. 

    The bodies of the attackers had been stripped of the war booty and dumped in the bushes, and the caravan was preparing to move on again when the sound of running horses could be heard coming from ahead. Everyone braced for another attack, but it turned out to be a detachment of Evandian Army troops. 

    "Halt where you are!" the lieutenant in charge shouted as he pulled his horse to a stop. "You are under arrest!"

    Stavin stepped forward and looked up at the mounted lieutenant. "Why are we under arrest?" he asked. 

    "For banditry," the lieutenant snarled. 

    "We're not bandits," Stavin snapped back at him. "We were attacked by bandits." 

    "A likely story," the lieutenant sneered. "One of the survivors caught up to us and told us how you'd attacked his caravan." 

    "This caravan belongs to the Kavadian house of Zel'Vandar. I am Master Trader--"

    "I don't care what you call yourself, you're bandits. I should hang you all here and now." 

    Stavin looked up at the lieutenant, and his anger got the better of his sense. "I am Stavin, of the Farindian house of Kel'Aniston, named Friend of Evandia by King Kalin last summer, and Lieutenant of the Royal Guards less than a moon ago," he snarled. "You will dismount and show me the proper respect or I'll have you court-martialed." 

    "You-You-You can't be Friend Stavin," the lieutenant stammered.

    Rahlina came forward with Stavin's Royal Guards cape in her hands, and Stavin stripped out of his Trader's Vest, revealing his golden armor fully. Rahlina took his vest while Barvil helped him fasten the cape. 

    "Troop, dismount!" Stavin snapped loudly. The senior men at the front obeyed, and the rest followed their lead. "Where is the man who claims we attacked his caravan?" 

    The lieutenant dismounted and looked at Stavin. "He rode on toward Kolovad. He said he was afraid for his life." 

    "He should be," Stavin said on a low, angry tone. "He is a member of the Kel'Portan Guards, and committed treason by attacking me. Now he's used you to delay us. Congratulations, Lieutenant. You've aided and abetted the escape of a traitor." 

    The lieutenant was swallowing nervously and looking around at his men, but none of them showed any willingness to come to his defense. He finally sighed and looked at the ground as Stavin continued to glare at him. 

    "How far are we from Kolovad?" Rahlina asked. 

    A sergeant looked at his officer before replying, "Half a day." 

    Stavin looked at Rahlina and bowed his head slightly. "We should go." Turning back to the lieutenant, he said, "I am going to need to send a message to Twin Bridges as soon as we arrive. Where is your garrison?" 

    "We have a small detachment on the south side of the city, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," the lieutenant replied without looking up at Stavin. 

    "Very well. As soon as we get the caravan situated at the caravansary, I'll need you to escort me to your commander. I'll also need a good Healer as soon as we arrive." The lieutenant looked at him curiously. "One of my companions was seriously injured in the attack, and two more were killed." 

    "Yes, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston." 

    An older man wearing the stripes of a senior sergeant stepped forward then and addressed the lieutenant. "With all due respect, Sir, we could send a man ahead to get the Healer and have him meet us at the caravansary." 

    The lieutenant looked at the sergeant and nodded vigorously. "Yes, do that," he ordered. 

    The sergeant turned and looked at a corporal, made a gesture with his hand, and then turned back to face Stavin. Behind him, the corporal was mounting on the run and galloping off to the north. "There is a Master Healer who keeps shop near the south gate, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston. He'll be there waiting when we arrive."

    Stavin nodded his approval. "Very well. I suggest we be on our way, then. Unless there is something else, Lieutenant?" 

    "No, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," the lieutenant replied, hastily mounting his horse to lead the way to Kolovad. 

     



    Chapter 27

    THE RIDE TO KOLOVAD TOOK THE rest of the day for the caravan, and they arrived near sundown to find the corporal and a man in elaborate Healer's robes waiting for them. Behind them waited a hundred soldiers. Stavin rode forward and spoke to the Healer. "I have a seriously injured man in the fifth wagon. He was hit in the chest by two crossbow bolts." 

    "And payment?" the Healer asked.

    "I pay. Or do you doubt me as well?" 

    The Healer swallowed and stepped back, bowing deeply. "I trust you, Friend Stavin." 

    An Evandian Army colonel interrupted any further discussion. "Who are you?" he demanded. 

    Stavin sat straight in his saddle and replied, "I am Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia, Lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guards, and Warleader Fifth of Kel'Kavin." 

    The colonel stared at him for a moment, then bowed his head slightly. "What happened out there, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston?"

    "We were attacked by ten members of the Kel'Portan Guards. Two of my companions were killed, and two more injured." Stavin glanced at the young lieutenant. "An eleventh attacker escaped and sent your patrol to confront us. The lieutenant might be able to recognize him."

    "Were you injured?" the colonel asked as he examined Stavin. 

    Stavin shook his head. "No, but not for a lack of trying. Four men died trying to kill me, but they couldn't penetrate the dragon scale of my armor." 

    The colonel nodded again. "The corporal said you needed to send a message to Twin Bridges. What is it?" 

    "I'll write it out--"

    "You'll tell me, and I'll decide if it's worth dispatching one of my messengers." 

    Stavin took a deep breath, then bowed his head. "Very well, Colonel. To Lord General Zel'Kordil, Royal Guards, from Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston. Sir, our caravan was attacked by ten Kel'Portan Guards. I was specifically targeted, and I believe this attack may be a continuation of the attacks in the palace. It is my belief that the assassin in my suite may have been one of them. I respectfully suggest that the Royal Guard might want to investigate the Kel'Portan Guards and their possible involvement with the Zel'Candan family. With all due respect, Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia." 

    The colonel's face had gone pale and he was swallowing nervously. "You think the Kel'Portan Guards are involved in the plot against the king?" he asked. 

    Stavin bowed his head deeply. "I can think of no other reason for them to be after me, Sir."

    "Gods Below." The colonel sighed and nodded slowly. "Your message will be sent immediately, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston. Where will you be?"

    Stavin looked back at the caravan, then at the colonel. "Here, with my caravan." 

    "Very well. Good day, Lieutenant." With that the colonel turned and walked away, and the troops filed away behind him. 

    A well-dressed man was standing beside Rahlina when Stavin turned around. Rahlina inclined her head slightly and said, "Master Trader Stavin, this is Wallan Bel'Hordat, manager of the caravansary." 

    Stavin nodded deeply. "Is there a problem?" 

    "Ah, well, you see, you really should be wearing your Master Trader's vest," the man said, watching Stavin carefully. 

    "It's hardly appropriate under a Royal Guards’ cape, don't you think?" Stavin asked. 

    The man shook his head. "No, Friend Stavin. But, for your caravan--"

    "I understand. Just a moment." Stavin took off his cape and traded Rahlina for his vest. He shrugged the vest into place, then looked the man in the eye and asked, "There. Are you satisfied now?" 

    "Yes, Master Trader. Your fees are five silver crowns a day," the man replied with a slight bow. Stavin reached into his armor and pulled out a pouch. He fished out five silver crowns and tossed them to the man. 

    "One day. Is there anything else?" The man simply bowed deeply in answer and hurried away. 

    There was a commotion near the fifth wagon, and Stavin and Rahlina all but ran to see what the trouble was. The Healer was climbing down, and Barvil asked, "How's Karvik?"

    "The young man is out of danger, but he shouldn't be moved for three or four days. Even then, he's going to need a lot of rest for most of a moon. He came very close to dying. Now, Friend Stavin, as to the fee." He stepped over to Stavin and looked down at him. "This was a major endeavor. I must ask for five gold crowns in payment." 

    Stavin simply nodded and pulled the coins from his pouch. "Here." The Healer looked surprised that Stavin had simply paid, but wisely kept his mouth shut. He hurried off, quickly vanishing into the crowd.

    Stavin turned to the trader and bowed his head. "I would like to keep Kar in your wagon." 

    "He's welcome, Stavin," the man said. "We owe him, and all of you, a lot more than a comfortable spot to recover."

    Barvil looked at Stavin, then climbed up and disappeared into the wagon. Stavin scrambled up behind him and saw him brush the hair out of Karvik's eyes. "The Healer said you'll be all right, son," Barvil said as he looked at Karvik's bandaged chest. 

    Karvik was awake and nodded. "He told me."

    Stavin backed down from the wagon, embarrassed by what he'd seen. There had been tears in Barvil's eyes, and he looked like he was about to break down. When Farval looked at him, he just shook his head. "Give them some time," was all he said. 

    Farval took charge while Barvil was occupied and set the guards around the caravan. The traders were busying themselves plying their trade, and all of the warriors watched as the people wandered from wagon to wagon. 

    Stavin was walking around the caravan with the others, and whispers followed him everywhere he went. He ignored them for the most part. It was nothing new. He was walking toward Rahlina's wagon when something hit him in the back, driving him to the ground.

    Stavin was struggling to get to his feet when a huge weight landed on his back, driving him flat once again. A man's voice said, "Time to die, boy," and his head was pulled back. He saw a knife blade glint in the sun, then disappear from view. He felt pressure against the mail on his throat, but the blade couldn't penetrate the dragon scale. Before he could try a second time, the man's weight was gone from Stavin's back and a new sound made itself clear: the roar of an angry mob. 

    Shouts and screams of, "He attacked Friend Stavin!" mixed with calls of, "Kill the traitor!" Stavin looked over to where a man was being pummeled by more than a dozen men and women. He was fighting desperately, but even with knife and sword in hand he was overwhelmed. 

    A rock in the hand of a middle-aged woman crashed down on his head and he fell to the ground like a pole-axed pig. The mob continued to kick and beat him until Barvil bellowed, "Enough!" Then the people backed away, but not without a few parting kicks and punches. The man was unconscious and bleeding profusely, but alive. 

    Barvil looked around, caught Farval's eye, and pointed at Stavin. "Far, check Stavin and make sure he's in one piece. Sharvit, take Tavan and go find one of those soldiers. I think we have a prisoner for the colonel." 

    Stavin was sitting up when Farval walked over to him. "Are you hurt, Stavin?" he asked, and Stavin shook his head. 

    "No, but it was a near thing," Stavin replied as he rubbed the mail on his throat. "He almost got me."

    Farval gave him a hand up, and they walked over to where Barvil was examining the traitor. "He's one of the Kel'Portan Guards," Barvil said, holding up a leather patch. "I think we have the one that got away." 

    Sharvit and Tavan returned moments later with four soldiers. "Sir, two more soldiers went to get their officers," Sharvit said as he came to a stop beside Barvil. 

    Barvil stood and nodded, looking down at the unconscious man. "I hope the colonel can find a mage to break the spell on him. Otherwise he'll probably die as soon as he realizes he's been captured." 

    No one had anything else to say until the colonel and lieutenant arrived. The colonel walked over and looked down into Stavin's eyes as he asked, "What happened, Lieutenant Kel'Aniston?" Stavin gave a quick report of what little he knew. When he was done, the colonel shook his head slowly. Turning to his subordinate, he said, "Get a litter and have this man taken to our infirmary. I'll contact Adept Venaris and get her over there as soon as possible. Hopefully she can break the suicide spell. If not, she may be able to spell him asleep until he can be taken to Twin Bridges. I'd hate to lose him. He's our only source of information right now." 

    The lieutenant snapped to attention and said, "Yes, Sir," then turned and pointed at four troopers. A litter was quickly improvised and the man put on it. 

    The colonel looked back at Stavin and said, "I'll send word if we learn anything." 

    Stavin bowed deeply and replied, "Thank you, Sir." 

    The colonel turned and walked away, and everyone else returned to their interrupted lives. Stavin again began strolling around the caravan, but something was nagging at the back of his mind. He'd seen something strange, but he couldn't remember what it was. 

    Shaking off the feeling, Stavin went about his duties as the master trader. Once everything settled down, he sought out Barvil. "Sir? I know I have to stay with the caravan, but the rest of our men don't. There isn't another bazaar on our route." 

    Barvil chuckled. "I was thinking of that as well, Stavin. I don't want to get that far away from Karvik right now, but if you think you and I can handle the guard duty for a while, I'll let the others go." 

    Stavin smiled and nodded. "I think the two of us should be enough. Especially after the way the crowd reacted to me being attacked."

     



    Chapter 28

    "THAT WAS TOTALLY UNEXPECTED," A MAN said as he and his colleagues sat at a table in an up-scale tavern outside the caravansary. "The boy has made plenty of enemies, but I didn't think he'd be attacked in broad daylight." 

    "The reaction of the crowd is what worries me," a second man said as he sipped his beer. "That was out of character for commoners." 

    "Maybe so, maybe not," the third man said, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. "The little bastard is a folk hero right now for saving the king. I'd imagine that every one of those common slugs will be bragging about how he saved the life of our precious Friend Stavin, even if all they did was kick the man once he was down."

    "We will have to be far more circumspect," the first man said in a near whisper. "Being torn limb-from-limb by an angry mob is not how I see myself dying." 

    * * *

    Farval led the rest of the warriors to the bazaar while Stavin and Barvil watched. "Did you give Far a list of things you wanted?" Barvil asked.

    Stavin shook his head. "Sharvit. Farval has enough on his mind right now. I gave him one of my purses as well."

    Barvil smiled and shrugged. "I gave my list to Far. Let's get on watch." The two men walked around the wagons, their expressions carefully neutral as they surveyed the crowd. The crowd, however, had a completely different reaction to Stavin. 

    Where Stavin had been watched curiously just about every place they had gone before, now the crowd was openly friendly toward him. People smiled broadly and gave him courteous bows as he passed. Older men smiled and came to attention, remembering their Army training no matter how long ago they had served. And under it all was an air of possessive pride, as if Stavin were one of their own. 

    Trade was brisk, and the caravan remained crowded well into evening. That was another side-effect of Stavin's popularity, and one that the traders took full advantage of. 

    Farval brought the rest of the warriors back to the caravan as the sun was setting, and they all seemed to be in high spirits. Farval walked up to Barvil and presented him with two bolts of silk cloth. "You got a very good deal, Barvil. Especially when the merchant found out that we're with Stavin's caravan." He laughed and handed a purse to Barvil. "I think he actually took less than the cloth was worth." 

    "Really?"

    "Really," Sharvit answered. "We all got good deals. Stave, here's the book you asked for. The bookseller had to search through half of his shop to find it. It still cost you a full gold crown, but his first price was five. Then I mentioned that it was for you and he hardly tried to keep the price up while we haggled. You're famous."

    Stavin smiled and ducked his head in embarrassment. "Did you get the other things I asked for?" he asked, and Sharvit nodded toward Tavan. 

    "We put Tavan to work," he said, taking part of the load from the youngest member of their command. "What's this for, anyway?"

    "Kar. He told me what he was looking for on our way up here. Since he's unconscious, I thought I'd go ahead and get it for him." 

    Barvil looked at Stavin for a moment, then shook his head. "I wanted to ask him, but--" He raised his hands and shrugged. "Thank you." 

    Stavin smiled and gave Barvil a little bow. "He'd have done the same for me." 

    The caravan was on the road again before Arandar had cleared the horizon. The Kavadian border was just three days away. 

    The caravan traveled unmolested all the way to the border, and Stavin rode forward at Rahlina's urging to speak to the border guards. He'd taken off his vest and donned his guardsman's cape, and the border guards snapped to attention when they saw him. The same lieutenant who had passed them earlier in the year came out and bowed when Stavin stopped his horse. 

    "Friend Stavin, it's a pleasure to see you again," he said, smiling broadly. "Is there something we can do for you?" 

    "Yes, Lieutenant. Have any large parties of armed men passed by here? Specifically, members of the Kel'Portan Guards?" 

    The lieutenant looked at his men, then shook his head. "No, Friend Stavin. There haven't been any armed parties leaving Evandia, and we wouldn't have allowed any to enter." 

    Stavin bowed in the saddle. "Please keep your eyes open for a band of mercenaries following us. We were attacked by two hands of Kel'Portan Guards south of Kolovad. I would appreciate it if you'd discourage any others from following us." 

    The lieutenant smiled crookedly. "We can do that, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin again bowed in his saddle and kneed his horse forward to match pace with Rahlina's wagon. He waited until they were clear of the border crossing before removing his cape and putting his master trader's vest back on. "They seemed to like the idea of delaying anyone who is chasing us." 

    "I imagine they did," she answered with a laugh. 

    They were nearing the ill-omened ruins of the abandoned town three days later when their luck changed. A group of ten men burst out of the ruins and attacked. This time Stavin was in the saddle and spurred his horse toward them while Rahlina whistled for help. 

    Stavin's horse was cut out from under him, sending him tumbling into the legs of three men. His Dragon's Tongue was knocked from his hands by his fall, and he suddenly found himself in a fight he didn't think he could win. 

    One of the men straddled Stavin and bent down, grabbing him by the armor and lifting him from the ground with no apparent effort. That changed when Stavin's thin knife stabbed upward at the only exposed part of the man's body he could reach. The knife broke through the thin mail coving the man's crotch easily, and the force of the blow drove the knife in all the way to the hilt. The man screamed and dropped Stavin, and once again Stavin was flat on his back. It was a fortunate turn of events, because one of the other men had been swinging a battle ax at the back of his head. The ax brushed Stavin's helmet as it passed, then joined Stavin's knife in the injured man's crotch, cutting both of his hands off in the process.

    While the axman was gaping at what he'd done to his comrade, Stavin rolled away from the third man. He had just reached his knees when the man's knee slammed into his chest. Stavin instinctively clasped the leg, as he'd done as a child fighting bigger boys, but he'd already drawn his big water steel knife. The knife sank into the back of the man's knee, where armor couldn't protect him, and Stavin heard the man scream in rage and pain as his leg gave out. Stavin rolled away as the man fell, but the axman caught him before he could reach his feet again. 

    The big ax angled across Stavin's face, and if his helmet had been of any lesser material, it would have sunk all the way into his skull. As it was, the blade bit deeply into Stavin's cheek, angling upward across his eye and cutting into the brow bone. Stavin fell back, a scream ripping from his throat as pain, shock, and the certainty of his own death overwhelmed him. Then the axman froze with a startled expression on his face. He looked down and Stavin followed his gaze to where a hand-span of bloody golden blade protruded from his chest. The blade withdrew as he started to kneel, and Stavin watched Rahlina stab the hamstrung man through the heart. She shouted, "Are you all right, Stavin?" as she turned toward him. 

    Stavin struggled to his feet, fighting to keep from crying. The cut across his face burned like a red hot iron had been drawn across his flesh. He was blind in his left eye from the blood, but his right eye burned with rage. 

    "I'll live, thanks to you," he managed to say without crying. He held out his hand toward his Dragon's Tongue and Rahlina quickly gave it back to him. A quick downward stab ended the suffering of the emasculated warrior, then Stavin retrieved his knives and looked toward the caravan. The sound of fighting was still coming from the other side and Stavin headed that direction. "Get back on your wagon. I have to help the others," he shouted as he ran. 

    The fight was all but done on the far side of the caravan by the time he got there. The seven remaining attackers had come face-to-face with six of the finest warriors on the continent. Stavin slowed to a walk as Tavan drove his Dragon's Tongue into the chest of the last attacker while the others stood back and watched. 

    Tavan saw Stavin coming and smiled. "They let me have two, Stave," he began, but his smiled faded when he saw the blood running down Stavin's breast plate. Then he shouted, "Barvil!" and ran forward to grab Stavin by the shoulders. 

    The rest of the warriors joined him a moment later and Stavin was laid out on the ground. His helmet was carefully removed, and Barvil used water from his flask to wash the blood away. 

    "Farval," Barvil snapped, "get that pot of Heal-All. Hurry." He turned his attention back to Stavin and examined the wound. "It looks like his eye is intact. There's no sign of a cut on his eyelid. Sharvit, go tell Rahlina that we need to stop here. Have her circle the wagons and watch for any more attackers." 

    Sharvit ran to do Barvil's bidding, and soon the wagons had circled in the clearing that had once been a festival ground for the old town. Stavin was helped to his feet as soon as the Heal-All was applied and led to where the traders were setting up the cook fire. 

    Rahlina looked up as Stavin was brought to her side. "Are you all right, Stavin?" 

    "I will be," he muttered. "I feel stupid, though." He turned so he was facing her squarely and bowed deeply. "Rahlina Kel'Vandar, I thank you for my life."

    "What?" Barvil and Sharvit asked at the same time. 

    "I was down from the ax cut to my face and the axman was moving in for the kill when Rahlina drove my Dragon's Tongue through his back. She killed another one as well." Stavin shook his head slowly. "I'd be dead if she hadn't joined in when she did." 

    Barvil looked at Rahlina and bowed his head deeply. "Sahren would be very proud of you."

    Rahlina looked a Barvil and the rest of the warriors. "I owe Stavin, and all of you, my life and the lives of everyone here. I wasn't about to let him die if I could help it." 

    Barvil bowed again, then turned to his men. "Search your kills, then get the bodies off the road. Rahlina, which two did you get?" 

    "They were out front. Stavin got the one with the ruined crotch. I got the other two, but Stavin disabled one of them first." Rahlina's complexion was a bit on the pale side as she answered, but no one said anything about it. 

    Barvil joined his men, searching his kill, then Stavin and Rahlina's kills. He walked back smiling and laid a sword and the battle ax at Rahlina's feet, then dropped a heavy purse beside them. "I'd guess that the axman was their leader. That purse has twenty gold crowns in it." 

    "They were after Stavin again, weren't they?" one of the other traders asked. 

    "I would guess so, but these men weren't Kel'Portan Guards," Barvil said as he looked at the man. "If I were to hazard a guess, I'd say they were private guards from some noble house. Probably one of the ones involved in the plot against King Kalin." 

    One of the older men laughed. "If a man can be measured by the quality of his enemies, Stavin is one hell of a man." There was some subdued laughter from all around, then everyone busied themselves preparing the caravan for the night. 

    The evening meal had been served and devoured, and everyone was settling in for the night when Barvil stood and drew everyone's attention. "My friends, today was a good day, in spite of the attack. I claimed one kill. Farval also claimed one, giving him a total of eleven, and earning his second red stripe. Congratulations, Senior Sergeant Kel'Dorval. Sharvit also claims one, for a total of twelve. Orkahn claims one for a total of ten. Rolas claims one for a total of nine. Stavin claims one for his forty-ninth kill. And Tavan Kel'Vorash claimed two, for his fifth and sixth kills. You may now paint your fifth white chevron, and paint your top chevron red. Congratulations, Sergeant Kel'Vorash." Barvil paused as everyone congratulated Tavan. "Hold on, now. We have two more kills to award." Barvil looked at Rahlina and smiled. 

    "Rahlina Kel'Vandar, on this day you made your first and second kills. Though you are not of Kel'Kavin, we honor you as a warrior." He looked over at Farval and nodded. Farval, Sharvit, Orkahn, Rolas, and Tavan walked forward and bowed deeply as Rahlina stared up at them. All five young men snapped to attention, then Farval stepped forward with an armguard much like Stavin's. On it were two white chevrons. He wrapped it around Rahlina's upper arm, then stepped back. 

    "Rahlina Kel'Vandar," Farval began, speaking loudly so everyone could hear him, "it is seldom that we choose to honor someone from outside the valley, but you have earned a special distinction among our people. You ran into the fight, un-armed and un-armored, and saved Stavin's life. We therefore award you the title of Warrior, and welcome you into our ranks." 

    Rahlina was struggling not to cry as she let her fingers trace the chevrons on her shoulder. "Thank you all so very much," she all but whispered. 

    The night passed quietly except for the sound of scavengers attracted by the bodies of the bandits and Stavin's horse. She had died even before Rahlina made her kills. The sword stroke that had sent Stavin sprawling had opened her throat. Stavin had gone out to strip his saddle and gear off her, and shed a tear. I have to stop loving my horses. This hurts!

    A careful search of the ruins had provided them with ten horses, and Stavin was allowed to claim one of the better horses for himself, since there was no way of knowing which horse had belonged to which bandit. 

    The caravan reached Aravad with no more trouble, and Rahlina led them into the Zel'Vandar compound. Shouts of welcome turned into wails of grief as the traders told the story of the loss to their missing kin. 

    Stavin and Barvil accompanied Rahlina to see Lord Davan. She stopped a few steps away from him and bowed her head. "Grand Uncle Davan, we return with grave news. In the Evandian city of Barren’s Bridge we were attacked. Nanny Sahren, Uncle Kethlan, and eight others were killed." She paused as Lord Davan seemed to collapse in on himself. 

    "Oh, poor little Sahry," he murmured. 

    "We continued our route south and were accosted by the Traders’ Guild in Valovad because we had no other Master Traders with us." She paused and reached back to drag Stavin forward. "Stavin went to Twin Bridges while we were trapped in Valovad and acquired Master Trader credentials, and served as our Master for the rest of the season." 

    Lord Davan looked at Stavin, then bowed his head deeply. "We are in your debt, Friend Stavin."

    Stavin stepped forward and laid a hand on Lord Davan's forearm. "No, Lord Davin. I believe in doing well by those who do well by me. You taught me that, Sir."

    The old lord nodded and turned away, and Rahlina followed him into the big manor house that served as Zel'Vandar's base of operations. 

    Barvil led Stavin back to where the others were clustered around Karvik. He was capable of walking, but he was still very weak. "I expect to stay here for at least two days again," Barvil said as he looked at his son. "We're early this year. By my count, we only had one hundred and ten days on the road. That puts us short, but not perilously so. I'll give them a day or two before I approach Rahlina about our pay. Until then," he pause and looked around, "I plan on stocking up. Who wants to split the cost of a wagon?" 

    There was some general laughter, then Stavin stepped forward. "I'm in."

    One by one the rest of the warriors joined in, and soon Barvil and Stavin were on their way to see one of the wainwrights that supplied the major merchant houses. 

    The wainwright saw them as they walked into his yard and came forward immediately. "Yes, good warriors, how may I be of service?"

    Barvil took the lead and said, "We are in search of a cargo wagon. Something that can handle a good load, but only needs two mules to pull." 

    The wainwright was looking at Stavin, and tore his attention away from Stavin's armor and Master Trader's vest with a visible effort. "You're engaging in trade?" he asked, giving Barvil a curious look. 

    "No," Barvil answered with a smile, "we're going home and want to carry a large shipment with us." 

    The wainwright nodded absently and led them around to the side of his shop. "I have this hay wagon," he said, indicating a long wagon with poles sticking out from its sides, "or this beer wagon. It was a commission job, but the brewer never returned." 

    Barvil nodded his head. "The beer wagon. It's smaller than the one we had last season, but it should suffice. How much?"

    The wainwright started to answer, then thought better of it and instead asked, "Who are you?" 

    "I am Warmaster Barvil Kel'Carin of the Kel'Kavin Valley." Barvil paused and indicated Stavin. "This is Warleader Fifth Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia, owner and Master Trader of the Evandian Trading House of Kel'Aniston." 

    The wainwright was staring at Stavin. "Master Trader Stavin, what trade does your house engage in?" he asked. 

    "Right now, none. I founded my house so I could take over the Zel'Vandar caravan and bring them home. In the future, I don't know. We shall have to see what the Gods Above decree." 

    The wainwright nodded. "Very well. If it should happen that you need wagons for your house, please keep me in mind. I'll make you a good deal." 

    "What about this wagon now?" Barvil asked. 

    The wainwright looked at the wagon, then back at Stavin and Barvil. "I ask six gold crowns," he finally said with a bow. 

    "Three," Barvil countered. 

    "Oh, come now, warrior. This is no beat-up old wagon. It's newly made. It's never carried a load before. I'll consider five." 

    "Three," Barvil said again. 

    "Warrior, be reasonable. I'm not a rich man. Such a generous price would make me lose money. Four and a half." 

    Stavin looked up at Barvil, then said, "Three and a half." 

    "Master Stavin, you'd see me lose money on the first wagon you buy? What if you don't buy any more? I must have some profit. Four. I'll not take a spark less." 

    Stavin looked up at Barvil. Barvil looked back and nodded. Before Barvil could reach his pouch, Stavin had laid four Evandian gold crowns on the edge of the wagon. "Four, as agreed."

    "What are you doing?" Barvil asked. 

    "He has a point, Sir. If there is going to be a Kel'Aniston Trading House, I'm going to need wagons. We'll call this one my first, and I'll bring it back with me next season. Even if I just leave it here during the season, it'll be a good investment."

    Barvil looked at him carefully, then shook his head. "Now I understand Kar." 

    "What about Kar?"

    "Now I understand why he's always calling you a sneaky little bastard."

    Stavin snorted in amusement. "You're the one who said I was spending too much time with Kethlan." 

    "You certainly did. Very well. What about mules and tack?" he turned to look at the wainwright, and the man bowed. 

    "I know someone who'll only cheat you a little. This way." He led off while Barvil and Stavin laughed behind him. 

    Two mules, their harnesses, reins, and a set of feed bags cost Stavin ten gold crowns. It wasn't the best deal he'd ever made, but the only time he'd ever bought a mule before Sahren had done the haggling. He and Barvil shared a sad look as they remembered their friend, then led the animals back to collect their wagon. 

    They drove the wagon back to the Zel'Vandar compound and found the rest of the warriors waiting for them. Farval stepped forward and spoke first. "Barvil, Rahlina came looking for you and Stavin. She delivered our pay." He held up a heavy purse, then grinned. "They added fifteen gold for Stavin's work as the Master Trader." 

    Barvil looked at Stavin, but he just shook his head. "Let the town have it. I didn't match last year, but still--" He paused and grinned. 

    "How much was the wagon and team?" Orkahn asked, reaching for his own pouch. 

    Barvil answered, "Four gold for the wagon, and ten more for the team and tack. But keep your purses closed." He grinned at Stavin. "The Kel'Aniston Trading House bought it as their first wagon." There was some general laughter from the warriors, though none of them were really surprised. 

    They spent the night in a Zel'Vandar bunkhouse, and then went to the grain merchants in the morning. A full load for the wagon ended up costing a total of four gold crowns, split between the eight surviving warriors. Barvil tried to get Karvik to stay in the bunk house, but ended up allowing him to drive the wagon instead. He still wasn't allowed to lift anything heavier than his purse, but at least he felt like he was doing something. 

    That night Rahlina collected Barvil and Stavin for a conference with Lord Davan. Both of them were shocked by the change in the elderly lord. He seemed to have aged ten years in just two days. 

    Lord Davan waved them to seats in his study, and spoke softly. "Warmaster Barvil, Master Trader Stavin, the tragedy of this season is taxing me terribly. I won't be here much longer. Live or die, I'm turning Zel'Vandar over to my son, Ahlic." He indicated a man of about Barvil's age sitting by the fire. "Stavin, you did more than you know for us this season. If you return next season, you'll earn Third Master's pay with any caravan you join. Just be sure to bring your vest." He paused as his once robust frame was wracked by a coughing fit. 

    Rahlina stepped forward then and both men smiled when they saw her vest. "I was granted my vest this morning. Uncle Ahlic decided that the last half of our voyage was sufficient indication of my fitness." 

    Stavin looked past Rahlina to Ahlic Zel'Vandar and bowed his head deeply. "She deserves it. She spent a lot of time teaching me what a Master Trader needs to know." 

    Lord Ahlic nodded, but remained in his chair. "That was part of our reason for granting her the vest even without Sahren's final evaluation. What she, and you, went through was a far harsher test than most of our masters ever face."

    Barvil looked at Lord Davan then and bowed his head. "Lord Zel'Vandar, I would like to wait here for some of our other groups to return before heading home." 

    Lord Davan looked over at his son and nodded, so it was Lord Ahlic who replied. "You are welcome. We don't expect another caravan back for ten or so days, though. You returned fifteen days early, but returning at all was a remarkable feat given your circumstances. The Zel'Vandar bunkhouses will remain open to you and your people." 

    Barvil and Stavin bowed deeply, then Rahlina escorted them out. 

    The next morning Stavin approached Barvil. "Sir, I'd like to go into town and visit the gold merchants. Can I take Farval and Sharvit?"

    Barvil nodded. "Take Orkahn as well, and go in full armor. You're still a very tempting target." 

    Stavin bowed and left without further comment. The four warriors marched through the city, but Stavin steered them away from the Gold Merchant's Chapter House, and toward the shop next door. "Not a word to Barvil or Karvik," he said as he turned to face his friends.

    "What are you pulling, Stave?" Sharvit asked. 

    Stavin grinned and explained his plan to his friends. By the time he was finished, all three of them were grinning from ear to ear. 

     



    Chapter 29

    THE WARRIORS HAD TO WAIT TWELVE days for the next caravan. It turned out to be the one mastered by Sahren's brother, Landon. Stavin found him the second day after they returned. 

    "Master Landon?" he said as he looked into the office where the master traders did their paperwork. 

    "Master Stavin," Landon said, motioning toward a chair. "I understand that you did well after you took over."

    Stavin bowed his head. "I am sorry for your loss, Master Landon. Your sister was my friend, and it was my honor to bring her caravan home again."

    "I suppose you're wondering about your delivery to Lord General Zel'Enred?" Landon asked. When Stavin nodded he continued. "I stayed around for a moment after I delivered the box, and your friend the general was doing a fine imitation of a child with a treat. He thanked me profusely, paid me a silver crown, then vanished into his quarters. The troopers were highly amused." 

    Stavin nodded his head deeply. "Thank you, Master Landon." 

    "Stavin," Landon began, then paused and cleared his throat. "Stavin, we all owe you a debt for what you did."

    Stavin shook his head slowly. "Rahlina paid that debt by taking me under her wing and teaching me as much as she could. Kethlan and Sahren, Angeleese and Damlan, all of your family made what I did possible." 

    Stavin left Landon then and went to find Karvik. He wasn't surprised to find his friend eating. "You're going to get fat," he laughed as Karvik looked up. 

    "Are you kidding?" Karvik asked, then raised his shirt. His ribs were showing. "I must have lost two stone while I was down." 

    Stavin laughed. It was such a relief having Karvik back to normal. "Well, Warleader Kel'Carin," he began with a grin, "why don't we grab some company and go to the Stag for something better than sausage and cheese?" 

    Karvik said, "Help me armor up," as he stuffed the last of his snack into his mouth. 

    * * *

    The warriors waited three more days before heading out. Two more caravans returned during that time, so it was a large contingent that left Aravad. The single wagon Stavin had bought was joined by three more. They were older wagons, but not much cheaper, and the teams cost just as much. Stavin also had to make another trip to the Gold Merchants before they left. Barvil didn't even hesitate before he granted permission, and Stavin took the same three warriors with him as the first time. 

    Thirty wagons rolled out of Aravad early the next morning, and continued unmolested north to Markavia Cross. Of the forty-four warriors that the four groups had started with, only six had been lost. It was a blow to Barvil that his group had lost the most, and he allowed the other veterans to lead, choosing to stay back and watch instead.

    Fourteen days after leaving Aravad, four wagons and thirty eight warriors reached the gap in the Kel'Kavin crater wall. "Ho, what's this?" a voice shouted, and soon four men walked out to greet them. "What are you bringing home this time?" one of them asked. 

    "Just some extra supplies for the winter," one of the other veterans replied. 

    The sentries passed them through and signaled Kavinston. Literally hundreds of people were waiting as the warriors returned home. It took a while for the shouting to die down, and the families who had lost their sons and husbands drifted away to mourn in private. 

    Stavin was out of his saddle as soon as he saw Shari, but he stumbled to a stop when he saw the bundle in her arms. Shari smiled and uncovered the baby's face. "Stavin, meet your son, Karlin." 

    Stavin stepped forward cautiously and looked at the sleeping face of his first child. "He's perfect," he breathed, then smiled up into Shari's eyes. "How are you?"

    "I'm fine. A little tired, maybe. He eats a lot." She grinned and looked down at her child. "He is sleeping more, now." 

    Stavin carefully took her in his arms and kissed her, then kissed the top of the baby's head. "I had another good season, Shari." 

    "How good?"

    "Warleader Fifth with forty-nine kills." 

    Sharindis smiled broadly, but remained calm. Little Karlin was a light sleeper. "How much did you bring back this time?" 

    "A lot," he answered. "It'll wait. We brought back another wagon load of supplies. Unfortunately, we didn't bring back Marvat, Vardik, or Aldric."

    Sharindis caught her lip between her teeth. Vardik was her cousin, and they had been close when they were little. "You didn't get hurt again, did you?" she asked in a shaky voice. 

    "Yes, but nothing like last year. It will wait." He turned to find his parents and siblings surrounding them. 

    Marinis was the first to react to his scar. "What the hells happened to your face?" she blurted out. 

    "Your face?" Shari asked, moving closer. 

    "It's all right," Stavin assured them. "It wasn't very deep and my eye is fine." 

    "How did it happen?" Sora asked. She was holding her son and smiled when Stavin craned his neck to see the baby. 

    "An ax. It didn't make it much past my helmet, and Rahlina killed him with my Dragon's Tongue when I went down." 

    Sharindis asked, "Who is Rahlina?"

    "The granddaughter of Master Trader Sahren. She's got her own Master Trader's credentials now." 

    Barvil chose that moment to raise his voice. "Listen up! We've got to unload these wagons before everyone disperses." 

    Karlin and Noral both awoke with squalling cries, and Barvil was treated to a pair of poisonous glares from their mothers as he cringed from the noise. He smiled apologetically and said, "My apologies, Shari. Sora." He cringed again as Karlin let out a particularly shrill scream. 

    Karvik let go of Orana enough to say, "Stave, take Shari and the babies home. We'll deliver your stuff once everyone else is done unloading." 

    Stavin nodded and led Sharindis away while Sora and the rest of his family followed behind them. Once they had settled in the family room and both babies were happily slurping at their mothers’ breasts, Stavin told the story of his second expedition. 

    Karlit and Marinis sat in stunned silence as Stavin told the tale of the cursed amulets, and what he'd done in order to get them cleansed. Marinis wiped a tear from the corner of her eye when he was done. 

    "Oh, Stavi, that's horrible," was all she said. 

    "It took me a long time to come to terms with it. King Kalin seemed to understand, and Marina said I had only done what I had to. But still," he paused and shook his head. 

    "Don't you mean Princess Marina, son?" Karlit asked. 

    "Yes, Sir. But after the assassination attempt, Princess Marina told me not to be formal with her in private anymore. Lord Dahvin Zel'Fordal said the same thing." 

    "What assassination attempt?" Shari asked. 

    "I'm getting ahead of myself a bit. Anyway, we headed south early and ended up in Barren's Bridge." He told them about the attack, and there were tears sliding down his face when he told them about Kethlan and Sahren. Then he told them about Valovad, and his voice took on an iron-hard tone. 

    "I founded the Kel'Aniston Trading House so I could bring the caravan home. I came close to slaughtering those fools. Then we went to Twin Bridges again, and I got between the king and an assassin." He opened his saddle bags and pulled out his cape. "I was made a lieutenant in the Evandian Royal Guard as a reward. The king said something about giving me the Zel'Candan titles and lands, but I guess he could see how frightening that was to me, so he just gave me the commission instead." 

    Stavin continued his story until there was a knock at the door. Karlit answered it, and found Karvik waiting. "I've brought Stavin's wagon and goods. The other three wagons should be here soon." 

    "Four wagons?" Karlit asked as he looked at his son.

    "The first wagons of the Kel'Aniston Trading House, Dad." 

    Stavin joined his father and brothers unloading the wagon. The other three arrived while they were working, and the four of them drove the wagons around to where the town kept their supply wagons. "You're going to have to pay for feeding your mules through the winter, Stavin," Karlit said as they unhitched the teams. "You're only allotted feed for one horse." 

    Stavin nodded. "I know." 

    The next day Stavin joined Barvil and the rest of his companions facing the council. Another group was there before them, and Stavin suppressed a laugh when he saw Harner. The big youth, with his big plans and bigger mouth, had a single white stripe on his shoulder. He also had a nasty scar across his face, running from the corner of his right eye to the corner of his mouth. 

    Barvil led his men forward and recited their kill totals, ending with Tavan. "Tavan Kel'Vorash claims six kills and his first red stripe," he concluded as Tavan laid out the weapons of the men he'd killed. 

    Charvil had sat in silence through the whole proceeding. Now he leaned forward and glared at his cousin. "Are we going to start the competition again, Bar?" 

    "I think we are, Char," Barvil agreed. 

    Charvil grinned. "Then I guess I'll be the one taking him out next spring." 

    Barvil chuckled. "Well, you are behind by one."

    Chief Elder Kel'Davin shook his head slowly. "Haven't you two outgrown this yet?" 

    Both men grinned, then laughed. "Apparently not, Sorval," Barvil answered. 

    "Well, I have. You two can work out the details with whoever takes over as Chief Elder. I've served my time, and now I'm going to retire gracefully."

    "You'll be missed," Barvil said as the other Elders nodded their agreement. 


    Chapter 30

    STAVIN WAITED UNTIL THE NEXT DAY before he took his family over to visit the Kel'Carin household. Sahrena met them at the door. "Welcome, my friends," she said as she smiled. "Shari, let me have little Karlin," she continued, and Sharindis let her take the baby. "Oh, you're growing so fast!" she cooed, and Karlin burbled up at her. 

    Just a few moments later there was another knock at the door. Karvik looked at his mother, then went and opened the door. Charvil and Nahrana walked in with a smile, then they both laughed when they saw Sahrena. 

    "I told you she'd be holding the baby," Charvil said to his wife, making everyone laugh. 

    The door had hardly closed before there was another knock. This time it was Karlit and Marinis. "Come in, please," Karvik said, stepping aside to let them pass. He looked outside to see if anyone else was coming before he closed the door this time. 

    Barvil had joined them by then and was looking around curiously. "What's the occasion, my friends?" he asked, and everyone looked at Stavin. 

    Stavin stepped forward, but he was facing Sahrena, not Barvil. "Sahrena, six years ago, when Shari lost her vision, Barvil went to the low lands and bought her a magnifying crystal. Nahrana tells me that she hasn't seen your diamond and emerald brooch since then. Karvik confirmed that Barvil sold it to buy Shari's crystal. I wasn't able to find your brooch to return it to you, so I had this made instead." He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small wooden box. Marinis came forward and took Karlin so Sahrena could hold the box. 

    Sahrena opened the box and caught her breath. Nestled in blue velvet was a heavy gold amulet, with the Kel'Carin glyph picked out in emerald chips, and circled by diamonds. "Oh, Stavin," Sahrena breathed. "Thank you so much, but I can't accept this. This should go to Shari, or your mother." 

    Stavin chuckled and looked over his shoulder. Marinis, Nahrana, and Sharindis had pulled similar amulets from inside their dresses. Marinis' amulet had the Kel'Aniston glyph picked out in ruby. Nahrana's amulet had the Kel'Horval glyph picked out in sapphire. Sharindis' amulet had the Kel'Aniston glyph in diamond. 

    "You sneaky little bastard," Karvik muttered from where he was standing with his arm around Orana. 

    Stavin chuckled. "We had time in Aravad, and I couldn't think of anything else to do with them, so I had a goldsmith melt them down and remake them."

    "Stavin I--" Sahrena began, but her voice failed her and she turned to bury her face in Barvil's shoulder. 

    "You are very welcome, Sahrena," Stavin said, then left with the rest of his family. Once they were outside, he chuckled and said, "She took that better than I thought she would." 

    Now it was Charvil's turn to laugh. "She's not as tough as she can appear sometimes, Stavin. It's an act to hide how sensitive she really is." 

    Everyone laughed, then went their separate ways. 

    * * *

    Stavin returned to his work in the Archive, but he had new duties as well. Instead of reporting to practice every third day, he reported to the practice ground to teach. Barvil, as the new Warmaster, met him when he arrived the first day. 

    "Stavin, you'll be teaching again this winter. Only two of our first-year men were lost last season. Aldric you know, and Orval Kel'Jordan. We want you drilling this year group all winter. You'll have a little help," he continued, motioning to the side, "to give the boys a proper education." Stavin looked over to find Karvik grinning at him. "You two are an inspiration for our boys. Teach them to fight smart, like you two do."

    Stavin snapped to attention, then bowed deeply. "Yes, Warmaster Kel'Carin."

    Karvik joined him then, and the two walked forward together to face the boys who were in their final year at the academy. Stavin stopped with Karvik just behind his right shoulder and addressed his students. 

    "This winter, Warleader Kel'Carin and I will be teaching you all we can about how to survive your first season. You already know how to use a Dragon's Tongue. What we will be teaching you is how to avoid your opponent long enough to apply what you've learned." 

    Almost as one, twenty-three voices shouted, "Yes, Warleader Kel'Aniston!" 

    * * *

    Several storms had already left a cubit of snow on the ground when twelve men made their way up the road to the Kel'Kavin crater. As they neared the ancient Fort Kel'Kavin a voice called out, "That's far enough. I think you took a wrong turn somewhere along the way." 

    They all stopped, then one man rode forward and shouted, "I am seeking Kavinston, in the Kel'Kavin crater." 

    A door opened and a man walked out to face them. "It would appear that you didn't take a wrong turn. What can I do for you?" 

    The man threw back his riding cloak to reveal the uniform of an Evandian Royal Messenger. "I have a message from King Kalin to Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston." 

    Three more men had come out of the old fort now, and the eldest came forward. "Can we deliver it to him, or do you have to do it in person?"

    The messenger smiled slightly. "My instructions are to deliver this message to Lieutenant Kel'Aniston in person." 

    All four of the guards were nodding. "I thought so," the eldest said, then turned to speak to the others. "Send a message for them to expect a messenger, and that we'll need extra provisions for twelve men tonight." 

    "Your pardon, but what do you mean?" the man behind the messenger asked. 

    The elder replied, "We don't allow armed men into the valley. The messenger can go talk to Stavin, but the rest of you have to remain out here." 

    "I am Lieutenant Markil Kel'Jandar of the Evandian Army. You can't just--" 

    "I am Warleader Third Darak Kel'Norlan," the elder interrupted, moving his own cloak aside to reveal two hollowed stars. "If you want to play rank games, Lieutenant, that would make me a colonel. You and your men will remain out here as our guests in the old fortress. Or, you can remain out here and camp in your tents. The choice is yours. You will not, however, enter the valley." 

    The lieutenant seemed about to argue more, but the messenger turned and looked at him. "We were instructed not to cause a fuss. Remain here. I'll have provisions sent out from the inn." 

    "There is no inn," one of the younger warriors said. 

    All of the Evandians turned to stare at him. "No inn?" the messenger asked. 

    "Nope. If someone needs somewhere to sleep, they stay with relatives." 

    "But what about travelers?" the lieutenant asked. 

    "We don't allow travelers. There is no other way in or out of the valley. Now again," Darak said, "we invite you to stay here in the old fortress with us. It's not something we do very often, but we'll allow it this time because you're soldiers." 

    The messenger looked at the lieutenant and then turned and bowed in the saddle to Darak. "Thank you, Warleader Kel'Norlan. I'll return as soon as I deliver the message to Lieutenant Kel'Aniston." He rode slowly forward as the youngest of the guards dashed back to send the message to Kavinston. 

    Warleader Kel'Norlan looked at the lieutenant. "If you'll follow me, I'll lead you around to the stables." He turned, not bothering to see if the lieutenant and his men were following. 

    Once the horses were seen to, he led the troops up to the living quarters in the fortress. "Someone should be bringing extra charcoal to warm a few rooms for you, and word will be passed around to get you something to eat." 

    "Your pardon, Sir, but what do you mean about word being passed around?" the lieutenant asked. 

    "I mean that each of you will be fed by a different family. That spreads the burden around. I'm sure Stavin will take care of the messenger while he's there. He brought back enough extra." There was subdued laughter from the other three guards. 

    "Excuse me, Sir, but what is this place?" a sergeant asked as he looked around the interior of the fortress. 

    "Fort Kel'Kavin," Darak replied. 

    "Yes, Sir, but why is it here?" the sergeant asked. 

    "It was built in Imperial times to keep everyone out of the emperor's hunting preserve," he explained, waving toward the valley. "There used to be one hundred Imperial Guards stationed here."

    One of the other men was looking around, gazing at the ceilings and fine stone walls. "This is amazing. And just to keep some animals in." 

    Darak laughed. "Well, it was a retirement post for distinguished warriors. The men who were sent here were the emperor's favorites, and he wanted them kept comfortable. There used to be a town outside the gates, but it burned to the ground after the empire fell, and was never rebuilt. Our ancestors built Kavinston a bit over two hundred years ago." 

    The soldiers settled down, and soon a wagon arrived from town. "Here're the provisions you asked for, Darak," a woman said. "I brought extra blankets from supply as well. It's hard to heat these old stones." She handed over her bundles, and the Evandian troops immediately lent a hand. 

    "Your pardon, Sir," a younger soldier said, sidling around to get Darak's attention. "How long do you have to stay out here?" 

    Darak shrugged. "Until morning. The watch changes at dawn, and we spend the whole day and night here." 

    "That's a long watch," the sergeant said as he joined the conversation. 

    "Not really," Darak replied with a smile. "This is an easy post. We just monitor the gap and stop anyone from entering the valley. We split up the night watch. During the day we usually just play tiles or flip-stones." 

    "Flip-stones, eh?" the sergeant asked with a grin. In just a few moments Darak and the sergeant were engaged in a match of that ancient soldier's game while the others watched and made bets. 

    * * *

    The messenger had ridden straight to Kavinston, and was met by Stavin. "You have a message for me?" he asked. 

    "I have a message for Lieutenant Kel'Aniston," the messenger replied cautiously. 

    "That's me. Come along, it's cold out here," he said, then led the messenger to his father's house.

    The messenger followed Stavin with a hint of suspicion in his expression. Once they were indoors, he turned to Stavin and said, "Your forgiveness, but I don't know you by sight. Do you have proof that you are in fact Friend of Evandia Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston?"

    Stavin was about to answer when his mother's voice came from the kitchen. "Stavin, if you didn't wipe your feet again, you're sweeping the whole house!"

    Stavin cringed and looked at the messenger. "I'll get my writ."

    "That won't be necessary, Friend Stavin," the messenger said with a grin. He leaned forward a little and said, "She sounds like my mom." 

    Stavin smiled sheepishly and received the message tube from the messenger's hand, as instructed, and unrolled it. He read it aloud, because he was aware that Shari and his mother had come to the kitchen door to see what was going on.

    
      "To Lieutenant Stavin Kel'Aniston, Friend of Evandia,

      "From His Majesty Kalin, King of Evandia,

       


      "Stavin, the man you captured and sent to us was not as helpful as we had hoped he would be, but he did provide us with a few useful bits of information. The Kel'Portan Guards are not involved in the plot against us. They were hired by a different group of traitors. Specifically, three traitorous traders in Valovad. The man provided us with the necessary information to track them down. Apparently, he was not aware that the gold they had been given carried a suicide spell, and was somewhat put out about it. The traders have been apprehended and tried for treason for conspiring to murder you. They died a traitor's death on their knees, strangled with pig gut.

      "I think I know how you are going to react to this, and I hesitate to burden you with it, but nonetheless I must. Congratulations, Master Trader Kel'Aniston. All of the holdings of the former Master Traders Jolan Bel'Valat, Boldan Fel'Lovar, and Sarvba Bel'Orlav have been confiscated and, by my order, transferred to the Kel'Aniston Trading House. 

      "At Marina's suggestion, we assigned a caretaker to see to your holdings. I thought one of my Lord Minister of Trade's assistants would do, but Marina had other ideas. I understand that a young woman named Elain Fel'Carvin the Seventeenth has agreed to manage your affairs until you return to replace her yourself, or with someone of your choosing. 

      "Stavin, you have a remarkably diverse selection of friends in my kingdom. I took a moment to meet with the elder Elain. She assures me that her granddaughter will keep your business separate from hers.

      "Until you return to us, I wish you well."

       


      "Your friend,"

      "Kalin"

    

    “Your friend, Stavi?” Shari asked. 

    Stavin turned and grinned at his wife and mother. “Yes. King Kalin meant it when he called me friend. He really meant it.” 

     

     

    End of Book Two

     

     

    The adventures of Stavin Kel'Aniston will continue in

    The Andarian Affair May 2017.

     


     


     



    About the author

    A U. S. Navy veteran, Loren K. Jones served as a nuclear reactor operator on attack submarines for six years before his honorable discharge in 1986. Loren makes his living as an instrumentation and controls technician, and writes because the stories won't leave him alone until he does. 

     


    Stavin DragonBlessed series

     


    All that Glitters -- Book 1

    Traders and Traitors -- Book 2

    The Andarian Affair -- Book 3

     


cover.jpeg
[ryyre

/, TN .
b " A d =N e

[OREN'K. JONES ' % ,






